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​BOOK 1 – A BRITTLE PEACE
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​Chapter 1 – Reminiscence 
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Morlaix had fought in America for the ancien régime against the English, the ci-devants believing that aiding the Americans would benefit them, not realising until too late that the germ of revolution is contagious. That germ had infected Morlaix, and when he returned home to Rosko, he became an active participant in the turbulence sweeping Brittany and all of France. When the King called the States General in 1789, he became a deputy of the Third Estate, and went to Versailles.

At Versailles, he had been shocked at its opulence and dismayed by the contempt shown towards the deputies by some of the aristos of the Second Estate. It had been natural for the Bretons to stick together, and they had formed an association, the Club Breton. When they were moved to Paris, at what with hindsight was the start of the Revolution, they set up the club in the Jacobin monastery on Rue St Honoré. Members from outside Brittany joined, and before long the Club Breton became the Jacobin Society. 

Not many of the founder members of the Jacobins were left, but Morlaix had known all the great men – Mirabeau, Danton, Robespierre, Marat. He had met Odile, his wife, in Paris, a woman of the south and a fervent revolutionary who had hauled on the traces of a gun carriage during the October March to Versailles.

He had sat “on the mountain”, and perhaps, he thought, his hands were not as clean as they should have been, but he had survived the Terror, in part because he was often away, fighting the enemies of the Republic, mostly the English. He had been at Toulon when the fleet was burned, and that is where he had met Napoléon Bonaparte for the first time.

In Paris he had assisted Murat when he brought up the guns for Bonaparte’s “whiff of grapeshot”, saving the Revolution. He had helped to bring Bonaparte back from Egypt, and had been at his side on 18 Brumaire when Napoléon had dismissed the Directory. 

He realised that Bonaparte was a truly great man, possessed of some irresistible quality which marked him out. Morlaix knew and liked Talleyrand, and thought him a great man in a way, in equal measures admired and despised, but he did not have Napoléon’s gift. Bonaparte could work his magic on all ranks. Left among common soldiers, he would show a genuine interest in their backgrounds, their work and even their weapons, and before long they would love and unhesitatingly obey him. He abandoned his army in Egypt, after an adventure of breathtaking folly and brutality, but he was not blamed, but rather on his return he was acclaimed and took over the Republic. His enemies feared him, and on the battlefield his presence alone was worth several regiments.

Morlaix denied, even to himself, that he had allied himself to Napoléon through self-interest, but he knew that it had not harmed his prospects. He had a generous pension, a wonderful house, and a wife who was perhaps the best connected person in Paris, with everyone who mattered striving for admittance to her salon. 

Bonaparte called him “my Captain” or sometimes “my Breton”. 

“My Breton will arrange it” was an expression Napoléon frequently used when Morlaix was in his presence. Morlaix knew exactly what he was doing, using flattery to get his way, but nevertheless he could not help himself responding in the way Bonaparte expected. Nobody could help themselves.

Morlaix felt as if he had been rebelling, intriguing, fighting, adventuring and politicking all his adult life. He knew he’d been lucky, very lucky to have survived and even to have prospered. The raid on Weymouth was something he had been planning for years, and now that it was over, with no return on the time, money and lives expended, he felt tired, tired beyond measure, exhausted and ready to retire to Brittany, or even to America, and to enjoy a quiet life. France and the Republic had had their portion of Morlaix.

The summons to the Tuileries Palace came one morning. In the room with the First Consul were Murat, in a splendid uniform of his own design, and Talleyrand, equally well dressed but not ostentatiously so.

“My Breton,” said Bonaparte in greeting, and Morlaix knew he was lost.

“We know that France is surrounded by enemies. The European ones can be dealt with, but England is the problem. The Republic will never prosper and be safe with England unconquered. I myself was thwarted, robbed of my destiny by them at Acre.” 

He struck the table in front of him with the flat of his hand.

From the corner of his eye, Morlaix saw Talleyrand raise a despairing hand to his brow, and he knew why – both of them agreed that Bonaparte habitually confused his destiny with that of the Republic.

“England must be subdued. I can do it in two weeks if my army is there.”

Here it comes, Morlaix thought, resisting the urge to relate the joke made by the English Admiral Jervis: “I do not say that the French cannot come, only that they cannot come by sea.”

Instead, he said, “The boats at Boulogne? The army there?”

Napoléon held up his hand. “You know the problem with Boulogne, Breton. The cardinal.” 

He nodded towards Talleyrand. It always amused Morlaix when he was reminded that Talleyrand, that cynical, devious and even perhaps corrupt man, was nominally a churchman.

“... and I have just returned from that place, and you know what the English are like. If there’s a foot of water, their Navy will be there. Everything at Boulogne is in plain sight from their ships cruising just offshore. They harass us, and even make raids. We have beaten them off, but they frustrate progress, and as soon as we launch our boats, their fleet will be upon us.”

The First Consul leaned forward. “Murat has a plan, but, Breton, I need you to execute it.”

Despite his ridiculous dress, Morlaix knew Murat to be a very capable man, clever and ruthless. He had seen Murat in action and knew that he should never be underestimated. If Murat had a plan, it was worth considering.

“Morlaix, there is another way ....”

—————***————-
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The soiree was to be a brilliant affair, like all the soirees organised by Odile at their house, with ton in attendance. Morlaix could not say that he enjoyed them much, but Odile insisted that they were necessary to maintain their position, and they certainly pleased their daughter, Dominique.

Before the guests arrived, Morlaix had taken Odile and Dominique to the library. As they sat round a small table, he felt immensely proud of his wife and daughter, alike striking, beautiful and capable.

“The First Consul has given me a task.”

They both looked at him, horrified. It was his habit not to tell them much about his work, but when the raid on Weymouth had become famous, he had told them of his actions, and no doubt they had heard other accounts, probably unreliable and exaggerated. He was sure that they were proud of his contribution to the Republic, but they were apprehensive for his safety. He tried to reassure them.

“It is primarily an administrative position, but of great importance, in Brittany. I will have to move there.” 

Odile was a loyal wife, and he had no doubt that if he had asked, she would have gone with him, but she was enmeshed in politics in Paris.

“Who will look after your interests here if you are in Brittany? God knows you have enemies.”

Morlaix had not really thought of that, and admitted as such.

“I think I should stay here, at least for a while ....”

“Is it a very great task, Father?” interrupted Dominique. “If so, it is my duty to go with you.”

She fingered the tricolour sash she wore. Morlaix thought that she had not had his experience, and had therefore not acquired his own deep cynicism. He hoped she never would.

“I will certainly go with you to Brittany.” She looked at Odile.

“You cannot go to Brittany, Dominique. The Chouans, the filthy Royalists, the ci-devants.” Odile looked at her husband. “What would happen if they got hold of her?”

“Our First Consul has pretty well stopped all that. It would be a brave Chouan who tried anything now.”

He knew by the look in Dominique’s eyes that there would be no stopping her.

—————***————-
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The soiree glittered, perhaps on this occasion even more than usual. Their guests included Talleyrand and, to his horror, Fouché, recently replaced by Napoléon as minister of police, but still with a wide network of spies and informers and as wicked as ever. The Peace of Amiens had allowed the English to travel to Paris, and there were several in attendance. Mostly they were substantial men, chosen for their influence by either their Embassy or Talleyrand, but he noticed a pair of young men who, despite their stylish dress, seemed to him to have the air of the quarterdeck about them – naval men. One of them even seemed familiar.

He made little effort to engage with the English guests, feeling that they might not be well disposed towards him, even if they were in his house drinking his wine.

Talleyrand and some of his acquaintances were sat around a card table, and Morlaix watched as one of the two young Englishmen joined them. God help him, he thought, he’ll have an entertaining but expensive time. Odile introduced Morlaix to two women who were eager to hear of his recent activities, and he was distracted.

When he looked around again, he saw that Dominique was animatedly talking to the younger of the English officers, a fine-looking young man, the one that seemed familiar. The contrast between her happiness and optimism and Morlaix’s world of war, revolution, great plans and politics made him feel suddenly exhausted, and he went upstairs to bed.
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​Chapter 2 – Paid Off 
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The frigate was badly knocked about, and it was obvious that she was going to require considerable work before she was fit for sea again. That she would be required at sea one day was also obvious. Nobody seemed to expect the Peace of Amiens to last long, and when it ended, every ship would be needed to blockade the French and stop them crossing the Channel for their long-cherished project of the invasion of England. I was pretty well recovered from my ordeal and determined to get back home to Portland as soon as I could. Snowden, my shipmate and now fellow midshipman, was also keen to leave the ship, but apparently less keen to go to his home.

“Jack, I’ve been in ships, one way or another, since I was twelve. I haven’t been home all that much, and when I do it’s pretty dispiriting. I may be a lordling, but certainly not a gilded one. Father drinks, mother has what might be called an “active social life”, and the place in Cornwall is falling down. There’s no money at all.”

It took me a bit of time to register that Snowden might be some sort of aristocrat, though I had heard the odd sarcastic remark addressed to “your lordship”. 

“What do you mean, ‘lordling’?” 

“I’m in line to become Lord Penzance, for what it’s worth, when my father shuffles off”

“What is it worth?”

“A dreary and damp family pile, and a pile of debts as well, but it does have its advantages. Even now, the Honourable Percy Snowden, me, is able to get away with things that you commoners can only dream about. Sounds like we’re both headed west. Shall we string along together?”

It seemed as though I could hardly refuse, and we walked to the Town Quay and, after negotiation, hired a boat to take us to Lymington.

“We can get a coach there,” said Snowden.

We set off, the boat with the tide under her making good progress along the Solent, as we sat on our sea chest. There was enough spray to make us glad of our boat cloaks, but the evening was warm and clear when we went alongside at Lymington. The quay was bustling as we paid off the boatman and made our way through the crowd to the inn. When I say “we” paid off the boatman, I really meant that I paid him off, using a few of the large store of coins I’d been given at the celebratory dinner in Portsmouth.

At the inn, we took a room and went down to dinner. We were served by a pretty girl, Carrie, who Snowden seemed to get along with very well. That was Snowden; he had the gift of getting along with almost anyone, particularly women, and his easy manner and assurance seemed to let him fit into any social situation. After dinner, as we sat in the public room, we were invited to play at cards with some locals. I declined, but Snowden joined them and before long was the heart of the gathering, although by the time I went upstairs there seemed to be some at the table who regretted his invitation.
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​Chapter 3 – An Idea 
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I awoke as the sun shone through the window. Snowden was still deeply asleep, and I had a dim memory of him returning very late. I went down into the public room and sat at a table, where I was joined after half an hour or so by Snowden.

“Snowden, how are you?”

“Very well, very well indeed.” 

He patted his pocket, in a gesture I was destined to know so well, and said quietly. “Successful night, Jack. All that time at sea – it seems that practice does make perfect.” 

Carrie came into the room, and Snowden turned towards her. “Carrie, how about some food?” 

We ate our breakfast, with Snowden and Carrie keeping up a lively conversation. Afterwards, we walked along the town quay, which was crowded with shipping. A fishing boat, about twenty-five feet long, was dried out in the little dock there, with an elderly man working on her. Her name, Jill, was highlighted in white letters on her black transom. Snowden, in his easy way, was soon on the beach talking to the fisherman, and it transpired that the man was giving up the sea and was intending to sell the boat.

“Son’s away to sea, volunteered for the Navy. Bosun now and doing well, with a bit of prize money. No interest in taking it up.”

The sight of the boat, so reminiscent of the Jean Renee I had stolen to make my escape from France in, brought back memories, and I sighed.

“What’s up, Jack?” said Snowden.

“I know we have to fight the French, but I’m not sure I’m cut out for it. It’s easier when I was on the frigate, and there were people all around, telling me what to do, but being on my own in France was very trying. You know I killed a man, deliberately, hand to hand. He was a bad man, it was him or me, and I had to do it, but I heard him scream as he fell over the cliff. I felt sorry for him, and I still think of it, frequently, even dream about it sometimes.”

Sometimes – every night in reality. Snowden put his hand on my shoulder.

“And what is the point of it, that’s what I don’t understand? Why can’t the French leave us alone? I stole that French family’s boat, just like this one. What are they to do without it?”

We went back to the inn and sat in the bow window of the public room, looking out on the busy quay.

Carrie put glasses of Madeira in front of us. Snowden drank, and pulled a face.

“Disgusting stuff. Perhaps we’ll be able to get some decent claret again now the war’s over. Cheer up Jack, at least you’ve got a welcoming home to go to, and a pension from the King.”

The thought that a peer, or at least a future peer, would be envious of me, the son of a Portland smuggler, seemed ridiculous.

“But you’ve got a huge house and will be a lord. With your connections you’ll get promoted quickly in the Navy.”

He laughed. “No, Jack, it doesn’t work like that. My father managed to get me taken on as captain’s servant to my uncle when I was twelve, really because he couldn’t afford to educate me. But that’s as far as it goes. My uncle, who might be able to do something for me, has sons of his own, and he doesn’t really approve of his brother.”

He leaned forward. “Look, Jack, I’ve had an idea. Probably ridiculous, but there we are. The people who I was playing with last night,” he tapped his pocket, which jingled pleasantly, “were saying that everybody who can is off to France now. Look at this.”

He took up the copy of The Times, a few days old, which he’d been reading at breakfast, found the place, and showed it to me.

“It says here that Paris is full of English, and the French are even putting on a special exhibition for us at the Louvre. Why don’t we,” he stopped, “I mean you, buy that boat, and we can take it to France and give it to your distressed fisherman?”

I sat back, amazed, but we were both young and foolish and I didn’t stop him; in fact I felt a surge of excitement and gulped down my glass.

“You’re pretty well minted now. I will have my pay, and,” he patted his jingling pocket again, “I expect I can top up as we go along. Paris, man, it’ll be like paradise.” 

I was thinking more of the boat and the voyage than the remotely imagined joys of Paris, but, well, I’d had the Madeira, and when we walked back to the dock, the tide was nearly full and Jill was floating, very pretty, and an hour later she was mine.
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​Chapter 4 – Home Again
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We spent the next few days in Lymington. The fisherman, Mr Cowman, was very good to us, although he clearly had mixed feelings about the departure of his boat. He took us downriver, into the Solent, and “showed us the ropes”. Jill was well equipped, and sailed well with her lug sail. We had no trouble at all in handling her. Our stay at the inn was pleasant, although there was a distinct lack of volunteers to play at cards with Snowden after the first night. 

“I think it’s time to go, Jack. Wind’ll be north-west tomorrow, top of the tide ten o’clock.”

At our departure at eight there was a distinct contrast between the attitude of Mr Cowman, who wished us well, and Carrie, who was frosty and who ended every sentence she addressed to Snowden with a “my lord” in a far from affectionate tone.

We sailed down the Lymington River and into the choppy Solent, the boat going well, and then a fine tramp past Hengistbury Head. We passed the entrance to Poole Harbour, anchoring for the night off Studland. Jill’s draft was quite deep, and as we had no boat, we couldn’t get ashore, much to Snowden’s chagrin, as we could see the lights of an inn just up from the beach.

At first light we were underway, passing well offshore of the Kimmeridge Ledges, before the wind went round to the south-west and things became rather uncomfortable. Portland was directly to windward, so we decided to go into Weymouth, arriving about seven. It seemed a long time since I’d been there.

The quay was bustling, and we went into the Ship Inn. I hadn’t realised that in my absence I had become famous, at least locally, and there was quite a crowd around us as we ate, and the landlord would take no money. Snowden was very much in his element, and the tale of the chase across the Channel and the battle at the Nez de Jobourg lost nothing in the telling. Before long, he was ensconced in a card game, assisted by a rather good-looking girl leaning over his shoulder. I hoped he wasn’t too distracted. I was glad to hear from the landlord that Cicely’s crew were free from captivity in France and were thought to be on their way home

Snowden came into the bedroom very late again, and was still asleep when I got up early and went to check Jill alongside the quay, tugging gently at her lines in the brisk south-westerly. I wasted quite a bit of time looking at her from different angles, admiring her lines and freshly blacked sides, not quite used to the pride of ownership. 

I walked around the town and into Piplers, the chandlers, more for interest’s sake than to search for a particular item. There was a section devoted to charts and books. Until then, I hadn’t really given much thought about the actual business of navigating to France, but I realised when I looked at the charts of the French coast that this was something I could not take for granted. The previous Jack Stone method of “heading north (or south as the case may be) and hoping for the best” was not something I cared to repeat. As well as the charts, there was a large book, even more fascinating, called Le Petit Neptune Français, which I had not heard of before. The frontispiece showed a view of the famous Cardouan lighthouse at the mouth of the Gironde, and the text, accompanied by small charts and illustrations, was a comprehensive guide to the coast of France. As usual on these occasions, I wrestled with the prospect of the expenditure involved, but in the end bought not only the charts and the Petit Neptune but also a pair of dividers, and a steering compass as well.

Back at the Ship, before sitting down to breakfast, I looked at the schedule on the wall for the fly to Dorchester, where I knew Snowden could take a coach to Cornwall, assuming that he would want to visit his people before we set off for France. I sat down at a table and was engrossed in the Petit Neptune, specifically the section on the Race of Alderney, which read “The tides are extremely strong in this passage ... the swiftness of this current in spring tides is about two leagues per hour”, when Snowden sat down beside me. 

“How’d you do, Jack?”

I looked at him. “Another late night?”

For a moment he looked sheepish, just for a moment. “What’s that you’ve got there?”

I showed him the book.

“Petit Neptune. Damn, that’s worth having.” He grabbed it and riffled through the pages. “Look, here’s the bit about the Basque Roads.”

Our food arrived, and when we’d finished I said, “The fly goes to Dorchester at ten. You can get the coach from there.”

He looked at me. “Jack, I’ve been meaning to speak to you about this. I was wondering if perhaps we could set off for France quite soon. The weather’s likely to be better earlier in the year, and, well, I don’t really relish the prospect of going home. I feel Paris is calling me.” For once, Snowden looked embarrassed. “I thought perhaps we could take Jill to Portland. I could stay somewhere near your house, and we could get the boat ready and set off as soon as the weather serves.”

The Honourable Percy Snowden wanted to stay on Portland! I began to realise just how grim the family seat must be.

“Perce, I don’t really know what to say. You’d be welcome, of course, but it is not what you’re used to and ...”

“Yes?”

“Well, Portland’s pretty isolated, wild even. The people are quite poor, and if you go gambling with them and take what little money they have, they won’t take kindly to it. I don’t know what will happen, but it won’t end well for anyone probably.”

I took a breath and went on. “The other thing, the women might be, there’s a lot of widows, and wives with husbands away to sea, I don’t really know what to say, but ...”

I tailed off.

“I think I know what you mean, Jack – ‘Snowden, behave’.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be good as gold.”

And he was.

We set off about noon, against a brisk south-westerly, and as we drew nearer to Portland, I could see a small knot of people on the beach. With a start I realised that my parents were among them. Word must have spread that I was in Weymouth, about to return. As Jill’s forefoot grated on the shingle I jumped overboard, heedless of the waist-deep water, and ran up the beach to embrace them.
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​Chapter 5 – Fair Stood the Wind for France
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We spent the days preparing the boat for the journey, and the evenings looking at charts and the Petit Neptune, and relating our adventures to various audiences. Snowden’s stock of anecdotes was by no means small. He had had an adventurous time in the Navy and was widely travelled, but he always listened attentively to the anecdotes of other people.

My parents were bemused by the way that events had unfolded, and were not altogether enthusiastic about our proposed voyage to France. Our determination was obvious though, and they were reassured by Snowden’s participation. 

At last we were ready, the courses plotted, the boat provisioned. All we needed was a bit of good 

weather, but to our frustration the wind remained obdurately in the south.

We were standing on the ridge of the Chesil beach one evening, with the sun setting in a lurid red sky. The wind, obstinately in the south, dropped completely, and then returned almost immediately as a fine breeze from the north-east.

Snowden recited:

“Fair stood the wind for France

When we our sails advance,

Nor now to prove our chance

Longer will tarry ....”

I took the hint and we ran back to the cottage, collected our gear and my parents, and they rowed us out to Jill, anchored just offshore. There were no tears or untoward demonstration of emotions. I think my father was confident of our abilities, and my mother’s more or less complete belief in the abilities of my father was rapidly being transferred to me.

We hoisted the main and mizzen, and sailed the anchor out. We slid along the black bulk of the Isle, high and forbidding in silhouette against the fading light. I kept close inshore, to take advantage of the eddy there, and we were soon bouncing in the disturbed water near the Bill. Before long we were out of sight of the lighthouses, and it was dark until the moon rose. Occasionally we struck a light to look at the compass, but as we took our tricks at the helm, we selected a star in the bright heavens to steer by. 

We made good progress, the man off watch lying on the bottom boards, ready to assist if necessary, and the boat running well, with the wake hissing behind us and the occasional roar of the bow wave as she slid down a roller. It was cold but the boat was perfectly dry inside. We saw the dancing lights of ships and boats, mostly passing up and down the Channel, but none came close to us. I knew the wind was getting up, and when the dawn came it was clear that we were overcanvassed, so we pulled down a reef in the mainsail. By ten o’clock we could make out the Caskets, and then Alderney in the distance, and by noon were close enough to the Caskets to make out the details of the lighthouse, with Guernsey plainly visible ahead. The sea was dotted with sails, merchant ships, men o’ war, and fishermen. 

We recorded our progress on the chart, and, assiduously following the directions in the Petit Neptune, were soon in the Little Russell between Guernsey and Herm, the wind now quite light and the tide fair. Rocks were everywhere, but we followed the leading marks, and before long entered St Peter’s. By five in the evening we were safely alongside the quay, and soon afterwards the harbourmaster came aboard.
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​Chapter 6 – Sausmarez
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An hour or so later we were sitting in the boat when a distinguished-looking gentleman approached.

“Good evening,” he said. “The harbourmaster has informed me that you intend to sail this vessel to France.”

He looked at my companion. “It’s Snowden, isn’t it? You were in the cabin of Repulse when I visited your uncle at Gibraltar. I was with him in the old Levant. You’ve grown up since then. Mind if I ...?” Indicating the boat’s deck, he stepped aboard and looked round.

“How is he? Promotion a bit slow coming, I hear?” 

He held out his hand and Snowden shook it.

“I don’t know, sir, I haven’t heard for some time.”

He turned to me and offered his hand, which I took. “And you must be the famous Stone. I’m Sausmarez, James Sausmarez Captain RN.” He swept his arm, indicating the island and the Russell. “This is my manor, the Channel Islands station.”

I gulped. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”

“And me you. You certainly put one over on the French. Now I understand you’re one of us, Midshipman, and are you really taking this fine vessel to France?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good for you. Well, you must come up to the house to dinner, I expect you’ve some rare stories to tell, and stay as long as you like. I’ll send someone down to collect you. Later.”

He walked briskly off.

“That’s the legendary Sausmarez,” Snowden said when he’d gone.

“Why’s he legendary?”

“He’s done everything – Saintes, St Vincent, Nile, all of them. French tried to ambush him, but he led them a merry dance through the rocks off Guernsey, and that meant they couldn’t safely cross the Channel and invade us. Did some good work last year in Algeciras. Bath and a pension I believe.”

“Bath?”

“Order of the Bath. Means he’s a baronet, Sir James now. Rich wife as well I’ve heard.”

He paused and leaned forward. “Doesn’t get along with Nelson.”

Shortly afterwards, we were collected from the quay by a carriage with a liveried driver and footman, and taken to Sausmarez’s impressive house, a short drive away from St Peter’s.

Another uniformed servant met us in the hall and showed us to rooms upstairs, telling us that dinner would be at eight. As soon as the servant had gone, I knocked on Snowden’s door.

“Perce, what should I do, what should I wear? What shall I say at dinner?”

“Don’t worry, Jack, it’ll be fine. Anyway, Sausmarez has heard about you, and I’m sure he’ll make allowances for your lowly origins. Try and avoid eating with your fingers, though, it just ain’t done at a baronet’s table.”

I laughed. 

“Just wear the best clothes you have, and lay off the claret (he can’t be just off the coast of France and not have claret, can he?). Now, leave me to preen. Meet me here when you hear the gong.”

I went back to my room, and to my astonishment my clothes had been taken out of my chest and the most presentable of them laid on the bed. Even more astonishingly, a bath had appeared before the fire and a woman was pouring hot water into it.

When the woman had gone, I got into the bath. It was extremely pleasant, such a contrast to the windy trip across the Channel, and I started to think about the voyage and, I must admit, how well we had done. Pride cometh before a fall, and I was awakened by a hammering on the door.

“Jack, what are you doing? Are you ready? The gong was ten minutes ago.”

I leapt out of the bath, feeling at first confused, and then tremendously revived after my sleep, dried myself as well as I could and dressed quickly. Snowden came into the room, laughing.

“Sorry,” I said, “fell asleep in the bath.”

“You’re an idiot and no mistake, Stone. Invited to dinner by a baronet, and you are so excited you fall asleep.”

He looked at me quizzically. “You’ll do, let’s go ....”

—————***————-
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The dinner was an interesting experience for me. Sausmarez was a good host, and Snowden and I, especially Snowden, were captivated by his four lively daughters. Sausmarez was very interested in my story, and I gradually lost my nervousness when talking to him. I made sure that I didn’t drink much of the wine, which Snowden afterwards pronounced to be “excellent”. 

As we drank port after dinner, Sausmarez leaned towards us over the table. “That Morlaix – he’s a dangerous man. Would you believe that he went after the King? Would have got him too, if it wasn’t for you, Jack. The war is coming back, I’m sure, with Boney in charge, and they can’t get anywhere unless they do for us first. Once they land in England, we’ll be in serious trouble.”

“But they’ve got to get across the Channel, and surely we’ll be able to stop them, sir?” said Snowden.

“They only need a few hours, couple of days at the most. All it needs is for the Navy to be distracted, or even defeated locally, and they’ll take the chance. We had them bottled up before, but they nearly got over. I managed to get my ships away, through the rocks, you understand, but it could easily have gone the other way.” 

“Your friend Morlaix can do it if anyone can, Jack. He’s Boney’s right-hand man when it comes to naval matters, and between them they make a dangerous pair. Morlaix will be involved in any enterprise against us, depend on it.”

—————***————-
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The next day Sausmarez took us round his island. I had never ridden a horse before, but my docile mount and I got on tolerably well together, and we had a very interesting day. Guernsey was not quite English, and not French either. The people spoke a language that seemed to be halfway between the two. Sausmarez was clearly well liked, and he conversed readily with the inhabitants we met.

The dinner that night was very enjoyable, with Sausmarez relating episodes of his spectacular naval career. Snowden asked him about Nelson.

“Known him a long time. I have to say, I don’t really take to him, but many do. The main thing is the man seems to have no fear, of the French or anybody. I’ll tell you someone else I know. Whitworth, now our man in Paris ...”

“Whitworth?” asked Snowden. “Is that the man from Russia? I think he’s got some family connection with us, my mother is always speaking of him.”

“There you are then. I’ll give you a letter of introduction, and combined with your family connection you’ll be a made man when you get to Paris.”

“The connection hasn’t helped me much so far, but thank you very much, sir,” said Snowden.

Sausmarez nodded in my direction. “Mind you don’t lead that young man too seriously astray. I think the Navy can make good use of him, so don’t you corrupt him to the point of uselessness.”

“I’ll try not to, sir,” said Snowden, with a grin.

—————***————-
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As the evening wore on, we discussed the route to France from Guernsey with the aid of charts and the Petit Neptune. Sausmarez told us about the number of English people flocking to Paris.

“Every man and his dog is there now. Some pretty disreputable types as well. You won’t fit in at all,” he said, looking at Snowden.
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