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1 The Hurricane’s Baby





1


‘May I ask, Captain,’ said Lord Edward deprecatingly, ‘what is implied in the word “sprung”?’


As he spoke, he rescued his glass, which was on the point of sliding off the cabin table. Princess Charlotte was certainly beginning to roll more heavily.


Doctor Stock adjusted his spectacles and cleared his throat.


‘The participle is, as we may say, transitional in current usage,’ he pronounced didactically. ‘Until recently a person of culture might properly say, “I sprung to the ground”. Latterly, and especially among grammarians, “sprang” is more acceptable, the alternative form being reserved for –’


‘No, no, Doctor,’ Lord Edward interrupted gently. ‘I was referring to Captain Gardiner’s statement to us, a few days ago, that this vessel’s mainmast was badly sprung.’ He returned his mild blue gaze to the frigate captain. ‘No very serious defect, I trust?’


A momentary spasm disturbed the gravity of Captain Gardiner’s lean ruddy face; despite his forty years in the Royal Navy, he was continually being surprised by the abysmal ignorance of landsmen.


‘Why, serious enough to keep me from hoisting stuns’ls,’ he said. ‘And by “sprung,” sir, I meant that my mainmast’s split or cracked – internally, d’ye see. ’Twas the gale south of the Azores that did it. I had to rig preventer stays or I daresay we’d not have sighted Cape Maisi.’


Four bells of the afternoon watch had just been sounded, and the captain’s steward had cleared the dining-cabin table of the remains of dinner and left the three men sitting over their wine. All three were in their early fifties, but middle-age was the only thing they had in common. Lord Edward Somerville, tall and elegant in a fawn roll-collared coat and silk neckcloth, looked with his pale high-browed face and thinning silvery hair the somewhat indolent and bookish gentleman he was. Doctor Stock might have passed for a prizefighter disguised in a black suit and spectacles, but he was in fact a philologist of some note as well as Lord Edward’s secretary. As for Gardiner, it hardly needed the twin-epauletted blue coat and white breeches to mark him as a man of action, a King’s officer and a post-captain to boot.


‘I hope your – ah – stays will cease to be a sine qua non now that we have entered the Caribbean Sea, Captain,’ said Lord Edward; he turned to look out through the stern windows that were ranged in the after side of the cabin. ‘I must confess,’ he added, ‘that I had expected the Caribbean Sea to be of a blue colour and rather – ah – flatter than this.’


Beyond the spray-spattered glass, dun-coloured waves surged astern, unbroken except for the white furrows of the frigate’s wake. Gardiner frowned slightly as he surveyed them.


‘The sea reflects the sky,’ he said absently, ‘and that’s a low overcast. The swell could mean we have a blow coming.’ He picked up the decanter. ‘Allow me to–’


‘No, Captain, I thank you.’ Lord Edward covered his empty glass with his hand. ‘Jam satis est, even though I shall find no such Madeira as yours on St Lucia. This blow you speak of will waft us whither we are going, I trust?’


‘If it holds from the nor’-east – yes.’


‘And we cannot now be far from our destination?’


‘Dead-reckoning at noon today put us seventy-five miles east-nor’-east of Morant Point on Jamaica, sir.’ Gardiner clutched the decanter again as the frigate rolled heavily. ‘Thence to Kingston harbour – well, say forty sea-miles.’


‘We may make a prognosis, then.’ Doctor Stock’s thin precise voice sorted oddly with his bulldog face and heavy jowls. ‘I was this morning informed by Mr Fisher that we are proceeding at the rate of eight knots, meaning eight miles in the hour. Given the maintenance of that rate, we should arrive at Kingston early tomorrow morning in the region of–’


‘Just so, Doctor,’ Gardiner interrupted hastily. ‘But that’s assuming–’


He was interrupted in his turn. There was a knock on the cabin door and a tousle-headed midshipman looked in, hat in hand.


‘Your pardon, sir,’ he piped, ‘but Mr Fisher’s compliments and he’d be obliged if you’d come on deck, sir.’


Gardiner got up from the table at once, making his excuses as he did so, and took his hat from a locker on the bulkhead. He was frowning as he went up the companion-ladder to the deck. He had enough of a seaman’s superstition to believe that it was most unlucky to discuss a ship’s probable time of arrival at her destination, particularly when she was nearing it. Princess Charlotte, twenty-eight days out from Portsmouth, had so far made a good voyage, all things considered; it was a pity that Doctor Stock, in his landsman’s ignorance, should lay its conclusion open to hazard.


His Majesty’s 36-gun frigate, Princess Charlotte, captain the Honourable Robert Gardiner, had been attached to the West Indies Squadron for the greater part of the ten-year-old war with France. Her fast-sailing qualities made her particularly useful in conveying Admiralty orders to C.-in-C. West Indies, returning with Admiral Dacres’s reports, bringing out replacement officers and carrying the mails – much to the dissatisfaction of her captain, who complained that he had only been in action three times since the war began. On this present voyage she had been required to convey the newly appointed Governor of St Lucia and his secretary, the island of St Lucia having been very recently attacked and captured from the French. Princess Charlotte was, of course, to sail first to Jamaica, where Kingston was the naval base and source of all operations in the Caribbean, and having victualled and watered there to take His Excellency to his governorate. Captain Gardiner was looking forward to a Caribbean cruise as a change from his Atlantic mail-packetry, as he called it; not least because, on the return voyage from St Lucia, he might fall in with one of the many French and Spanish privateers that preyed on the inter-island shipping. But though the frigate had entered the Caribbean by the Windward Passage yesterday, the expected blue skies and placid seas had not greeted her. As he stepped on deck from the companionway, his eye took in the details of ship and sea in one swift glance.


Princess Charlotte, under plain sail to the topgallants, was rolling heavily with the wind over her starboard quarter. Overhead the low racing clouds seemed almost to touch her three mastheads and spill their gloomy colour down the three tiers of straining canvas below, dyeing them an ugly greyish-brown only a shade or two paler than the colour of the waves. The waves were not crested or turbulent but were long smooth rollers sweeping in from the north across the frigate’s eastward path. To Gardiner’s accustomed ear the shrill voice of the wind in the rigging was a tone or two higher than when he had last been on deck.


All three lieutenants were on the quarterdeck. Lunt and Galpin moved over to the lee side when Gardiner appeared and Fisher, first lieutenant, advanced to meet him.


‘Wind’s rising and backing, sir,’ he said, putting a hand to his hat. ‘I don’t like it. And look yonder.’


He pointed across the frigate’s side, to northward. Beyond the marching ridges of the sea, the far horizon was a dark-grey blur. Between that darkness and the darker sea stretched a long thin line of white. They turned to look at each other, and it was a moment before the captain spoke.


‘Can’t be,’ he growled. ‘We’re three weeks past the hurricane season.’


‘I’ve heard of isolated storms, sir,’ said Fisher. ‘Sort of left-overs, you might say. The Jamaicans call ’em “hurricane babies”.’


‘There’s a blow coming, whatever its name.’


Gardiner shot a quick glance round the ship – the watch-on-deck up for’ard or grouped along the weather-rail between the 18-pounders, the bosun and his mate tightening the lashings of the longboat secured amidships, the two long preventer stays stretching aft from the mainmast crosstrees. No ship’s captain nearing port liked to reduce sail unless he was forced to, and then only at the last minute; but his hesitation lasted no more than a breathing-space.


‘Very well, Mr Fisher!’ he snapped. ‘I’ll have all hands to take in sail – wait! Strip her to double-reefed tops’ls and inner jib. Three men at the wheel. And batten-down hatches. Carry on!’


‘Aye aye, sir. –Bosun! D’ye hear there! Pipe all hands!’


At the squeal of the bosun’s call the men of the duty-watch stood forward and a few seconds later the watch-below began to pour up on deck, dodging and pushing to get to their appointed stations; the deck space seemed packed with seamen, for Princess Charlotte carried a crew of 240. At Fisher’s roared orders this throng separated into orderly columns which surged in close formation up the ratlines of fore, main, and mizen.


Gardiner stayed only to see this much before running down to his cabin. He got his tarpaulin coat and went into the main cabin, where Cribb, his steward, was collecting decanter and glasses and drawing the tablecloth. Doctor Stock had already got his black-covered notebook on the table and was earnestly writing in it, with some difficulty because of the continual lurch of the cabin. Lord Edward, lounging with a book on the cushioned locker beneath the stern windows, looked up as the captain entered.


‘I hear noises suggestive of hurried action,’ he remarked. ‘Are we to encounter a storm, Captain? And will it last for three days like the other?’


‘We’re in for a blow and we’ll feel it in a few minutes now.’ Gardiner was shrugging on his coat as he spoke. ‘At a guess, it won’t last long.’


Lord Edward closed his book and stood up, staggering a little to the roll.


‘Then I too will get my coat. I would dearly love to witness a storm. On the previous occasion, you may recall, I had not – ah – obtained my sea-legs and was unable–’


‘I dare not allow it, sir,’ Gardiner cut in hastily. ‘I need my decks clear of all save seamen, if you’ll forgive my saying so. I strongly advise you two gentlemen to go at once to your cabins and make fast any movables. You may well find,’ he added, ‘that your berths are the safest places for yourselves.’


He turned and hurried out without waiting for a reply. Ascending the companion-ladder on the frigate’s larboard roll called for a crab-like sidle and he gained the deck, cursing a bruised elbow, to have his breath taken away by the blast of air. High on the swaying yards men crawled like an army of ants, clewing-up topgallants and courses, pulling-down two reefs in the topsails, with Galpin and Lunt at the rail below yelling at them to look lively. The first lieutenant came running up to the quarterdeck.


‘Battens on, sir,’ he reported breathlessly, ‘and I’ve had the galley fire dowsed.’


‘Very well, Mr Fisher.’


Gardiner stared with puckered eyes into the wind. Beyond a mile of lumpy brown sea the band of white, much wider now and stretching across the full breadth of his vision, was fast approaching. It was evident now that it was a wall of wind-driven water. Headed as she was, the frigate could be laid on her beam-ends when that struck her.


‘I’ll have her close-hauled, Mr Fisher,’ he said sharply.


‘Aye aye, sir. – Hands to the sheets!’


The topmen, their tasks completed, were pouring down the shrouds to the deck, leaving the masts bare save for the reefed topsails and a single jib. The high-pitched chord of the wind in the rigging had risen to an eldritch shriek, and the wall of water was advancing more swiftly than Gardiner had thought.


‘Helm a-starboard!’ he roared at the full pitch of his voice. ‘Hard over!’


There were three men at the wheel, one in the centre and the others at the outer spokes. They spun the wheel, and the frigate began to turn towards the wind. But under her much-reduced sail she came round slowly and before she was pointing ten degrees from her former course wind and sea struck her like a hammer-blow.


She reeled beneath that vicious impact and lay far over, with spume and spray thrashing over her uplifted side. Gardiner, hanging-on grimly to the weather-rail and drenched with spray, thought for a moment that she was indeed going to be laid on her beam-ends. But the involuntary freeing of the helm saved her. The smashing blow of the combined elements had swept her bows away from the intended turn, sending the wheel-spokes spinning like so many flails and the three helmsmen flying to the deck. Away she swung off the wind, coming up as she did so to a nearly even keel, to be carried furiously away in the torrent of the gale.


Whether Gardiner’s shouts reached the helmsmen or not – and the hiss and roar of wind and water made it unlikely – they knew what had to be done. They were up and at the spokes, working to hold her dead before the wind so as to avoid the danger of broaching-to. Fisher clutched the captain’s arm, pointing and shouting inaudibly, and Gardiner saw that main and mizen topsails had torn clear of their bolt-ropes at the foot and were streaming out for’ard. Foretops’l and jib were holding; and in the circumstances, he told himself, this was the utmost sail he could carry. Then he saw that the starboard preventer stay to the mainmast was gone, snapped no doubt by the tension of that violent heel. There was nothing he could do about it in a storm like this. Nothing except run before it. He could lessen the pressure on that one remaining topsail, though. He put his mouth close to the first lieutenant’s ear.


‘For’ard, Mr Fisher, and slacken away on the foretops’l sheets!’


‘Aye aye – Christ!’


Fisher’s voice rose in exclamation as he turned. The mainmast was leaning, bending at mid-height. Without a sound, as it seemed in the general uproar, it bowed forward, quite slowly, to be caught and held in the upper rigging of the foremast.
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In a few cataclysmic seconds Princess Charlotte, from being mistress of the wind and her course, had become the slave of the gale, driven willy-nilly like a twig in a torrent. Only a fortunate chance had prevented the mast from crashing down across her side and – like enough – broaching her to. And in the stream of spindrift that thrashed her onward it was impossible to see how firmly the tangled rigging of the topgallant mast had enmeshed the foremast. A roll might dislodge it. With this furious wind sweeping her on from right astern she was scarcely rolling at all, but the slightest change in the direction of the gale, the merest deviation from her course, might bring about catastrophe. In this howling inferno nothing could be done. And yet something had to be done, and done quickly.


All this passed through Captain Gardiner’s mind in a few seconds. He grabbed Fisher and bellowed in his ear. ‘Stand by the helm – don’t let her pay off an inch!’


They clung their way down the quarterdeck ladder and Gardiner stumbled for’ard, staggering before the thrust of air. A glance showed him that the splintered break in the mainmast had left unbroken timber enough to prevent it from severing entirely at its present angle.


‘Bosun!’ A bearded giant stepped from the throng of men amidships. ‘Take two hands to the foremast crosstrees and get a good lashing on the fallen spar. Lively, now – there’s your cordage.’


Gardiner pointed to the parted maintopsail sheet that was whipping along the starboard rail.


‘Aye aye, sir. – Truman! Briggs!’


In ten seconds the bosun was climbing the fore-shrouds with the rope coiled round his shoulders and the two seamen at his heels. Gardiner, hanging on to the foot of the shrouds, craned his head far back to watch them as they mounted with the wind tearing at their hair and clothes, threatening to pluck them from their hold on the ratlines. This was no ordinary gale, and in other circumstances he would not have sent men aloft in it; but Mr Catlin the bosun had picked the best hands for the job. Even at masthead height the air was a stream of flying spindrift, but he saw them reach and pass the foretop and cling their way through the flailing tangle of rigging where the mast had lodged on the topgallant crosstrees. It was five minutes before he saw them beginning to descend.


That’ll hold, sir,’ Catlin shouted above the din as he sprang down to the deck. ‘So long as the fore-t’ garn-mast holds, she’ll do.’


‘Very well, Mr Catlin. It was well done. We can do nothing more until this moderates.’ He turned and found the second lieutenant at his side. ‘Mr Galpin, you’re in charge for’ard. Send a lookout to the foretop and see he’s relieved every hour.’


A foretop lookout in this gale, with a broken mast poised above his head, would have no enviable task; but Princess Charlotte could not be allowed to drive blindly on an uncharted course. He battled his way aft to the helm. Below the break of the quarterdeck there was lee of a sort and he could talk to the first lieutenant.


‘If this is your hurricane’s baby, Mr Fisher, it’s the infant Hercules.’


Fisher grinned briefly. ‘I doubt it’s a true hurricane, sir. Wind’s not shifting at all.’


‘How’s her head?’


‘Due south, sir. If this holds for a couple of days we’ll be off Maracaibo.’


‘God send it doesn’t hold, then. We’re dependent now on the fore-topgallant mast, Mr Fisher. If that carries away we’re done. Stay by the helm, if you please, and watch her course like a hawk.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’


Gardiner climbed to the quarterdeck, narrowly escaping being blown to his knees as he came to the top of the ladder. Cosby, duty midshipman, was crouched below the rail and started to get to his feet.


‘Keep your head down, Mr Cosby,’ the captain told him, and went to stoop in the lee of the taffrail for a glimpse of the sea. Seen through the racing spindrift the surface was a seething mass of white, the wavetops flattened and dispersed. There was no swell and the rise and fall of the frigate’s bows as she flew like a runaway colt across the wind-torn sea was hardly discernible. She was like a man walking a tightrope, he thought, frowning. In this present enforced state of equilibrium she was safe enough, but a slight alteration of balance – and a change in wind or sea could bring it – could place her in deadly peril. He thought too of the inevitable working of the two lashed spars, the heavier one straining the much thinner mast on which it rested. Even Catlin’s lashings couldn’t prevent that. Sooner or later the strain would prove too great and down would come the whole unwieldy mess, with results that Gardiner didn’t like to think about.


For the first time since the gale had struck them he remembered his passengers, who must be wondering what was happening over their heads. They had better be told, or at any rate reassured; but he himself wasn’t going to leave the deck while his ship was in hazard.


‘Mr Cosby! Run below to the passenger cabins. Captain’s compliments to Lord Edward – we’ve suffered some damage but everything’s in hand up here. And stay below when you’ve done it, Mr Cosby!’ he added as the midshipman, clinging to the rail, started down the ladder.


Cribb could be trusted to see that the Governor and his secretary had anything they needed. Gardiner returned his thoughts to the problem of the mainmast. There could be no safety for Princess Charlotte until the main mast had been sawn through at the break and lowered to the deck, a very delicate operation involving the rigging of complicated tackles and something approaching a calm sea. If he had been near one of the islands he might have risked trying to work her into its lee, but on this inexorable northerly gale he was being driven farther and farther from the nearest, Jamaica, and before him was 400 miles of empty sea. Incautiously straightening himself, he was almost knocked off his feet by the blast of wind. Surely a freak storm, in the Caribbean outside the hurricane season, couldn’t persist at this force for much longer!


But through all that afternoon the gale persisted without respite. There was no slackening of its force, no change in the direction of the wind. Invisible above the racing clouds the sun was sinking, spreading a dull yellow colour on the wild seascape, when at his own suggestion the bosun climbed aloft again to examine his lashings. Gardiner, who had gone for’ard, was waiting by the rail when he came down.


‘Lashings is chafing a trifle, sir, but they’ll hold for a good while yet,’ Catlin reported. ‘’Tis the t’garn mast that’s the trouble. The fids is loosened. An hour or two more o’ this and she’s like to carry away.’


The captain swallowed his anxiety. ‘Very well, Mr Catlin. We’ll just have to hope–’


‘Sail-ho!’


The screech from the lookout in the foretop was just audible. To ask for particulars was hopeless, but there was no need for that. Flying spume limited the lookout’s visibility to a mile at most, and a chorus of shouts from the hands up in the bows told that the sail was in sight from the deck.


Gardiner dragged his telescope from his pocket and got himself on to the butt of the bowsprit with the wind thrusting at his back. As he wedged himself against the bow rail, a voice told him that she was fine on the starboard bow, sir; but at first his naked eye could find nothing in the grey-white welter. Then he caught a glimpse of something like a black splinter and steadied his glass on it. By intermittent sightings he made her out. Two masts wearing the merest rags of lower sails; long low hull; cutaway sheer to the bows; five gunports in her side. A 10-gun schooner.


‘By God!’ he said aloud. ‘It’s Gipsy!’


He rested his eyes a moment and looked again. The schooner had crossed the line of his own course and was heading three points to starboard of it. As he looked, a triangular flag broke out from her bare mainyard to stream bar-taut in the wind and easy to read, a signal Gardiner had read often enough when he was a midshipman: Take station astern of me. It was a Fleet order, an admiral’s or commodore’s signal, and Gardiner’s face wore a momentary grin as he unwedged himself from his stance. Then he was bawling rapid orders.


‘Mr Galpin! I want a stays’l rigged between main and mizen, the head a dozen feet above deck. Quick as you can! Hands to foretops’l sheets and jib!’


He stumbled aft at a run, to the helm. Fisher heard his news with an incredulous frown.


‘But you’ll not try to follow, sir?’


‘I’m going to. If anyone knows where he is in the Caribbean, it’s Fitton.’


The capabilities of Michael Fitton, Gipsy’s captain, were known to both officers. Nevertheless the first lieutenant ventured to demur.


‘But where can he lead us, sir? There’s nothing in these waters – nothing at all.’


There’s the Morant Cays,’ said Gardiner.


Fisher stared. ‘But they’re nothing but shoals, sir. No sea-officer would risk coming near them.’


‘I fancy Fitton’s doing just that,’ Gardiner said hardily, ‘and I’m backing him. If we can’t get a lee before nightfall that mast’s going to come down.’


He turned to look amidships. Galpin and his men had rigged the low staysail and it was cracking and flapping as the hands sheeted in the straining canvas. Would it hold? He needed that untidy rag of a sail to balance his two head-sails. Gipsy was still just in sight from the deck, now a little broader on the bow. He mustn’t lose her.


‘Helmsmen! Handsomely now, d’ye hear me? Starboard helm!’


She heeled as the turn brought the gale fine on her quarter, and sheets of spray swept across the starboard rail. But the lashed mast held, and so did the staysail. Gardiner let out a sigh of relief.


‘Meet her! Steady her on the schooner yonder, and steer small.’


‘Aye aye, sir!’ came in triple response.


The helm had been relieved just before Gipsy was sighted, and the three newcomers were all muscular man-o’-war’s men, which was just as well. To hold the frigate on this new course, with her sails, few though they were, ill-balanced and giving her a heavy weather-helm, required strength as well as unceasing alertness.


‘Course sou’-sou’-west, sir,’ Fisher reported, straightening himself from a look at the binnacle.


‘Very well, Mr Fisher.’


Gardiner’s response sounded more confident than he was feeling. Already he was half-regretting his decision. With his anxious gaze shifting from the makeshift staysail to the leaning mainmast, he tried to estimate the frigate’s position. Impossible to come close to the distance sailed since the storm struck her; she had been driven southward for six hours at anything from nine to twelve knots. Could she be anywhere near the Morant Cays? He called up his recollection of the chart.


The Cays were a little group of sandy islets some sixty miles sou’-east of Morant Point on Jamaica. Gardiner’s slender knowledge of them was all hearsay, for vessels sailing from Kingston for the Windward Passage or the islands of the Antilles gave them a very wide berth. They were of course totally uninhabited, and since the largest of them rose little more than a hundred feet above the sea they were rarely sighted. It was possible, he supposed, that Princess Charlotte’s course had brought her somewhere near the Cays, probable – nay, certain – that Michael Fitton knew what he was about.


Captain Gardiner had been acquainted with Lieutenant Fitton, commanding His Majesty’s armed schooner Gipsy, for several years. Gipsy was officially rated tender to HMS Hercule, flagship of the West Indies Squadron, and her demanding duty was to pursue and take or destroy the French and Spanish privateers which, in increasing numbers, threatened to disrupt the trade between those Caribbean islands which were in British hands. Less obviously, though quite legitimately, she was the instrument of a syndicate of the flagship’s officers. The prizes she brought or sent into Kingston harbour were sold and their proceeds shared among the officers and men of flagship and tender on the customary Admiralty scale. Mr Fitton’s astonishing success had led to his being sent on cruise after cruise off the Leeward and Windward Islands, and there was no ship’s captain out of Caracas or San Domingo who knew these waters better than he did.


A lurch of the slanting deck shook Gardiner from these more comforting reflections and simultaneously a dense volley of spray drove at him. He dashed the water from his eyes and looked anxiously at the fallen mast, but it remained in place, though he thought he could see it shifting in its lashings. There was no slackening of the gale. The lurid light that yellowed the wind-torn sea was fading. Soon it would be too dark to see the black speck ahead of him – it was less distant, he saw, perhaps a three-quarter-mile ahead. With sudden pitiless clarity he remembered his situation. In a dismasted ship under precarious control, he was heading at nightfall into a region of hazardous shoals. And there was no certainty–


The faint high voice of the lookout was unintelligible in the storm’s uproar, and he made his way for’ard. The bosun came staggering to meet him.


‘Land, sir – dead ahead!’


Gardiner ran on past him, shouting orders as he went.


‘Anchor party stand by! Mr Galpin! Best bower ready to let go!’


He had to assume there was an anchorage and be prepared for it. With a clutch and a jump he was in his corner above the bows, to stare across the darkling waste of sea. The schooner was little more than half a mile ahead and beyond her was a long dark hump, like a wave except that it was motionless. A pale flash two cable-lengths to starboard caught his eye – a tongue of spray thrown up and blown to nothing. He was in among the shoals already, by God! Farther away to larboard were shapes that looked like a school of whales. The hump ahead was rising and lengthening and there were long dark tongues of land on either hand now. And the schooner was altering course, turning to starboard.


‘Stand by the sheets!’


He had left his post and was hurrying aft, noting as he went that the discordant shrieking of the wind had lowered its pitch, and that the frigate’s furious progress was slowing. Disregarding Fisher’s worried inquiry, he concentrated on gauging the spot where Gipsy had made her turn.


‘Starboard helm!’


The frigate’s speed was decidedly checked as she turned towards the wind, which had suddenly become a series of violent puffs. Would she hold this course, with nothing hoisted but jib and topsail and staysail? The canvas flapped and filled again but she held on, moving more and more slowly over smoother water. Through the greatly lessened voices of the gale, Gardiner’s ear detected the thunder of surf; an instant’s reflection told him that this must come from the further side of that central hump, which now revealed itself as the highest ridge of the deep semicircle of banks into which he was heading. The schooner’s few sails had vanished – she was only two cable-lengths from him now.


‘She’s hoisting a flag, sir,’ Fisher said suddenly. ‘Can’t make it out.’


There was not light enough left to make out signals but Gardiner had no doubt of this one.


‘Take in all sail! Mr Galpin! Let go!’


In the comparative stillness his shout sounded strangely loud. So did the splash of the anchor and the dull roar of the cable through the hawse-pipe. Princess Charlotte made her sternway, was brought up by the snub of the cable, and lay rocking on a gentle swell.
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Lord Edward was awakened well before sunrise by the shouts and heavy thuds on the deck above his head. At last night’s late but substantial supper he had learned from Captain Gardiner of the frigate’s fortunate escape, and he deduced that repairs were already in progress. He decided to get up and observe them.


The Governor-to-be of St Lucia, mainly from his innate disinclination to worry about anything, was content to take things as they came. The Admiralty’s decision that he could take no servants with him – he would have to find himself a valet at St Lucia – he had accepted without demur or discontent and had become accustomed to looking after himself. He dressed and went up on deck.


During the night hours the gale had blown itself out. A pearly sky, irradiated with a growing brightness in the east, was already showing the blue above it and bringing colour to the low sandy banks which rose on every side except the south, where the arms of the miniature bay opened to a calm sea. A light breeze was blowing in through that opening and the frigate, swinging to her anchor, now had her bows pointing to the sea. For’ard and amidships she swarmed with men – men clustered aloft rigging complicated tackles, men on deck clearing lumber or hauling on ropes. The captain and his three lieutenants were busy there directing operations, so Lord Edward climbed to the deserted quarterdeck and looked round him.


The crescent of sandhills embraced a rippled inlet perhaps half a mile across. Rather less than a quarter of a mile away (two cable-lengths, Lord Edward told himself, pleased with this acquired knowledge) the schooner lay at anchor; a much smaller vessel than the frigate and to his critical eye more graceful with her slimmer lines. There was activity on her deck, too, he noted. He turned at Captain Gardiner’s hearty ‘Good morning, sir!’


“Nother ten minutes and we’ll be lowering away,’ Gardiner said. ‘I’ve rigged a purchase on a hawser between fore and mizen, d’ye see, and we can sway the mast down when it’s freed from the stump.’


Lord Edward nodded imperfect comprehension. Then we may sail this morning?’


‘Before noon, at least. There’s a fair breeze from west-sou’-west but it’ll be a slow voyage to Kingston.’ The captain hesitated. ‘The Princess will have to go into dock there, sir, and it’s not Portsmouth dockyard by a long chalk. You’ll be delayed for some days in Kingston.’


‘That will please my secretary, Captain. As you are aware, he hopes to make a study of the various West Indies – ah – dialects.’


‘Aye, but my orders are to convey you to St Lucia with the utmost expedition. It’s like enough Admiral Dacres will send you on in another ship.’


‘In that case I shall be most sorry to part with you, Captain. Our voyage–’ Lord Edward stopped and pointed across the rail. ‘I see a boat approaching us from the schooner.’


Gardiner turned. ‘That’s Fitton. He’s had repairs to do or he’d have been on board before this.’


‘I had looked forward to meeting Mr Fitton after hearing your account of him last night.’


The boat was nearing the frigate’s side, a cockboat pulled by a single seaman with an officer sitting in the stern.


‘If I carried any marines I’d mount a guard of honour for him after what he did for us yesterday,’ Gardiner said. ‘By your leave, sir–’


He hurried down the ladder to the deck. From the rail above Lord Edward watched a man in cocked hat and white breeches swing himself on board and touch his hat in salute before exchanging handgrips with the captain. This newcomer, he was somewhat surprised to see, was not the dashing young officer he had expected but a man nearing middle age, with dark hair showing a touch of grey; a square-shouldered man, with a purple scar running from ear to chin across a square-jawed face as brown as teak. The two exchanged a few moments of rapid question and answer before Gardiner brought his visitor up to the quarterdeck. The captain stole a quick glance over his shoulder as he made the formal introductions; the preparations for lowering the mast were complete.


‘Servant, my lord,’ said Mr Fitton with a weather-browned hand to his hat.


‘Lord Edward is the new Governor of St Lucia, Fitton,’ Gardiner said. ‘He took passage with me–’


‘Sir!’ cried the first lieutenant from the deck below. ‘All’s ready, if you’d–’


‘I’ll come, Mr Fisher. – You gentlemen will excuse me, I’m sure.’


Without waiting for an answer Gardiner ran down the ladder and hurried with Fisher to the crowded foredeck.


‘A captain puts his ship first in all circumstances,’ observed his passenger. ‘Is that not so, Mr Fitton?’


‘Invariably, my lord. I believe I’m in error,’ Mr Fitton added. ‘I should have addressed your lordship as “your excellency”.’


Lord Edward smiled and wagged his head. ‘Currently, Mr Fitton, I am no more than Governor de jure. Until I am Governor de facto my excellency may rest in waiting. As for lords and lordships I confess I find them something of a burden. I am not of those Horace jeers at – gaudent praenomine molles auriculae.’


‘You would agree with Juvenal, perhaps – nobilitas sola est atque unica virtus.’


There was no smile on Mr Fitton’s singularly impassive face, but the self-styled Governor de jure spied the twinkle in his grey-green eyes and laughed outright.


‘If you are inferring that I claim nobility through virtue alone, Mr Fitton,’ he said, ‘I refute the charge, though I believe I am as virtuous as my station requires. I was about to add that if His Majesty King George is content to be addressed as “sir”, then so is Edward Somerville.’ He observed the lieutenant’s quick glance at the busy foredeck. ‘But perhaps we may watch the crisis of Captain Gardiner’s – ah – operation.’


They went to stand side by side at the rail. The intricate network of ropes and pulley-blocks was being brought into play to the accompaniment of much yo-hoing and shouts of ‘Handsomely – handsomely, there!’ The sun tipped the eastern sandhills and the hands clustered in the upper rigging of fore and main, hitherto black as jackdaws, were gilded like angels. Its brilliant flood spread downwards as the mast began to move, irradiating the deck with its serried lines of men hauling on ropes and the black-coated figure of Doctor Stock hastily retreating aft. And now the mainmast, severed at the break, swung slowly free on its suspending hawser and its upper part, stripped of yards and stays, was lowered very slowly. Guided by side-ropes to its appointed resting-place, it sank smoothly and evenly to lie fore-and-aft along the midships line of the deck. A ragged cheer was cut short by the first lieutenant’s shouted orders. Lord Edward turned to his companion.


‘Speaking as an ignoramus,’ he said, ‘I should say that was well done, Mr Fitton. – But tell me, pray, how you came to appear so providentially yesterday.’


‘I was returning to Kingston, sir, after a week’s cruise off the Hispaniola coast. I had to run before the storm and decided to seek shelter in the lee of the Cays.’


‘You knew of this place, then?’


‘I was fortunate enough to find it at the onset of a hurricane two years ago.’


‘And we were fortunate indeed that you did. May I ask if you took any prizes on your – ah – Hispaniola cruise?’


‘Two Spanish vessels, sir. I sent them into Kingston with prize crews two days ago. Small coasting brigs, taken with not a shot fired,’ added Mr Fitton.


The hint of bitterness in the lieutenant’s tone intrigued Lord Edward and he was about to pursue his inquiries further when Captain Gardiner, his lean face redder than usual and wearing a beaming smile, came up to the quarterdeck.


‘She’s down, thank God, and without a hitch-bar a few clove-hitches,’ he said cheerfully, ‘Mr Fisher can deal with the clewing-up.’


‘A pretty piece of work, sir, if I may say so,’ said Mr Fitton.


‘Thankee. When I’ve got a jury mast on the stump and a scrap of sail she’ll do. I daresay you’re feeling peckish, sir,’ Gardiner added to the Governor. ‘I am myself, and I’ve passed the word to my steward. You’ll stay and breakfast with us, Fitton, of course.’


A captain’s invitation was a command and the lieutenant hesitated before declining it.


‘Thank you, sir, but by your leave I should sail without delay. I’m two days overdue at Kingston, and Captain Dunn–’


‘Very well, very well – we know what flag captains are,’ Gardiner put in good-humouredly.


‘And I’ve one small repair yet to complete. I’d like to oversee it myself.’


‘Then I’ll not stand in your way. That racing-yacht of yours will be in Kingston half-a-day before the Princess.’


‘I hope we shall meet again at Kingston, Mr Fitton,’ Lord Edward said as the lieutenant took his formal leave.


‘I hope so too, sir.’


Mr Fitton, escorted once again by the frigate captain, went down to the rail and over it into his boat, which appeared next moment sculling fast back to the schooner. When Gardiner rejoined him the Governor had a question ready for him.


‘Forgive me if I presume, Captain, but is it not a trifle unusual for a lieutenant to be – ah – seen over the side by a post-captain?’


‘Eh?’ Gardiner was momentarily disconcerted. ‘I daresay, I daresay. Fitton’s an old acquaintance and I’ve a – a respect for him. He’s had a hard berth, sir, in his naval career.’


‘How so?’


‘Well – but with your leave, sir, I’ll tell you at breakfast. Shall we go below?’


They went down the ladder and in through the doors below the quarterdeck, Gardiner roaring for Cribb to look lively as they entered. They found Doctor Stock standing by the stern windows frowning at his notebook. The secretary’s hair was ruffled and the darkening bruise on his cheek accentuated his resemblance to a spectacled pugilist.


‘My dear Doctor!’ Lord Edward exclaimed. ‘There’s been some accident?’


‘I was jostled and knocked down by some seamen pulling on a rope,’ Doctor Stock explained calmly in his piping voice. ‘One of them called me a grasscombing bugger.’


‘Did he, by God!’ Gardiner said sharply. ‘I’ll take order with him, Doctor, if you’ll tell me–’


‘No, no, I beg, Captain.’ The Doctor’s little eyes were gleaming with pleasure. ‘He has presented me with a new adverbial epithet. “Bugger” I am naturally familiar with – it was English usage in the sixteenth century – but “grasscombing” is to me a novelty. Perhaps you can elucidate it?’


The captain frowned and scratched his jaw. ‘It’s a common enough lower-deck word. I’ve never thought to inquire its meaning.’


‘Does it not suggest the farm labourer with his hay-rake?’ Lord Edward ventured. ‘He is the very type of the landsman, and “landsman” is, from a seaman, a term of opprobium.’


There is food for thought in it, at least,’ Doctor Stock agreed.


‘I believe you’ve hit it, sir,’ Gardiner said. ‘But here’s food of a more solid sort.’


Cribb had brought in a tray bearing bowls and a tureen and was ladling out steaming burgoo. This late in her voyage the Princess Charlotte was low in provisions, but she had plenty of oatmeal and Hennessy, the captain’s cook, made excellent burgoo. There was little conversation while they dealt with it and with Hennessy’s equally admirable coffee.


‘With luck, sir, you’ll have fresh fruit to your breakfast tomorrow,’ Gardiner said at last, pushing back his empty bowl.


‘It will be welcome, Captain, provided there is burgoo to go with it.’


They refilled their coffee-cups and took them to the seat below the stern windows, leaving Doctor Stock writing meticulously in his notebook.


‘We were speaking of Mr Fitton,’ the Governor said. ‘Is he not a little – ah – elderly to be a mere lieutenant?’


‘Fitton’s three years older than I am,’ Gardiner said abruptly, ‘and he’d deserved promotion a dozen times before he got it.’


‘May I ask why it was withheld?’


‘Partly sheer bad luck – there has to be a captain’s recommendation, d’ye see, and Fitton’s captains were transferred or died before giving it. And partly the C.-in-C.’ s – well – reluctance.’


‘Mr Fitton does not stand well with Rear-Admiral Dacres?’ Lord Edward said acutely.


‘Far from it, sir. As I understand it –’ Gardiner hesitated. ‘I wormed it out of Fitton last year. No harm in your knowing it. It seems there was a – an incident ashore, during the Peace. Fitton was out of the Navy then, living at a place in Cheshire, called Gawsworth. He–’


‘Gawsworth?’ cut in Lord Edward quickly. ‘The Fittons of Gawsworth are one of the oldest families in England.’


‘There’s no family now, sir – Michael Fitton’s the last of the line, and the estate’s passed to the Earls of Harrington. Anyway, it appears that Admiral Dacres tried to bully Fitton out of his way and Fitton knocked him into a ditch. He didn’t know Dacres was an admiral at the time but I’d say he’d have done the same if he had.’


‘Yet the admiral must have approved his promotion in the end?’


‘He had to, sir. We had two seventy-fours and two frigates acting in that unhappy Curaçao affair and but for Fitton we’d likely have lost ’em all to the Dutch. Fitton’s recommendation was signed by four post-captains. The admiral couldn’t ignore that.’


Gardiner glanced out through the stern window and got to his feet. ‘Gipsy’s under way – I must go on deck, sir, if you’ll excuse me.’


‘I’ll come with you, Captain.’


The flood of sunshine from a clear blue sky lit glittering water and golden sandhills and the drift of gulls that wheeled and squawked above the men working on the frigate’s deck. Even under her lower sails only, Gipsy was a thing of beauty as she came slowly towards the widening entrance of the inlet.


‘He’s dressing the side for us, by God!’ Gardiner said.


He stood at the rail and lifted his hat as the schooner slid past. On her afterdeck a dozen feet below him Mr Fitton held his own hat stiffly aloft. The double rank of seamen standing along her rail – a piratical-looking band, Lord Edward thought – made a rough show of standing to attention. As the ragged ensign at her long mainyard passed the frigate’s foremast, Captain Gardiner replaced his hat and the ensign dipped in salute.


‘A blue ensign, Captain?’ Lord Edward queried.


‘Admiral Dacres is rear-admiral of the blue, sir. – She’s hoisting tops’ls, foretops’l and gaff. Up goes her stays’l – he’s wasting no time! Once past the outer sandbar yonder she’ll pick up a breeze, and it’s a fair wind for Kingston.’


They watched while the schooner gained the open sea and went about. Her white sails ruffled and filled and she gathered way on her northward course, to pass from sight behind the pale golden hills of the cay.
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