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1 Encounter at Naples
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Michael Fitton, halting on the steep ascent from the quays, took off his cocked hat to mop the sweat from his brow. Naples, he was thinking, conformed precisely to Charles Churchill’s line: ‘Outward be fair, however foul within.’ From Courier’s deck as she closed the harbour yesterday afternoon Naples had appeared fair indeed with its tiers of white houses climbing the hillside above the blue waters of the bay. Now its inner foulness was close about him.


The glaring sun of a June afternoon smote down on the gimcrack buildings and narrow alleys that flanked the mounting road, itself only a little wider than the alleys. In the foot or two of shade below the houses on his right hand sprawled a rank of ragged men and women, some asleep and some chattering noisily, and the smell of unwashed bodies mingled with an all-pervading stench of human ordure. Mr Fitton, resuming his hat and his uphill walk, tried to avoid breathing deeply; an endeavour in which he was encouraged by the clouds of dust released by his tread on the lava cobblestones and the even more noxious swarms of flies. Those who attached importance to old acquaintance, he reflected as he dislodged a cluster of flies from his ear, had sometimes to suffer for their attachment. He hadn’t seen John Gage, now lieutenant in the brig Mutine, since they had been mids together in Defiance; and their chance encounter on the quays this morning, each in charge of a watering-party from his ship, had allowed no time for talk. Gage had appointed a rendezvous at a tavern, the Calice d’Ora, and he was on his way to it.


The advent of a naval officer in plain blue coat and white breeches had roused one or two of the loungers higher up the hill. Dirty palms spread themselves under his nose, urgent voices beseeched him.


‘Leetle money, signor – leetle money?’


Mr Fitton’s impassive brown face and level stare were not encouraging and the lazzaroni fell back muttering disconsolately. A few paces farther on a bevy of ragged children were playing in the mouth of an alley, and one little girl in a torn frock ran out to clutch at his breeches. For her he had a smile and a silver coin; and for himself as he walked on an inner smile at his ineradicable susceptibility to dark-haired females. That the beggars here begged in English did not surprise him. Though the Kingdom of Naples was neutral in this war with the French its port was a watering-place for British warships; there would have been shore leave from the Rear Admiral Nelson’s squadron, which – as he had learned on landing – had anchored off Naples a week or so earlier.


The dusty lane was steepening but he hadn’t much farther to climb. Opposite an alley-mouth twenty paces ahead a gilded sign in the form of a goblet dangled above an open doorway. That must be the Calice d’Ora. The alley mouth, he saw, was alive with small half-naked children at play, and the same glance showed him a carrozza drawn by two horses starting down the steep hill. Behind the driver on his box a fringed red-and-yellow awning shaded his passengers, and the clattering hooves of the horses lifted little plumes of lava-dust as the carrozza – driven, in Mr Fitton’s opinion, much too fast – came swaying and rattling down the narrow street. The osteria with its gilded sign was just across the way now, but the horses were already close and he followed the example of the folk on both sides of the road and stood back against a house wall to await their passing. From the knot of children almost under his elbow a toddler broke away, a little boy clad only in a wisp of rag. He trotted unsteadily into the middle of the road and there tripped and fell over, a few yards in front of the trampling hooves.


There was an outburst of yells and shrieks from the onlookers. The driver tried vainly to rein in the slithering horses. But Mr Fitton had acted instantly. Launching himself like a thunderbolt across the road, he caught up the child from under the very noses of the horses and in the same movement tossed him into the arms of a woman on the far side. The headlong dive landed him prone in the dust but clear of the hooves, and he dragged his sprawling legs sideways just in time to avoid the wheels, one of which grazed his shoe. Then the carrozza was past and clattering down the hill and he was sitting up in the dust staring after it.


There were three people beneath the carriage awning and two of them, a man and a woman, were looking back at him. The woman’s face, beneath a wide straw hat, was of a singular dark beauty and the man was fair-haired and wore a beard. The carrozza, which had seemed to slow up for a moment, gathered speed again; and the brief glimpse was all that was afforded him before he was being helped to his feet, dusted down, and deafened by a score of shrill excited voices all talking at once. A very tall lean fellow, in a ragged red shirt and a yellow cap and with a great purple scar disfiguring his face, was spouting Italian at him with tears running down his face; he was either the father or some relative, for he had the little boy clutched to his chest. Mr Fitton, somewhat shaken by his heavy fall, was not sorry to hear a loud English voice.


‘Gangway, there! Out of my way, blast you!’


A tall man in a blue coat with gold braid on cuffs and lapels thrust unceremoniously through the crowd and grasped Mr Fitton’s arm. Gage’s harsh features had hardly changed since their last meeting, nor had the quick smile that belied them.


‘Come out of this,’ he said shortly. ‘You’ll be the better of a glass after your acrobatics.’


As they gained the worn steps of the osteria there was a commotion of shouting and the rattle of wheels and a second vehicle passed down the hill. From the corner of his eye Mr Fitton saw that it was a cart loaded with luggage. Then he was inside a dark room smelling of spilt wine, sitting in a chair while Gage shouted for vino to be brought presto.


‘Maddest damned trick I ever saw,’ Gage said, dropping into a chair at the table. ‘You came as near as a touch to losing a leg. I was on lookout for you and saw it all. – He saved one of these beggar-brats from being run over by that carriage,’ he added, apparently to someone else.


After the glare of the street it was so dark in the shuttered room that Mr Fitton was only now aware of a third person sitting at the table.


‘To my mind,’ said this person in a thin precise voice, ‘Naples could well spare a few hundred of its beggar-brats whereas His Majesty’s Navy could ill spare an officer. Nevertheless, I approve your philanthropy, Mr –’


‘Fitton, sir, master’s mate in the Courier ship-sloop.’


‘Oh – beg pardon,’ Gage said hastily. ‘Fitton, this is Mr Snape, secretary to the British Envoy. He was here – that is, I was fortunate enough to find him here when I arrived.’


‘Servant, sir,’ said Mr Fitton.


An aproned waiter set bottle and glass on the table and he drank gratefully the wine Gage poured for him. His eyes were becoming accustomed to the comparative darkness now and he could perceive that the room with its dozen or so tables was empty except for themselves, the aproned camiere, and a great many flies. Mr Snape was revealed as a small lean man with a sharp and very red nose, dressed in sober grey and wearing an old-fashioned scratch-wig. He eyed Mr Fitton speculatively.


‘The Courier ship-sloop,’ he repeated. ‘I believe she is to convey Sir Henry Spencer and his lady to Malta?’


‘So I understand, sir.’


‘Ah. Though I did not witness your – um – intrepid action I saw and recognized the carriage. They were –’


‘They were driving a damned deal too fast,’ Gage put in wrathfully.


‘Then Mr Fitton will have ample opportunity of telling them so,’ said Mr Snape. ‘They are to be his passengers.’
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The very careful precision of Mr Snape’s speech had inclined Mr Fitton to think that he already had a fair amount of wine inside him, and the shrill cackle of laughter with which he ended his hardly portentous news confirmed it. Gage stared, laughed, and refilled all three glasses.


‘Sir Henry Spencer?’ he said. ‘Never heard of him. Why’s he going to Malta?’


‘Because, sir, the government have no one else to send.’ Mr Snape emitted another cackle. ‘That is Sir William Hamilton’s opinion. Sir William honours me with his confidences from time to time. I say “honours”, Mr Fitton, because Sir William is cousin to his Grace the Duke of Hamilton. You yourself are, perhaps, a connection of the Fittons of Gawsworth?’


Mr Fitton, who was in fact the last of them, disliked reference to his family. He answered with a somewhat curt affirmative. Mr Snape beamed approval.


‘I app-apprehended as much.’ He had some difficulty with the word. ‘Blood will out, sir, blood will out. And the Fittons of Gawsworth are the oldest family in Britain. Not that the Snapes are parvenus, mark you. A Snape was present at the Field of the Cloth of Gold – but you will be wondering, Mr Fitton, what the secretary to His Majesty’s Envoy at the court of Naples can be doing in a miserable osteria like this.’


‘Seeking a drink, I’d guess,’ Gage said. ‘Is Sir Henry –’


‘I will tell you,’ pursued Mr Snape, ignoring him altogether. ‘I walk hither from the Palazzo Sessa at this hour – when, as you see, the tavern is empty of the commonalty – to escape antiquities. Antiquities!’ He threw up his hands, knocking his scratch-wig askew. ‘Sir William is an antiquarian, sir, the first virtuoso of Europe, and that means lists. Lists of antiquities at Rome, lists of antiquities at Athens, lists from Pompeii and Delphi and Knossos, a pro – profil – proliferation of lists, sir! And all to be indexed, cross-indexed, annotated, copied –’


He interrupted himself to empty his glass of wine at a draught and Gage seized the opportunity to put in his question.


‘Sir Henry goes to Malta on government business, then?’


‘Certainly, sir.’ Mr Snape wagged a monitory finger. ‘This is confidential, mark you. I have it from Sir William himself that Sir Henry Spencer is appointed His Majesty’s Envoy to the Knights of St John, who as you know rule the island of Malta. His special mission is to enlist the goodwill of the Knights in establishing a base for our Fleet at their port of Valletta. In Sir William’s opinion –’


‘At last!’ Gage broke in, slapping his thigh. ‘But it’s like their damned dawdling to wait till now. We could have done with Valletta months ago. Eh, Fitton?’


Mr Fitton nodded emphatic agreement. The current turn of the war had made Malta a highly desirable Fleet base.


‘Here’s the French fleet at large, off the Levant as like as not, and Nelson chasing ’em with no clue to their destination, and where’s his base? A week’s sail away. I tell you, Fitton, it’s damned pitiful – Nelson has to go begging for water at Naples and Syracuse, and devil a hand’s turn will they do for us in their dockyards. Mutine had to put in at Syracuse four days ago with a sprung foreyard and got nothing but dirty looks.’


‘Mutine was with the Fleet, I hear,’ Mr Fitton said quickly. ‘Where is the admiral now?’


His shore leave, reluctantly granted, expired in little more than an hour; the unwanted presence of the Envoy’s secretary was preventing the interchange of news and Service gossip to which he had been looking forward. And now Mr Snape, who had used the interval to recharge his glass and drink half of it, joined the conversation again, before Gage could reply.


‘Of the first imp-importance,’ he announced with vinous solemnity. ‘Malta, that is. I’ve heard Sir William use those very words. What astonishes us – Sir William and me – is that Sir Henry Spencer should be chosen for the post of envoy.’


‘If the man can get us a base in Valletta,’ Gage said impatiently, ‘it’s all we –’


‘An old man, sir, and ailing. Has a doctor in permanent attendance. Married to a child one-third of his age – one-third, mark you!’


‘I’ve heard Sir William married well below his age,’ said Gage with a wink at Mr Fitton.


Mr Snape looked annoyed. ‘That is a different matter, sir – a different matter entirely,’ he said severely. ‘And Lady Hamilton, if I mistake not, has thirty-three years to Sir William’s sixty-three.’ His severity gave place to a sudden sentimentality. ‘Ah, there is a woman of rare quality, Mr Gage – a fine woman, if I may use the term without disrespect. Mature, accomplished, mistress of the arts and graces – not to be compared with Lady Spencer, a mere chit of twenty.’


Mr Fitton remembered a face briefly glimpsed not many minutes earlier.


‘I caught sight of a girl in the carriage,’ he said. ‘Dark-haired and – not ill-looking.’


‘You may call her pretty without mish-misrepresentation,’ Mr Snape nodded. ‘Though my taste is for the female form in more voluptuous guise.’ His cackling laugh ended in a hiccup. ‘But Paula – such is her name, Mr Fitton – Paula Spencer is better than pretty. She’s an heiress and a De Guiscard.’


‘And what may a De Guiscard be?’ Gage demanded.


‘An ancient French family, Mr Gage, whose aged head at this juncture is one of the wealthiest of the Knights of Malta. Lady Spencer is his niece and only relative.’


‘Then Lady Spencer is a Maltese?’


‘She’d not thank you to call her so. Speaks English as well as I do, though French is her native tongue. The Knights keep their original nationalities, d’ye see, the De Guiscards in their Valletta palace, which they name the Auberge de Provence.’ Mr Snape wagged an unsteady forefinger. ‘And mark you, gentlemen, it may well be as Sir William has confided to me – but for Lady Spencer’s connection with Malta her husband wouldn’t have been appointed as envoy to the island, a mission of mush – much moment.’


Finding some difficulty with his last phrase, he finished his wine and reached for the bottle. Mr Fitton took his watch from his fob and glanced at it.


‘My time is running out,’ he said to Gage, ‘and we’ve had no talk to speak of. Hardy commands Mutine, I believe?’


‘He does. First-rate seaman, never talks except to give orders. Worries about the admiral.’


‘About Nelson?’


‘Aye. He was with Nelson in that Minerve business, y’ know.’ Gage grinned and shook his head. ‘You’d think Hardy was Nelson’s nurse. Reckons he’s ill and needs the doctor. He –’


‘Ah, the doctor!’ Mr Snape rejoined the talk, the precision of his speech no longer noticeable. ‘I had my s’picions and so had Sir William.’


‘What doctor?’ Gage snapped irritably.


‘Sir Henry’s medical ’tendant. He was there.’


‘Where, for God’s sake?’


‘Why, in Rome with Sir Henry, of course.’ Sir William’s secretary, with an effort, salvaged his floating wits. ‘I told you – no I didn’t though – that they went to Rome last winter for Sir Henry’s health. It was there he met Paula de Gig – de Gug – Lady Spencer. Got married there. Why’d she marry him? Old man, ill?’ He paused and favoured his audience with a startling leer. ‘But the doctor was there – big fellow, young, handsome. Been teaching her English ever since, so it’s said. And I’ll tell you what, gentlemen all,’ ended Mr Snape, peering uncertainly round him at some visionary throng, ‘I doubt the man’s a doctor. I wouldn’t call him a doctor. I’d call him an adventurer.’


‘And bedad I’d answer to the name!’


The cheerful voice came from the doorway. The man who had stepped into the osteria was tall and slim in breeches and loose coat of light-brown linen. By his small golden beard, trimmed neatly to a point, Mr Fitton recognized the man he had glimpsed in the carriage.


‘There was never a Flynn to say no when adventure called,’ continued the newcomer, advancing to the table, ‘But if it’s myself you’re speaking of, Snapey, you’ll oblige me by not calling my doctorship in question. Ask the boys at Surgeons’ Hall and they’ll tell you Lucius Flynn has his qualifications.’


Mr Snape, shocked into part-sobriety, could only gobble and gasp. Lucius Flynn addressed the two officers.


‘I ask pardon for intruding on your talk, gentlemen,’ he said pleasantly. ‘I assure you it won’t be for long.’


‘Sit down, sir, and take a glass,’ Gage suggested.


‘Thank you, sir – but no. I attend on Sir Henry Spencer and he awaits my return. I’m bidden here by Lady Spencer to seek the man who flung himself in front of our carriage and assure myself that he was not badly hurt.’ His glance fastened on Mr Fitton, whose blue coat still held some streaks of lava-dust. ‘And I believe my mission’s accomplished,’ he added with a smile.


Mr Fitton, looking up at him, thought he had rarely seen so prepossessing a face in a man; handsome with no hint of effeminacy, strong-jawed, with a dancing light in the lively blue eyes.


‘I’m unhurt, sir, as you see,’ he said. ‘Pray thank her ladyship for her concern.’


‘I’ll do that, sir. It’s the lucky man you are – you took the devil of a risk.’


‘I thought the object worth the risk.’


‘’Tis my way of thinking entirely!’ said Doctor Flynn with enthusiasm. ‘If the object’s worth it, risk all, body and soul. No good ever came of holding back to count the cost.’


This did not accord with Mr Fitton’s philosophy. Before undertaking anything, Epictetus had said, look well to its end. Accused of ignoring this in his recent behaviour, he would have maintained that the ‘end’ was the woman he had espied placed so as to receive the rescued infant. He would have been much annoyed if anyone had called him reckless.


‘Permit me to remark that your coachman might have done more holding-back on that hill,’ he said with a faint smile. ‘In my opinion he was driving too fast.’


‘I’m with you again, Mr –’


‘Fitton.’


‘Believe me, Mr Fitton, I’d made that very observation to Sir Henry an instant before you performed your admirable feat. He would have none of it.’ Doctor Flynn shrugged his shoulders and spread his hands. ‘What would you? I’m a mere dependant and the carriage is his. He’s devilish impatient, is Sir Henry – ’tis a consequence of his ailment. And doubly impatient he’ll be this minute,’ he added. ‘I must take my leave instanter.’


Here Mr Snape, who had tried to cover his embarrasment by helping himself to the last of the wine, began a drunken spluttering which seemed to be apologetic in intention. Flynn patted him on the shoulder.


‘Never let it grieve your heart, Snapey,’ he said. ‘Stultique prope omnes, saith Horace.’ He turned to the others. ‘Whatever Mr Snape’s been telling you, pray take it cum grano salis. His Sir William and my Sir Henry have been at daggers drawn this year past – rival antiquaries, you understand. And now –’ he sketched a bow – ‘farewell, gentlemen.’


They watched his long stride take him to the door and out of it.


‘Likeable fellow, that,’ Gage said. ‘A trifle free with his Latin, though.’


‘Natural enough in a physician, perhaps,’ said Mr Fitton; he pushed his chair back and stood up. ‘I must get down to the quays. My leave expires at eight bells. And I should be calling you “sir”, Mr Gage. I’m acting-lieutenant in Courier but I hold no commission.’


Gage grinned. ‘Belay that until we’re treading the same deck,’ he said, standing up. ‘I’m bound for the quays myself. We can talk as we go.’


Mr Fitton looked at Snape, who had slumped in his chair with his chin on his breast.


‘We can’t leave him like that,’ he said.


Gage shouted for the camiere and when he came addressed him slowly and loudly, as if he was deaf as well as Neapolitan.


‘You – look – after – him. Take – care. Comprenny?’


‘Si, Signor,’ replied the camiere gravely; and added, in very passable English, ‘In a half-hour the cart come from Palazzo Sessa to fetch him, as always.’


Gage laughed and laid some money on the table and they turned away.


‘And now,’ said Mr Fitton as they reached the door, ‘where’s Nelson? And where are the French?’
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‘You must have heard the French fleet’s out and away from Toulon and God only knows where, Fitton.’


‘That, but no details.’


Their feet raised little spurts of lava-dust as they walked down the steep hill. In the gutters the lazzaroni still sprawled and slumbered and the children played shrilly at the alley mouths.


‘Details!’ Gage gave a short laugh. ‘There’s precious few and those mostly rumours. A trader out of Tunis saw ’em, thirteen of the line and nine frigates – and four hundred transport vessels.’


‘Four hundred! They’re moving an army, then. Who’s in command?’


‘De Brueys is the admiral. And it’s an army right enough. Their general’s Bonaparte, the man who forced us to evacuate Toulon.’


‘Alexandria?’ queried Mr Fitton, half to himself. ‘If they were to take that and march on Turkey they’d be threatening our Indian possessions.’


‘You’re a better geographer than I am. But that’s what Nelson thought. That’s where we’ve been seeking ’em – or trying to.’ Gage blew out his breath exasperatedly. ‘How the devil could we probe into all the damned bays and ports and anchorages without frigates? Nearest thing to frigates we had were Mutine and Leander, and Leander’s a 50-gun crawler. Nelson worked us hard, back and forth, here and there, but never sight nor smell of a Frog ship did we come upon east of Syracuse.’


‘They could be heading for a landing in Ireland.’


‘Not they! The French would never risk a fleet and an army on that voyage – and into British waters. No, Fitton – it must be Alexandria, Egypt. But where the hell are they now?’ He paused to steer his companion round a pile of filth in the street. ‘What a damned stinking hole! Thank God we’ll be at sea again in a couple of days. The admiral won’t linger here an hour longer than he needs to.’


A mule-train, each beast laden with a pair of huge wicker baskets, was coming up the street and they separated, one on either hand, to give it passage.


‘The Fleet’s coming into Naples, then?’ Mr Fitton said when they were walking together again.


‘Water, stores, and away,’ Gage said. ‘Nelson sent Mutine on ahead – we’d Captain Troubridge on board, d’ye see – to alert the port to the Fleet’s needs. We were alongside at first light this morning and Troubridge was ashore as soon as we touched, off to the Palazzo Sessa to set the Envoy moving. That’s friend Snape’s Sir William,’ he added. ‘If anyone can squeeze assistance out of the King, he can.’


Mr Fitton nodded. King Ferdinand of Naples and the Two Sicilies, he knew, was sitting on the fence, anxious not to take sides in the war. He could sympathize with Ferdinand; aiding and abetting France’s inplacable enemy could be a dangerous course, with a French fleet and a French army prowling the Mediterranean.


They were almost down to the quays and a waft of cleaner air drifted in from the bay. Gage sniffed it with satisfaction.


‘The easterly’s holding,’ he said. ‘Nelson should make Naples – he’ll have studding-sails set, I’ll be bound. “Lose not an hour” – that’s his word – and if he don’t have us at sea again within thirty-six hours there’ll be the devil to pay and no pitch hot.’


‘Where will he steer for?’


‘Your guess is as good as mine. But it’s long odds we’ll be out through the Messina strait again for another search of the Levant waters. When does Courier sail?’


‘At dawn tomorrow.’


‘Haven’t had a chance to ask you about her. Good ship?’


Mr Fitton hesitated very briefly before replying. ‘I’ve known better,’ he said without expression.


‘Like that, is it?’ Gage said with a sideways glance at him. ‘Well, in the Service a man has to take the rough with the –’ he broke off abruptly. ‘There’s Mutine – see her?’


The narrow street had discharged them into a spacious piazza thronged with idlers and beggars, carts and barrows, with its seaward side open to the quays. Above the low roof of a building on the left two tall masts could be seen, one of them with a sail hoisted on it; the greyish canvas had a large white square in one corner.


‘Foretops’l split in a gale off Cape Passero,’ Gage explained. ‘We don’t carry a spare suit and Syracuse wouldn’t supply us, but Hardy’s won a half-bolt from these Naples land-sharks. He’s had the larboard watch sewing at it all morning. It’s like him to have it hoisted to see that it sets trim. Looks a bit garish, though, don’t it?’


‘It makes for quick identification, at least.’ Mr Fitton dodged a clattering wagon-load of fish. ‘A few days of Mediterranean sun will weather it, in any case,’ he added, ‘and before that happens you’ll have found the French.’


‘By God, I hope you’re right! If we don’t – well, there’s a chance lost that’ll never come again.’


They had emerged on the stone slabs of the quay, among piles of crates and busy stevedores. Beyond the long line of boats and fishing-smacks lying alongside, an arm of the quay jutted out at a right angle; among the craft there and dwarfing them was a three-master with nine gunports along her side. Gage, halting, shaded his eyes to stare cross the half-mile of glittering water.


‘Your passengers are just going aboard, by the look of it,’ he said.


A boat with a gaily coloured awning was lying under the three-master’s side. As he looked, Mr Fitton glimpsed the flicker of a white dress at the ship’s rail. Gage clapped him on the shoulder.


‘That’ll cheer you up,’ he said with a grin. ‘What’s the fellow in the opera say? – “If the heart of a man is deprest with cares, the mist is dispelled when a woman appears”. I only got a second’s glance at the lady’s face but it was a damned pretty one.’


‘I’m not likely to see much of it. And I must report on board.’ Mr Fitton held out his hand. ‘I wish our meeting could have been longer.’


‘Maybe we’ll meet here again,’ Gage said as they shook hands. ‘Where to after Valletta?’


‘Back to Gib for orders, as I understand.’ Mr Fitton took a step backwards and touched his hat. ‘Good hunting – sir.’


‘Damn your punctilio. And give my respects to Lady Spencer.’


Gage turned and strode away towards his ship. Mr Fitton walked along the quay looking for a boat, but his mind was not wholly on his quest. Gage’s words had renewed his memory of the face he had seen looking back from the carrozza; golden-tinted, dark-haired, dark-eyed, red lips parted in an O of alarm. It was odd how vividly he could recall it.


‘Barca, signor?’


The boatman was none too clean but his wherry seemed reasonably well-kept. He jumped down into it.


‘Put me aboard the ship at the Mola Figlio.’


‘Beeg sheep, signor?’


‘Si. The British ship of war yonder. Courier.’
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His Majesty’s Ship Courier was ship-rigged, having four sails on fore and main masts, three and a driver on the mizen, and three jibs. Seeing her at a distance, a landsman might have put her down as a frigate, but she was in fact considerably smaller, with a lower freeboard and an armament of eighteen 32-pounder carronades which gave her only half the fire-power of a frigate. In the Navy’s rating she was a sloop, a lieutenant’s command; though the lieutenant, ranking now as master and commander, would wear the courtesy title of captain. Mr Fitton had served in her for only one month and he wasn’t happy in her.


He had been transferred to Courier at Portsmouth in early May, a hasty transfer ordered at two hours’ notice, and some of his dissatisfaction was attributable to his affection for the vessel he had to leave in a hurry. Curlew, 12-gun cutter, had been a happy ship and he had liked her captain, Barrington, who was as despondent at their parting as Mr Fitton himself.


‘By what I’ve heard,’ Barrington had said as they shook hands at Curlew’s rail, ‘you’re swapping this bed of roses for a bed of nails.’


That, fortunately, had proved to be an overstatement, but the actuality had been sufficiently uncomfortable to test Mr Fitton’s Stoic philosophy of accepting cheerfully whatever the gods might send him.


The gossip in Portsmouth Harbour was that an urgent Admiralty order had set Courier manning and readying for sea with such frantic haste. The crying need for frigates in the Mediterranean, it was said, was the cause of this haste. And that was one circumstance that alleviated Mr Fitton’s sorrow at leaving Curlew; the Mediterranean, not the Channel where Curlew was patrolling, was the likeliest place to see action with the enemy. The other circumstance was that he found himself appointed acting-lieutenant in place of Postle, third lieutenant, who had been carried ashore in delirium tremens the day prior to Courier’s sailing.


Mr Fitton’s nature – indeed, his constant study under his preceptor Epictetus – was to be contented with his lot; but there was one thing he coveted – command. A lieutenant’s commission was the vital step to command, and an acting-lieutenancy followed by a captain’s recommendation could gain him that step. The temporary post was no novelty to him. His qualification as master’s mate fitted him for the duties of a watchkeeping officer, and more than once he had taken the place of an incapacitated lieutenant. But heretofore Circumstance had intervened to prevent a captain’s recommendation. Mr Fitton, who was always honest with himself, readily admitted that Circumstance connotated his constant tendency to act without orders, a tendency unlikely to win the approval of senior officers. He was resolved that this time the fortunate accession to acting rank should not be wasted, that he would obey his captain’s orders to the letter even if they contradicted his own notion of what should or should not be done. He knew himself to be a good sea-officer, had learned that he possessed the indescribable quality known as ‘power of command’; the needed recommendation should be forthcoming if his new captain proved amiable. And the prospect of joining Sir Horatio Nelson’s Mediterranean Fleet (for so the rumour ran on board Courier) offered the chance of distinguishing himself in action against the French.


Captain Fortescue, at Mr Fitton’s first brief meeting with him, seemed amiable enough. He was a very young man with a handsome face and a weak mouth, and Courier was his first command. Before Courier had been two days at sea it was plain to everyone on board that Captain Fortescue was no seaman, and that he proposed to rely absolutely on his first lieutenant for the conduct of his ship. Mr Barnes was a big humourless man whose harsh features were set in a perpetual scowl and whose voice was like a wild beast’s snarl. He was clearly well satisfied to be given virtual command of all matters except Courier’s course and destination, and exercised his power with the ferocity of a plantation slave-driver. Mr Fitton, who – like the men of the lower deck themselves – conceded a just use of the lash to be essential to shipboard discipline, had been sickened by the frequency of floggings by the time the ship was south of Ushant. He was well aware of the first lieutenant’s problem: to make a crew of ninety-six men and six boys, half of them pressed landsmen, into a body of fighting seamen in the shortest possible time, able to deal with either a Biscay storm or a big French privateer. But Barnes made no allowances for natural ignorance or slow-wittedness and treated all shortcomings as if they were offences deliberately committed. Though he could not order a flogging himself, his application for one to the captain was always granted; and since Barnes flogged at the capstan – a practice which Mr Fitton detested – the formal presence of Captain Fortescue was not required. It was small wonder that Courier’s mess-decks were glum and silent compared with those of happier ships.


With his new acting-lieutenant Barnes’s attempted bullying had ceased when he discovered that Mr Fitton was as prompt and efficient as he was himself and that the lash of his tongue brought not the slightest change to his subordinate’s impassive face. A double charge of foul-mouthed invective consequently fell to the lot of Randolph, the second lieutenant, a flabby young man who by all accounts had been the superseded Postle’s drinking partner. Mr Randolph’s conversation when off duty was wholly concerned with delights of brothels in Portsmouth and Chatham, and neither with him nor with the crabbed and sarcastic master, Mr Warren, did Mr Fitton’s acquaintance prosper. As for the warrant officers, Jeffs the boatswain was the perfect underling for a bully like Barnes while the carpenter, Craig, was a monosyllabic Scotsman who held himself as aloof from other men as was possible in a vessel of 420 tons measuring 150 feet from stem to sternpost. Mr Bryce, the gunner, was the only man aft of the mainmast for whom he felt any liking.
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