

[image: ]








[image: alt]



















SHOWELL STYLES


A Ship for Mr Fitton









[image: ]

























Contents











	Title Page


	1 The Ship


	2 Mr Fitton in Command


	3 The Cargo


	4 Rendezvous


	5 La Vielle


	6 The Long Chase


	7 Weight of Odds


	Copyright




























1 The Ship





1


She was not, properly speaking, a ship at all. Her two masts with their crossed yards, her flush deck and low freeboard, proclaimed her a brig, and a small brig at that. To Michael Fitton she was a ship whether she had three masts or two; the word ship connoted the wooden entity of spars and canvas and men which, in various rigs and tonnages, had been Home to him for thirty-five of his forty-nine years. Until now. He had not trodden a ship’s deck since July of 1813, and that was a year and eight months ago when he had commanded the gun-brig Cracker. There was, so far as he could see, no prospect of his ever going to sea again.


Mr Fitton was sitting on a wooden bench on the muddy shingle of Tyler’s Hard, just round the corner from the Purfleet quay, putting a tingle on a hole in the bottom of his twenty-foot coble caused by collision with a floating plank two days ago; the Thames below Halfway Reach was always dotted with the flotsam and jetsam of the City. He had unshipped the coble’s mast and heaved her over to rest on two baulks of timber, and when he raised his eyes from his work he looked above her keel across a scant half-mile of river to the brig. She lay at moorings off the Erith jetty, her tall masts showing against the leafless trees of the Belvedere heights, and despite the grey haze of the mild February morning he could see enough to fuel speculation. French-built, he thought, with the graceful bows and the slight but definite rake to the masts, and the five closed gunports in her starboard side showed that she had once been a small warship, perhaps one of the fast gun-brigs that the French had used to harass Channel shipping in the days before the Peace. Admiralty had sold a number of such prizes when the war had ended. Doubtless the little brig was now the property of some merchant company, her gunports nailed down and the cracks sealed with tar and oakum. She had dropped down river on yesterday afternoon’s tide, probably after taking in cargo at London Docks or St Katherine’s, for she was low in the water – certainly heavy-laden. He wondered idly why she should have put in at Erith. With yesterday’s favourable breeze and the tide serving –


‘Mornin’, mister.’


Old Tom had come crunching along the shingle, the tops of his great leather sea-boots flapping about his calves and a tattered cloak slung over his bowed shoulders against the damp air. He halted, cocked a watery and critical eye at Mr Fitton’s tingle, and jerked a thumb at the brig across the water.


‘Cerf, she is,’ he croaked. ‘Was a Frencher. Med’tranean bound, be all accounts. Mrs Fitton keepin well?’


‘Very well, I thank you.’


‘Can’t be too careful,’ said Old Tom obscurely, and crunched on his way up the shingle towards the lane.


Mr Fitton’s square brown face, normally unexpressive, showed a trace of irritation as he bent again to his task. Old Tom’s uncanny aptitude for gathering the latest news of Purfleet and the waterfront could sometimes be annoying. It was only yesterday that Mother Causey had given her certain opinion that Anne was to have a baby in the first week of July and they had resolved to say nothing about it to anybody, yet the old waterman evidently knew of it. He was frowning as he selected a tack and hammered it into the rim of the square of copper that covered the fearnought padding. He and Anne had been content with love in a cottage for all the twenty months they had been married; but now he was worried about their future.


The contravening of Admiralty orders by which he had come by his beloved wife had left Mr Fitton in bad odour with his superiors. He had been relieved of his command – but for the intervention of a good friend he would have been dismissed the Service – and had been put ashore on half-pay. At the time this had seemed a small price to pay for the happiness of life with Anne. The tumbledown cottage up the lane with its prospect of the Thames and its continual sea-traffic was a small Paradise, with Anne singing as she swept the stone-flagged floor or cooked their supper on a driftwood fire. His half-pay of one shilling and eight-pence a day, supplemented from a small and fast-dwindling store of prize-money and aided by what little he could earn in ferry-service with his coble, had just sufficed for them. But what was barely enough for two was an alarming insufficiency when an addition to the family was expected.


The lofty brown sail of a Thames barge moving slowly up-river caught his eye, and when it had passed his gaze lingered on the brig moored off the Kent shore. There was a boat lying alongside her and some activity on the deck above. He got his telescope, which was lying beside him wrapped in his old boat-cloak, and focused it on the brig. They were lowering something into the boat, a plank or stretcher with a man lashed upon it – a sick or disabled hand being taken ashore, no doubt. He set the glass down and returned to his tack-hammer and his worried reflections.


Mother Causey was well enough as a midwife, if village report was anything to go by, but he felt very strongly that Anne Fitton, daughter of the Baron la Haye and widow of General Brennier, deserved something better than a boozy old woman. Aye – and so did the wife of Michael Fitton, Fitton of Gawsworth, last in the direct line of one of the oldest families in England. At Aveley, little more than a mile away, lived Mr Ponsonby the celebrated accoucheur who had brought Lady Manton’s son into the world last month. He would have paid Ponsonby’s high fees without hesitation, but that he had nothing to pay them with. And the bed they had shared so happily was quite literally on its last legs, and there should be new bed-linen, and the flagged floor should be carpeted –


Mr Fitton checked his thoughts impatiently. Here he was, a lifelong disciple of Epictetus and his Stoic philosophy, complaining about circumstances over which he had no control. True instruction is this: learning to will that things should happen as they do. And it needed another dozen tacks, carefully driven, to make that tingle secure.


But his discontent, once given rein, was not to be halted by hammering. He had to admit to himself that, Stoic or not, he wished that he had more money, a great deal more. A lieutenant’s full pay might do by way of compromise, but a middle-aged officer with a besmirched naval reputation had not the slightest chance of employment now, with the country at peace and full of discharged seamen and unemployed officers. It was stupid, childish, to indulge fancies about impossible wealth, and yet he found himself doing it and taking a certain wistful pleasure in the thing. It was not, after all, very much that he asked. Honeyburn, once his second-in-command, had married money and now possessed a neat small mansion in an acre of ground, with a servant or two and a carriage. That was the sort of place that would suit Anne very well. She had never uttered a word of complaint since they had come to live in the ruinous cottage, but he knew she must be longing for a water-tap in the house instead of the cottage’s outside pump which sometimes worked and sometimes didn’t, for a water-closet (he had heard of Mr Bramah’s new valve-closet) instead of the draughty privy at the bottom of their little garden, and for rooms she could be proud of instead of the cramped parlour and bedroom she had put up with for so long. And for women of her own sort, too. Anne was well enough liked among the housewives and market-women of Purfleet, but to them she was ‘the French lady’ and of a different species. Mr Fitton himself, who was no snob, had made no friends in Purfleet, though he had many acquaintances among the watermen and the men who worked in the big powder-stores behind the village. In the years before his fall from naval grace he had captained a series of small fighting-ships, and the authority and aloofness of command clung to him still; so that the Purfleet folk spoke of him always as ‘Mr Fitton’ and called him ‘sir’ when he talked with them. He was dimly aware of this, but, because he was used to it and too old to change his manner, he could not amend it. There had been times lately when he had longed to tread a quarterdeck again, however small, where his sea-knowledge and easy authority would mark him for a King’s officer, and not, as here ashore, for a sadly impoverished gentleman. He sighed as he drove in the last copper tack and stood back from his work. The old coble’s bottom-boards were the nearest thing to a quarterdeck that he would tread now. High water was at six bells in the afternoon watch, and he’d step the mast and get her afloat then.


Across the river, the brig’s boat had long since put the sick or injured man ashore on the Erith jetty, but a boat – the same one, he thought – was pulling across the tide, which was making, towards the Essex shore. Four oars, two men in the sternsheets. Mr Fitton went up the shingle to stow his hammer and tack-box in the tarpaulin bag he had carried down with him. When he turned, the four-oared boat was half a cable-length away, making in for the Purfleet quay. He saw one of the men in the sternsheets point an arm at him and cry an order, and the boat altered course to head for Tyler’s Hard. The intention was so plain that it would have been discourteous to turn away and go up to his cottage as he had been on the point of doing; he set the bag down on the shingle, folded his arms, and waited.


The boat’s stem grated on the stones, and the two bow oarsmen stepped overside to pull her in another yard or so. The two passengers clambered to the bows and were swung ashore, one after the other, clear of the lapping tide: a big red-faced man and a lean sallow-faced man. Both were wearing the hats like flowerpots with narrow brims which Brummell had lately made fashionable, but while the lean man wore dark broadcloth of an undistinguished cut, the big man’s blue surtout, flying open as he strode up the foreshore, revealed a patterned silk waistcoat and close-fitting drabs. He came up well in advance of his companion, who was stumbling awkwardly on the muddy shingle, and halted three paces away to raise his hat and bow stiffly.


‘Mr Michael Fitton, I think,’ he said, smiling complacently.


Mr Fitton, who was hatless, inclined his head briefly. ‘Yes,’ he said.


‘Ha! It’s our man right enough.’ The big man threw this over his shoulder to the other, who had come up to stand behind him. ‘Middle height, black hair going grey, old scar on left side of face – spotted it all from the boat, Blanc, and without a telescope, mark you.’


He gave a crow of laughter, wrinkling up his red face until the jovial creases reduced his eyes to slits.


‘Formidable,’ mumbled the lean man thickly.


The waft of spirits that reached Mr Fitton’s nostrils, in conjunction with that unsteady progress up the shingle, inclined him to think that M. Blanc (who was presumably a Frenchman) was already more than a little drunk despite the early hour. He liked the man’s blotchy face no more than the other’s ruddy jowls.


‘I have not the honour of your acquaintance, sir,’ he said unsmiling.


‘No more you have, sir,’ said the big man, grinning. ‘But I know a deal about Lieutenant Michael Fitton.’ He flourished a fat forefinger. ‘Captained Ferret, Active, Dolly, and Pitt in the Caribbean – item, took twenty-nine prizes. Captained Gypsy – item, took eleven prizes. Piloted a valuable convoy through the Little Belt of the Baltic in the year twelve. Item, shamefully passed-over for promotion. Item, unjustly deprived of command by their high and mighty lordships and put ashore on –’


‘No.’


The authoritative voice, quiet though it was, halted him like a cannon-shot.


‘Their lordships,’ Mr Fitton went on incisively, ‘had good warrant for their action – as, no doubt, you have for inquiring into my career.’


‘O Lord!’ said the big man, his grin fading comically. ‘Now I’ve offended you. It’s the last thing I wish to do, sir, believe me. I’ve come here to make an offer I hope you’ll accept.’


He paused, fingering his chin and frowning. Behind him M. Blanc was propping himself against the coble’s hull, apparently less interested in the proceedings than were the men down by the boat, who, judging by their turned heads and jerked thumbs, were discussing the conference among themselves.


‘I’ll take leave to remind you that I still don’t know who you are,’ said Mr Fitton.


‘Right you are, sir – and I humbly apologize. My name’s Josiah Smith and I hail from Birmingham.’ Mr Smith made another bow. ‘You’ve heard of Josiah Smith, ironmaster?’


‘No,’ returned Mr Fitton shortly.


‘Nor of Josiah Smith, shipowner, I’ll be bound. Well, Mr Fitton, I own the brig yonder, the Cerf. She’s laden and bound for Marseilles and I’m short of a captain. I want you to take her to Marseilles for me and bring her back.’
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Mr Fitton was no believer in fairy godmothers and Josiah Smith had nothing fairylike about him. None the less, he could not repress the start of excitement; this proffered chance chimed so aptly with wishes he had scarcely admitted to himself.


‘I’ll pay well – very well,’ pursued Mr Smith, watching him keenly. ‘I don’t mind telling you I’m at my wits’ end, Mr Fitton. That cargo must reach Marseilles before –’


‘It’s impossible,’ Mr Fitton cut in with finality. ‘I hold the King’s commission, as you’re well aware. I’m on half-pay, awaiting employment in a King’s ship.’


‘I’m well aware that you’ll wait the devil of a long time,’ Smith said bluntly. ‘Come now, Mr Fitton. You and I both know they’ll never employ you afloat again. When did you last hear from Whitehall? Not since they took away your command, I’ll be bound.’


Mr Fitton replied with a question of his own. ‘Why do you come to me, Mr Smith? The Port of London would supply a captain –’


‘Yes, if I cared to wait while they find one. Mr Fitton, the Cerf must sail – must sail – on tomorrow’s tide. It’s of the first importance to my business. I learned you were living here in Purfleet –’


‘From whom, may I ask?’


‘From Cerf’s mate, Lawless. A Navy man he was, until they discharged him at the Peace. Told me he’d served with you –’


The rest fell on deaf ears. James Lawless – the name brought a dozen vivid memories. Lawless, lean and black-bearded, swinging a reddened cutlass at the taking of the Rosario; Lawless, imperturbable behind Ferret’s guns as Conquistador’s broadside flamed and thundered; Lawless, steady and reliable as ever at the end of the crippled Dolly’s 600-mile voyage with her crew of sick and dying men. Fifteen years ago. And now Lawless was mate of a small merchant ship. He came back with a start to the present and Mr Josiah Smith’s persuasive tones.


‘–and after the way they’ve treated you, Fitton, you owe the Navy nothing. Why should they ever know, for the matter of that? What’s to stop you taking a trip to Marseilles, whether as passenger or captain? You won’t be gone a month. And the cargo’ll be no trouble. Blanc here will –’ Smith pulled himself up short. ‘Beg pardon – should have introduced you. Monsieur Blanc of Marseilles – Mr Michael Fitton.’


Blanc pushed himself erect for a moment, mumbled ‘Plaisir,’ and resumed his position with the coble for a prop. Mr Fitton responded with a brief nod.


‘Blanc sails in Cerf,’ Smith went on quickly. ‘He represents the consignees and will look after the unlading. You’ll have no responsibility except to navigate the brig – and to sail her as fast as she’ll go. She’s well found, with a good crew –’


‘Wait.’


Mr Fitton’s thoughts were racing fast. He had said it was impossible – but was it? He had formed no high opinion of his visitors, but what Smith said was reasonable enough, except for one thing.


‘You’re asking a good deal, Mr Smith,’ he said bluntly. ‘You want a captain to weigh and set sail tomorrow in a vessel he’s not set foot aboard.’


‘I’ve said I’ll pay well, haven’t I? And I know you can do it. If you’ve handled gun-brigs –’


‘What’s her cargo, Mr Smith? And why so much haste?’


‘Why, as to the cargo –’ Smith stopped and glanced round him impatiently. ‘Isn’t there some place where we can discuss the matter in more comfort?’


Mr Fitton hesitated. Discussion meant acceptance; this was his chance to get that much-needed money for Anne’s comfort. He was more than half-way to accepting, but Smith’s proposition had a fishy smell about it. This could be a smuggling trip.


‘We’ll discuss one point before we go any farther,’ he said flatly. ‘How much will you pay?’


Smith shot a glance over his shoulder at the apparently somnolent Blanc, and then turned and opened his mouth to reply; but it was the Frenchman’s voice that answered the question.


‘Mr Smith will pay you five hundred guineas, Mr Fitton.’


Smith frowned and nodded. ‘Very well. Five hundred guineas. Two-fifty in advance – I’ll get it to you this afternoon – and two-fifty on your return with my requirements fulfilled.’


Mr Fitton, whose face had shown nothing of his astonishment, turned and picked up his tarpaulin bag.


‘My cottage is five minutes up the lane,’ he said. ‘We’ll go there.’


He set off up the shingle without waiting. Smith shouted to the men by the boat and followed, with Blanc, some yards behind. Mr Fitton could hear them talking in undertones but was not concerned with what they were saying. Five hundred guineas! It confirmed his suspicion that Cerf’s cargo was valuable contraband though he could not guess what it was; the new customs and excise regulations brought in since the reopening of trade with France were outside his knowledge. But here undoubtedly was the means of removing all his anxieties concerning Anne. His tutelary genius (he subscribed, somewhat tentatively, to its existence) had provided the opportunity and he would be a fool to refuse it. Glancing back, over the heads of the two men toiling up the steep lane behind him, he looked across the leaden Thames to where the brig lay trim and taut. Yes – he would be a fool to refuse it.


The cottage stood at the lane-side half-way up the hill, solitary and unlovely, the houses of Purfleet out of sight round the slope of Beacons Hill. Its solitariness and the view it commanded of the busy Thames had charmed him once, but now it seemed a poor place indeed. Anne, he knew, had gone to Purfleet, for this was market-day; in addition to her marketing she was to visit a sick friend, the wife of the Cross Keys’ landlord, and she was unlikely to be back before noon – not that he doubted her agreement to this venture, but that the arrival of unexpected visitors would have worried her. At the cottage door he stooped to take the key from its hiding-place beneath a stone and unlocked the rickety door. The little kitchen-parlour was as neat and tidy as he had expected, and a small fire burned in the grate. He stood aside as Smith and Blanc came up, both breathing heavily from their exertions, and silently gestured them into the room. The Frenchman lurched at once to the high-backed chair by the fire and collapsed into it with a grunt. Mr Fitton placed two kitchen chairs by the little table that stood in the centre of the uneven floor.


‘I regret I’ve nothing in the house to offer you except small beer,’ he said.


‘That’ll do well enough, sir.’ Smith sat down by the table. ‘Blanc won’t take it. He drinks naught but brandy and he has his fill of that already. You’re snug enough here,’ he added, glancing round him, ‘but not so snug as you’d be in Cerf’s stern-cabin, Mr Fitton.’


Without replying to this, Mr Fitton took a jug from a shelf and carried it through a low doorway into the tiny room that served as a larder, where he filled it from a tapped cask. Returning, he filled two mugs and put them on the table. Smith grasped his mug and raised it.


‘Here’s fair winds and a fast passage to you,’ he said, taking a drink and setting down the mug. ‘It’s very well as small beer goes, but you’ll find madeira and right cognac in Chernay’s cabin.’


‘Chernay?’


‘The brig’s captain until this morning. He was taken ashore very ill – a raving delirium, I don’t mind telling you – and it’s odds he won’t recover from it. But the mate has the ship in first-rate order‚’ he added quickly. ‘When you go on board you’ll find –’


‘If I go on board,’ Mr Fitton corrected. ‘I’ve not yet agreed to your proposal, Mr Smith, and I need more information from you before I do.’


‘And you shall have it, sir, you shall have it.’ Smith took another sip of beer. ‘I’d best begin at the beginning. You’re not an engineer, sir?’


‘No.’


‘Well, I am, and I have a contract with a certain company in Marseilles to supply a – a bridge.’


‘Un aqueduc,’ put in a thick voice from the chair by the fire; M. Blanc was evidently more wakeful than he appeared to be.


‘Yes, yes,’ Smith said impatiently. ‘In fact, Mr Fitton, the French want to lead a water-supply pipe across the Durance river a mile or so above Marseilles, and this bridge of mine is the framework that will span the river and support the pipe. It’s a construction entirely new – my own device. As a seaman you’re no doubt aware of the strength of a triangular structure?’


Mr Fitton nodded cautiously.


‘Well, my bridge framework is wholly triangular, a series of equilateral triangles of a five-foot-six side. Thus I can supply the bridge in its component parts – some 2,700 rods of tubular steel, Mr Fitton – all ready to be bolted together on a carefully formulated plan.’ He sat back complacently and waved a hand. ‘There’s your cargo – 277 stout wooden cases already stowed in Cerf’s hold.’


Mr Fitton sipped his beer thoughtfully. ‘France must be very lacking in engineers, or ironmasters, if all this weight of metal has to be brought 2,000 miles,’ he observed.


‘The French have not our capability, sir,’ Smith returned, ‘nor, for that matter, our ingenuity. Britain is the world’s manufactory. My own company in Birmingham – but I stray from our business and my time is short. I’ve to be in the City this afternoon. There’s a condition attached to my contract which I must fulfil or lose it. This cargo must reach Marseilles by March the fifth at latest.’


‘It is essential, that,’ muttered the Frenchman from his fireside chair.


‘Blanc here represents the Marseilles company,’ Smith explained. ‘He met me in London to conclude our business and returns with the cargo.’


‘Today is February the eighteenth,’ said Mr Fitton. ‘You’ve cut it very fine, Mr Smith.’


‘I?’ Smith was indignant. ‘I’d have you know those cases were on their way south ten days ago, by water. Locks under repair on the Grand Junction canal, delays at St Katherine’s – by God, if I hadn’t come down by coach to the docks they’d be muddling there still! And she’d have sailed on last night’s tide but for Chernay going off his head. And now,’ he went on more calmly, ‘you know one of the two reasons why I’m offering a high price for a good captain.’


‘No sea-captain would guarantee to bring your brig into Marseilles by the fifth of March.’


‘If you sail tomorrow you’ve a clear fifteen days. The voyage has often been done in less.’


‘We’re still in the winter season, Mr Smith. There’s the chance of adverse winds in the Channel and bad weather crossing the Bay.’


‘I’ve heard how you sailed Pitt when she was chasing Superbe, Mr Fitton. I’ll back your seamanship against any weather.’


Mr Fitton grunted noncommittally. ‘You’ll remember that I give no guarantee. And your other reason for the – um – generous payment? You said there were two.’


‘Yes.’ Smith cleared his throat. ‘It’s dry work talking. A drop more from yonder jug –’


‘Of course.’


Smith took a hearty draught from the refilled mug and leant confidentially across the table.


‘I’ll not conceal from you, sir,’ he said, his narrowed eyes on Mr Fitton’s expressionless face, ‘that there’s a touch of illegality about this voyage – but it’s French law we’re dodging, not British. The French have laid heavy taxes on all goods brought in from abroad. You’ve heard of ’em, maybe.’


Mr Fitton nodded; this was not unexpected.


‘The war left the country nigh penniless,’ Smith went on, ‘so they’ve been trying to refund themselves with import duties. What Blanc and I would have to pay out on our cargo would be a monstrous sum – if it was landed from a British ship. So we’ve arranged a simple little stratagem. You know the approaches to Marseilles port?’


‘Yes.’


‘Two miles west-south-west of the Pointe de Pharo at the harbour entrance there’s an island, Ile Ratonneau. Its east coast has a deep inlet with good anchorage. You’ll shape your course, Mr Fitton, so as to appear off that inlet, where there’ll be a vessel keeping a look-out for you. You’ll be wearing British colours and, in addition –’


‘Bien,’ Blanc’s voice interrupted him. ‘The signal, that shall I take care of.’


‘Very well, Blanc. Your requirement then, Mr Fitton, is simply to make your landfall of He Ratonneau. Monsieur Blanc will then direct the making of recognition signals and supervise the transhipment – for that, of course, is our purpose. The vessel at Ratonneau will be equipped and manned for transferring the cargo from your holds to her own. When that’s done Blanc will go aboard her and she’ll make in for Marseilles – with a cargo from Narbonne, as the bills of lading will show. As for Cerf, her mission’s accomplished and she heads for home.’ Smith snapped finger and thumb. ‘As easy as that. You agree?’


Mr Fitton considered for a moment. France had been England’s enemy too long for him to have any scruples about swindling French customs officials. The ‘stratagem’, however, seemed to him to assume considerable slackness on the part of the Marseilles port authorities.


‘Suppose your deception fails,’ he began.


‘It won’t fail. And if it did, you’d not suffer – Blanc and I would have to stand the loss. Come, Mr Fitton, I’d like your definite assurance that you’ll undertake this voyage.’


Mr Fitton’s mind was already made up, but at the back of it was a precept of his favourite Epictetus: Before any undertaking, look well to its end.


‘First, Mr Smith, I have two questions for you,’ he said.


‘Let’s hear them,’ said Smith with a sharp glance.


‘You’ve told me you’re an ironmaster and an engineer. Have you the authority to appoint a captain to this brig?’


‘I own more than one company, sir,’ Smith retorted somewhat stiffly. ‘I have full authority and I’ll give you your commission in writing. Your second question?’


‘Am I to bring Cerf into London river on my return?’


‘Yes – it may as well be to her present moorings off Erith. Report your arrival to my agent, Symonds, at Greenhithe. Anything more?’


‘No. You may give me my commission, if you please.’


Smith blew out his breath and tugged a large gold watch from his fob. ‘Ten to twelve, by God! But I’ve time for that at least, if you can find me pen and paper.’


From one of the little cupboards at the side of the fireplace Mr Fitton produced these materials and an inkwell and set them on the table. As Smith began to write, Blanc heaved himself out of his chair and came to stand at his shoulder, watching. It was dark in the little room and in the glow of firelight their faces were half-revealed, Smith’s frowning and intent, the Frenchman’s strangely altered; the sagging jowls and blotched skin of the drunkard were obscured and left Blanc’s jutting beak of a nose and thin-lipped mouth suggestive of a fierce determination. Here, Mr Fitton found himself thinking, was a man who had once been stubborn and resolute – perhaps still was, despite his obvious failing. He noticed again, as he had observed when the two men were coming up the shingle, that one of Blanc’s shoulders was held higher than the other.


‘There’s for you, Captain Fitton.’ Smith signed his written paper with a flourish and handed it over. ‘I fancy you’ll find it sufficient.’


The writing was hasty but legible. Michael Fitton was hereby authorized to take full command of the brig Cerf and as Master thereof voyage to Marseilles … to sail not later than the afternoon tide of 19th February … using all possible dispatch … in consideration whereof to receive payment of the sum of two hundred and fifty guineas on presentation of this Commission to Messrs Symonds at Greenhithe on or after 15th March 1815.


‘That content you?’ Smith demanded as his new employee finished reading.


‘There’s no mention here of the advance payment.’


‘That’s because I want no questions asked. You shall have it, of course. I can give you a draft on my bankers –’


‘I was to receive it this afternoon, I believe. And I want it in coin,’ added Mr Fitton firmly.


Smith frowned and then shrugged resignedly. ‘It can be managed. Symonds will honour my draft. Cerf’s boat can pull down to Greenhithe with it and you’ll have the money before nightfall.’ He took the paper and gave it to Blanc, who put it in his pocket. ‘You’ll get that when you’ve reached your destination – before fifth of March, remember. When will you go on board?’


Mr Fitton considered a moment. He was itching to take over his new command – his first command in nearly two years – but tomorrow he was to leave wife and home for a month and there was much to be arranged first. And with Lawless in charge he could be sure of the brig’s readiness for sea.


‘Please to tell Mr Lawless to send a boat to Tyler’s Hard at noon tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’ll be down there with my dunnage. The tide doesn’t serve until mid-afternoon and I’ll sail then.’


‘Very well.’ Smith rose to his feet and picked up his hat. ‘I’ve urgent business in the City and I’ll not linger. But remember, captain, fifth of March or no 250 guineas. – Come along, Blanc.’


‘A bientôt, monsieur,’ mumbled the Frenchman as they passed out through the opened door.


Mr Fitton followed them out and watched as they walked down the lane towards the Hard, Smith evidently urging his companion to make better speed. An oddly assorted couple. Something a little queer about them both, though he couldn’t define it. However, the bringers of good fortune sometimes took strange shapes, and there was no need to look further than that more than welcome 250 guineas –


He turned his head, listening. The footsteps of the men going down the hill were passing beyond earshot and another footstep, one that he recognized, was approaching. The path coming from the outskirts of Purfleet, a few minutes’ walk away, rounded the hill-slope to drop into the lane opposite the cottage and Anne was coming down it. A moment later she was in sight close above him, a small figure cloaked and hooded and carrying a wicker basket. He sprang up the bank to help her down, took the basket and set it on the ground, and embraced her with husbandly fervour.


‘Oh, fie, Michael!’ she gasped, laughing. ‘Suppose someone should see us!’


‘Let them look,’ returned Mr Fitton. ‘They’ll see the prettiest of women being kissed.’


He held her for a few seconds more, looking at her – the small attractive face, brown eyes under level brows, braided hair of pale gold just touched with a glint of silver.


A month away from Anne was going to be a long time.


‘How went the shopping expedition?’ he asked, releasing her.


Anne smoothed the creases from her grey cloak. ‘Very well, except that prices are much too high. And Mrs Dowling at the Cross Keys is quite recovered – at least, she said she was feeling pretty bobbish. What is “pretty bobbish”, Michael?’


Her husband laughed. Anne’s fourteen childhood years in England, an exile from the Revolution, had made English her second language, but its idiom still puzzled her.


‘Je me sens mieux maintenant would do,’ he said; his French accent was not so good as her English one.


‘Oh. And have you had visitors? I caught sight of two men going down the lane.’


‘Yes, chérie. They came to see me.’


‘Michael! And you in those dreadful old clothes! What did they want with you?’


Mr Fitton picked up the basket. ‘We’ll go in and sit down,’ he said, ‘and I’ll tell you.’


3


The daughter of the Baron la Haye, who until his death two years ago had been adviser to Napoleon’s brother King Joseph of Spain, had learned how to listen. She heard without interruption her husband’s account of the morning’s happenings, which omitted nothing except the illegal stratagem at the Marseilles end of his proposed voyage. When he had finished she sat silent, her steady brown eyes fixed on his face for so long that he was alarmed.


‘You’re thinking that I ought not to go?’ he asked quickly.


Anne laughed and squeezed the hand he had reached across the table to her.


‘I was thinking of what you are to wear, my dear,’ she told him. ‘You have one respectable coat, the dark blue one, and I suppose the captain of a merchant ship may wear a cocked hat –’


‘Then you don’t object to it.’


As he spoke Mr Fitton jumped up and came round the table to kiss her soundly. Anne held him close for a moment before releasing herself.


‘It is in any case too late, n’est-ce pas?’ she reminded him gently. ‘But of course I don’t object. There is one bad thing about it – you will be away from me for a month. But even that is not so bad, because there is no war and your ship is not a fighting-ship.’ She frowned slightly. ‘I suppose these men, Smith and the other, are serious?’


‘They must be. They wouldn’t have sought me out otherwise.’


‘Then this is great good fortune for us.’ She looked up at him frankly. ‘Michael, I know you think of me in doing this, but I think also of you. I know how you’ve longed to go to sea again – oh, it’s no secret from me. Now the chance has come and of course it must be taken. Indeed, it’s happened almost like a fairy-tale.’


‘When that 250 guineas arrives from Symonds, chérie, we’ll know the story’s a true one,’ said her husband, sitting down again. ‘And with that money I can make the best possible arrangements for your comfort, for your – your lying-in, my dear.’


‘Michael!’ Anne laughed. ‘It will be months before I begin to suffer discomfort and you’ll be back long before then. What a man you are for looking far ahead! For me, I look to the present hour – which is the hour of déjeuner.’ She stood up and took a saucepan from the shelf. ‘We can discuss these arrangements as we eat.’


In a life that had provided many hazards and changes of fortune Mr Fitton had formed the habit of looking far ahead and it was still with him. As soon as the meal was finished he set forth on his round of errands, wearing a still-respectable boat-cloak over his best blue coat, but with a plain round hat rather than his cocked one. The pockets of the coat were heavy with the thirty-eight golden guineas that represented his total capital at the moment; Symonds of Greenhithe, he trusted, would more than make up any expenditure. His first destination was Aveley village and for that he would follow the uphill lane, but he could not forbear climbing a few yards up the Purfleet path for a look across the Thames to Erith. There she lay still – his ship, seen mistily through the thin February drizzle. He could go down to the Purfleet quay and take a boat across to her now if he wished, and for a moment he was tempted; he could make out two canvas-shrouded humps on her after-deck that puzzled him. But there was a deal to do before nightfall, and there was a kind of pleasure in delaying the delicious moment when he should step over the rail and take up his command. He got down to the lane again and walked on towards Aveley.


Mr Ponsonby’s neat mansion stood a little past the village houses, within sight of the tall elms surrounding Belhus Hall. He was fortunate enough to find the celebrated accoucheur at home, and a manservant admitted him to the study where Mr Ponsonby was engaged in feeding a pet canary. He was a small grey-haired man with a bird-like face and a keen eye, who begged his visitor to state his business while he finished his present occupation. Mr Fitton did so.


‘I know you by reputation only, sir,’ said Mr Ponsonby, closing the cage and sitting down. ‘Mrs Fitton, I believe, is the daughter of the late Baron la Haye?’


Mr Fitton assented.


‘Yes. Well, sir, I would be delighted to undertake this case, but – you’ll forgive my mentioning it – my fees –’


‘I’m recently appointed master of a vessel, Mr Ponsonby. She sails tomorrow and I’ve my pay in advance.’


Mr Fitton shifted slightly, allowing the gold in his pockets to emit a discreet chink. Mr Ponsonby inclined his head.


‘You did wisely in coming to me, Captain Fitton. If I mistake not, Mrs Fitton is beyond the age of thirty and in such cases skilled care is advisable – to ensure ease and success, you understand. Now. Allow me to propose –’


It was settled in ten minutes. Periodic visits when the time drew nearer, and Mrs Fitton to be moved to quarters more convenient and less cramped (and more suitable, it was implied to a daughter of the French nobility) when Mr Ponsonby judged it to be desirable.


‘They have an excellent room at the Cross Keys,’ said the accoucheur. ‘At the back of the inn, spacious and clean. It has served my purpose on other occasions and the Dowlings are trustworthy people.’


‘I know Dowling,’ nodded Mr Fitton. ‘I’ll be at home, of course, to arrange for my wife’s conveyance, but I’ll call at the inn today to bespeak that room.’


‘Excellent. You are a man of foresight, I see. And now –’ Mr Ponsonby rubbed his palms lightly together – ‘as you are to be away at sea for a month –’


‘Shall we say ten guineas?’ Mr Fitton laid the money on the table with something of a flourish; it was long since he had paid over that much to anyone. ‘If more’s required before my return Mrs Fitton will provide it.’


‘Excellent again. I hope I need not assure you that the matter shall have my most careful attention.’


Mr Ponsonby escorted the husband of a Baron’s daughter to the door himself, and sped him on his way with wishes for a prosperous voyage. Mr Fitton jingled the remaining guineas in his pocket as he walked between the wet hedgerows towards Purfleet. The drizzle had stopped and his spirits were rising. Epictetus might say what he liked about the transience of wealth, but the old Preacher in Ecclesiastes had the right of it with his ‘Money answereth all things’. One thing it couldn’t do, though, was to make a sea-voyage certain from start to finish. With Boney safely stowed away on Elba and not one enemy warship between Dungeness and Cap Croisette, this voyage to Marseilles and back was likely to be the most uneventful one he had ever made; but the eternal hazards of the sea remained the same. No sailor would ever guarantee to be back in port by a given date – even to mention the possibility was to invite bad luck. In making all these arrangements so far ahead of the due time Mr Fitton considered he was merely taking sensible precautions. And in any case, he told himself, it invariably paid to have everything on a split yarn.


At the second cottage on the left as he entered Purfleet village he stopped and knocked on the door. A stout elderly woman opened to him; behind her was a girl of seventeen or eighteen, sturdy and rosy-cheeked. Anne was acquainted with Betty Stock and her mother and knew that Betty, who was courting, nursed an ambition to enter service. Mr Fitton told them of his impending departure on a voyage and made his offer with confidence. For a wage a trifle higher than was usual Betty was to take service with Mrs Fitton, sleeping in the cottage every night for the next four weeks, with one half-day off a week – and of course Harry could visit her there, every day if he liked. The offer was accepted without fuss except for Mrs Stock’s flurried exclamations when she realized that Betty had to be got ready and installed in her new place before nightfall tomorrow. Mr Fitton left a guinea in earnest of the engagement and walked on well satisfied. Harry Varley, Betty’s gallant, was a muscular young ploughman with his wits about him, a useful fellow to have keeping an eye on the cottage. He crossed the small cobbled square in the centre of the village and entered the inn.


The bar with its scrubbed oak tables and sanded floor was empty except for Old Tom, who greeted him with a grunt and a nod from his bench in a corner. A moment later, a rhythmic knocking in the passage heralded the entrance of the wooden-legged landlord. Dowling was one of the very few people in Purfleet with whom Mr Fitton had made more than passing aquaintance. He was short, broad-chested, and bald-headed, and his wooden leg was a souvenir of a sharp encounter with a French 12-gun chasse-marée when he was boatswain in His Majesty’s sloop-of-war Peacock.


‘I hear as how you’ve took on as master o’ the brig across at Erith,’ said Dowling as soon as they had exchanged brief greetings. ‘Is it true, sir?’


‘It’s true.’ Mr Fitton glanced over his shoulder at the only other occupant of the bar. ‘Where did you get that from?’


Dowling nodded. ‘Aye, ’twas from Old Tom. He had it from a drifter hand as came ashore here. Seems the drifter passed close alongside the brig and they had some chat. You’ll not have dropped in to wet your swab, sir?’ he added with a broad grin.


‘No epaulette for me this commission, bo’sun,’ Mr Fitton said, returning the grin. ‘But I hope you’ll join me in a pint none the less. The old October if you’ve any left – and please to refill Old Tom’s pot.’


The ale having been drawn and distributed and a toast drunk to a fair wind, Mr Fitton explained his requirement. Dowling beamed enthusiasm.


‘’Course we’ll keep the room, sir. Beginning o’ July, you reckon? Can’t be certain to a day in these matters, but you’ll be back long afore then to tip me the wink. Well have all trig and shipshape for madam.’


He agreed readily to Mr Fitton’s further request that he might leave a sum of money in the big safe of the Cross Keys until his return.


‘And given the weather, sir,’ he said, ‘you’ll make a fast passage home. She’s a fast sailer is the Cerf.’


‘You know her?’


‘Not to say know, sir. Dick Hardy, what was shipmates with me in the old Peacock and calls in here now and again, he was chippy in Alceste, thirty-two, when she took Cerf off Quiberon. Had a job to catch her, they did, and not afore she’d sent most o’ the frigate’s bow rail to smash-oh. Mounted two long nines as sternchasers, she did–’


‘And she still mounts them,’ put in Mr Fitton, receiving sudden illumination; the two shrouded shapes on the brig’s after-deck were now explained.


‘Aye, sir. And how that come about was like this.’ Dowling took a long draught of ale and set his elbows on the bar counter. ‘Navy used her on packet duty till the end o’ the war, see. Then, with the Peace, she was sold like a lot of others and some shipping company on Thames-side bought her. Dick told me the name but I don’t remember it.’


‘Smith?’ Mr Fitton hazarded.


‘No, sir – Eastern Shipping or something o’ that. Anyways, her carronades were took off and she was converted for cargo, but the owners bought in the long nines. She was to trade to Algiers, d’ye see, and there’s piracy on the Barbary coast yet. You’ll find no use for ’em on the Marseilles run, sir, now them coasts is all friendly.’


‘There’s enemies at ’ome.’ Old Tom had joined them at the bar counter. ‘What about them fellers at Ashford?’


Mr Fitton recalled hearing that the members of some club or society at Ashford had been taken into custody on suspicion of being Bonapartists.


‘Harmless enough, surely,’ he said, ‘with the Emperor ruling nothing bigger than Elba.’


‘Well, I dunno,’ said the innkeeper. ‘Half of ’em was French, so they say. There’s too many French in this country for my liking – no offence intended, sir,’ he added hastily.


‘And none taken. Mrs Fitton’s an English subject now, you know.’


‘What I mean to say,’ Dowling pursued, ‘first we get Frenchies over here as was scared o’ Boney, now we got the ones as favoured Boney and is scared o’ King Louis. Not but what there’s good in some of ’em and I’ve known ’em put up a good fight more than once. I remember in the old Melampus, thirty-six – you’ll remember her, sir, Cap’n Wells – we was cruising off the Breton coast –’


A lengthy reminiscence entailed another pint all round, and an early dusk was falling by the time Mr Fitton returned to his cottage. He had barely finished reporting to Anne the satisfactory results of his errands when a thunderous knock on the door signalled the arrival of two pistol-girt messengers from Greenhithe bearing a weighty canvas bag. Mr Fitton counted the 250 guineas as they requested, signed a receipt to Messrs Symonds, and dismissed them with his thanks and one of his guineas. Twenty-five of them to Anne for the needs of the immediate future, twenty-five added to those remaining in his coat-pocket for possible expenses on the voyage, two hundred into safe-keeping. The last of these allotments he implemented at once, returning to the Cross Keys with the canvas bag under his cloak and seeing it bestowed in Dowling’s massive iron safe. Home once more, he gently dissuaded Anne from sorting out his clothes for packing in his sea-chest.


‘Time enough for that before noon tomorrow, chérie,’ he told her. ‘This is our last evening together for a month, and we’ll not waste it on shirts and stockings.’


He had been less than candid in telling Mr Smith there was nothing but small beer in the house. There was in fact one solitary bottle of wine, a sound Bordeaux. He and Anne shared it over their supper and went early to bed.


In the dark hours of next morning Mr Fitton woke to find that his wife had slipped from his embrace and was lying wakeful beside him.


‘Anne!’ he said in a whisper. ‘Not asleep, my love?’


‘I was thinking, Michael,’ she answered. ‘And my thoughts had gone back two years, to the Court at Madrid and that fripon Joseph Bonaparte. I was picturing one evening in the King’s salon when an emissary from the Emperor Napoleon was present – he had arrived from Paris the previous day. He was high in Napoleon’s favour, it was said. A man named Raoul Menier.’


‘And what of this Raoul Menier?’ asked her husband as she paused.


‘It was his back I saw most of, when he was presenting himself to King Joseph. He was a thin man, dressed all in black, and he had a – a difformité, one shoulder higher than the other. I saw only the back of your thin visitor going down the lane this morning, but it was precisely the back of Raoul Menier.’


Mr Fitton thought this over for a moment. Other men had the same deformity. It meant nothing. Blanc might be Menier; there must be many adherents of the ex-Emperor who had been forced to find new ways of making a living under new names. So that meant nothing either.


‘Forget the fellow and come here,’ he commanded, drawing Anne into his arms. ‘Tonight I’ll not have you thinking of any man but me.’
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