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Waterwitch at St Peter’s, September 10th 1803

Dear Mr Stone

Recently, we were engaged in a military operation in Brittany, a good distance from the sea. In an action to destroy some of the enemy’s materiel, your son was wounded. I was not a witness to that part of the event, but I am reliably informed by one who was that you son’s injuries were not very serious. However, being sorely pressed by the French, we were obliged to retreat, and it is very likely Jack has become their prisoner.

I have no doubt he will be treated well by the French in accordance with the usages of war, and I am hopeful that he will in due course be exchanged for a French officer.

It is with great fondness that I recall my stay with you and your wife in Portland, and I hope before long Jack will be able to return to his home.

Your obedient servant.

Percy Snowden

––––––––
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Waterwitch at St Peter’s, December 1st, 1803

Dear Mr Stone

Today I heard from Captain Wain of the Marines, who was captured at the same time as Jack in the action in Brittany. Wain has been exchanged and is presently in England.

Wain has told me that Jack was indeed captured by the French. His wound was grievous, but it was treated with great skill by a French surgeon, and Jack was making excellent progress towards recovery. However, I have to tell you that after some time in the French hospital, Jack was taken by the French authorities and, Wain believes, has been conveyed to Paris.

Wain does not know the reason for this, but from his conversations with the French, he believes Jack is accused of theft, because, during his previous actions in France, he took a fishing boat to escape back to England with intelligence of the French scheme to capture His Majesty. At the time of this act, Jack was a civilian, and I understand there are some in the French government who wish to punish Jack for his brave acts.

Please be of good heart. I am sure the French nation will refuse to countenance any ill usage of an honourable enemy and that soon we will hear of Jack’s release.

Your obedient servant.

Percy Snowden

Waterwitch at St Peter’s, December 15th 1803

Dear Mr Stone

Today I have received orders for Bermuda, but before I depart I would like to inform you of what little news I have concerning Jack.

I have had an interview with Admiral Sausmarez, of the Channel Islands Station, and discussed Jack’s predicament with him. Sausmarez has a high opinion of Jack. He was already aware of the situation, and has informed the Admiralty of it. He has also written to Lord Whitworth, lately our ambassador in Paris, to ask whether the good offices of some neutral country might be employed to determine Jack’s situation.

I must depart imminently, but Waterwitch’s commander, Captain Wilkinson, has agreed he will inform you directly he receives any intelligence of Jack’s situation.

My regards to Mrs Stone.

I remain your obedient servant.

Percy Snowden

––––––––
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Waterwitch at St Peter’s, January 15th 1804

Dear Mr Stone

Before his departure to Bermuda, Lieutenant Snowden charged me with advising you of any intelligence concerning Midshipman Stone. I have today been informed that the Admiralty is in receipt of a letter from Midshipman Stone, apparently dispatched from France, to the effect that he has resigned from the Navy.

I do not fully understand the import of this news, but I would like to inform you of the great regard I and my colleagues have for the brave actions of Midshipman Stone, and I am sure he has done nothing to dishonour the service.

Your obedient servant.

Harold Wilkinson, Captain RN

––––––––
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Brandywine, May 15th 1804

Dear Father and Mother

This letter is brief as a man is waiting by the door to take it to the packet which is awaiting the tide. I am well and I hope you are also. I have recently arrived in the United States of America, safe and well. I am married to Dominique, a Frenchwoman, who I am sure you will love, as I do, when you meet. We stay with her mother’s relatives, who are industrious and prosperous. I will explain all that has happened to me in my next letter, but I received a wound in France from which I have fully recovered. I was a prisoner of the French for some time. I have resigned from the Navy, as I have found that I abhor conflict, and hope to make my way in the United States in some peaceful and useful profession. I would like you to convey this news to Percy Snowden, who may still be at Guernsey.

I will write more soon.

Your loving son, Jack
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​Chapter 1 – Bermuda
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In the cedar-scented drawing room, Snowden stood, knocking over his chair in the violence of his movement. He looked again at the letter in his hand:


“... Mr Stone’s father has written to inform me that his son is alive and well in America. He is recovered from his wound, and is married, to a respectable Frenchwoman ...”

Your etc

Harold Wilkinson 



Snowden felt as though a great weight had been lifted from him. Jack was alive. Alive, and not in some French prison, but in America, and married. The praise that had been heaped upon Snowden following his return from France had felt hollow, overshadowed by the guilt he felt because he had instigated the reckless action that had, in his worst imagining, led to Jack’s imprisonment and death.

He looked out of the window, where the ship, his ship, lay at the wharf, trim and lean, with her enormous raked masts and long bowsprit. She was a beauty, and she’d sailed like a dream last week during the trials. Not a frigate, he thought, but that would come in time. Beyond the ship, the sea shone, bright blue, ruffled by small waves.

Men from the yard worked on board, putting the finishing touches to the ship before she was formally commissioned into the Navy as Oleander. Bermuda’s social structure was complex, opaque to an outsider like Snowden, but he knew that many of the yard’s workmen, including some of the most skilled ones, were slaves. 

Snowden heard a knock at the door and looked up to see the Master Shipwright, a tall, competent-looking man dressed in culottes and a rough shirt. 

“Come in.”

“Thank you, Sir.” He glanced at the fallen chair and the letter in Snowden’s hand. “Not bad news, I hope?”

“No, anything but.” Snowden picked up the chair and took a bottle and glasses from the sideboard. “Very good news – in fact, exceptional. You’ll join me in a glass?”

“I will, Sir. Would you care to enlighten me?”

“You may remember that I was involved in a raid in France, just before I came here.”

“Indeed I do, a famous operation. Put Boney’s nose properly out of joint.”

“Well, I suppose it did, but my friend, Midshipman Stone ...”

“I’ve heard of him, hero of Weymouth and all that. I heard the Froggies had him.”

“Yes, that’s the one. He was wounded as well, and he has enemies in high places in France. I have been dreadful worried about him, but I have just had word he’s well, that he’s escaped and is in America.”

Snowden raised his glass. “To Jack Stone, and confound Boney!”
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​Chapter 2 – Blonde
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Snowden, lying half asleep in his cabin, snapped awake when he heard the hail from the lookout at the foretop. “On deck there. Sail, a point on the starboard bow.”

Feet padded on the deck above his head as he got to his feet, resisting the urge to go on deck immediately. The Master, Kennedy, was the same age as Snowden, and Snowden was determined not to cause unnecessary resentment by rushing on deck at every minor incident.

There was a knock on the door.

“Come in.” The door opened to reveal a red-coated soldier standing outside. A young seaman entered the cabin. “Yes, Pirera?”

“Mr Kennedy’s compliments, Your Honour. Lookout’s sighted a sail and Mr Kennedy requests your presence on deck.”

“Thank you, Pirera, I will be there directly.”

Snowden emerged onto the deck, into the bright sunlight. He looked aloft at the sails, bellying in the fresh north-westerly breeze. The sea was blue, the deep indigo blue of the Gulf Stream, the waves topped with white crests, sprinkled with patches of bladder weed. He tipped his hat to the Master. “A fine breeze, Mr Kennedy.”

“Aye, Sir, tramping along nicely she is. A sail, Sir ...”

He was interrupted by a shout from the foretop. “On deck there! She’s a three-master. Just the topsails on her.”

Snowden looked at the Master. “I’ll have a look, Mr Kennedy.” He thought he saw a slight frown of disapproval on Kennedy’s face, but damn it, he wasn’t going to stand on his dignity. He went forward and climbed rapidly to the foretop, nodding towards the young lookout, undoubtedly chosen for the duty because of the sharpness of his eyes, which helped him remember the man’s name, Kenny Iris.

“Good morning, Iris. Where away?”

Iris pointed. “There, Your Honour.”

Snowden saw the ship, closer than he had expected. He steadied himself against the mast, raised his glass to his eye, and as he focused it the ship ahead swam into view. She was quite a large three-master, running slowly before the wind under easy canvas. Headed in the general direction of Spain, but wasting a fair wind, Snowden thought. Despite her slow speed, on her present course, Oleander would pass well astern of her.

A neutral merchant ship would take advantage of the breeze, and British merchantmen would probably be in convoy. The French Navy was largely bottled up in port, and a French blockade runner would be crowding on sail, not loitering like the ship ahead. A blockade runner would be keeping as sharp a lookout as Oleander and would immediately turn away as soon as another sail was sighted. Snowden’s suspicions hardened in his mind. He handed the glass to Iris, who studied the ship.

“Man o’ war do you think, Iris?”

“Umm, I reckon she might be, Sir,” replied Iris, in his pleasant Bermudian drawl.

Snowden thought quickly, made his mind up, and climbed down, joining Kennedy near the wheel.

“What do you think, Sir?”

“I think, Mr Kennedy, we may have a fight on our hands.”

“Man o’ war, Sir?”

“Frenchie Privateer, I believe.”

Kennedy glanced at the other ship, which was now visible from the deck. “Frightful big for a privateer.”

“I’ve heard there’s one or two like that. Malouine, but based in Corunna.”

“We’re by no means worked up, Sir.”

Bloody pessimist, thought Snowden, but bit back a sarcastic reply. “I know that, Kennedy, we’ll have to do the best we can. Oleander’s pretty fast.” He pointed towards the other ship. “Let us determine that fellow’s intentions. Wear the ship and steer south by west. Watch those ...”

He stopped himself. Kennedy did not need to be reminded of the danger of failing to control the enormous booms during a gybe.

“Aye, Sir, wear ship, south by west.” 

He turned to the midshipman, Poore, who was standing slightly apart. “Mr Poore, hoist ‘enemy in sight’, and the battle ensign.”

“But Sir ...”

“Mr Poore, I am very well aware that none of our ships will see the signal, but the Frenchman, if that is what he is, will.”

Poore smiled in sudden understanding and moved towards the signal halyards.

Snowden, to his slight discomfiture, found himself relishing the prospect of action, as he would in anticipation of a night at the card table. He had come to realise that the odds of success in battle, as at cards, were considerably improved by careful playing of one’s own hand, and by understanding, as far as possible, the other players’ cards and their motivations and characters. 

Men tallied on the sheets as the ship gybed and the great booms swung above the decks. As Oleander steadied on her new course, Snowden studied the other ship. After a few minutes he saw her alter to starboard, her courses and topgallants loosed from their yards and sheeted home, and the wave at her bow increase until its crest was almost level with her deck.

He’s after us, he thought, and that means he’s almost certainly a Frenchman. A cool character as well, to ignore our signal hoist. Either he doesn’t believe there are any other ships for us to signal to or he is counting on his ability to escape if British men o’ war are really just over his horizon.

Snowden turned to the Master. “Have the hands fed, if you please, Mr Kennedy. This could be a long job.”

Snowden now knew the other ship was hostile and that it was larger than Oleander. If it was indeed a St Malo privateer, the ship would be heavily armed, well worked up and manned by a large, skilled crew. Oleander would stand no chance, no chance at all, in a straight fight.

“The ship is yours, Mr Kennedy. I am retiring to my cabin briefly.”

Kennedy looked surprised. “Very well, Sir.”

In his cabin, Snowden sat at the table thinking, while Cox, his servant, put food before him. Due to her size, the French ship would be faster than Oleander when sailing directly downwind, but the Bermudian schooner would sail closer to the wind than the square rigger, and would be much more manoeuvrable. Running downwind and attempting to escape under cover of darkness was a forlorn hope. The summer weather was clear, the days were long, and the chase would end before sunset, and in any case, there was a nearly full moon. On the other hand, it would be nice to erode some of the Frenchman’s weather gauge.

Decided, Snowden turned in his seat and addressed his servant. “Cox, if you please, my compliments to Mr Kennedy, and ask him and his colleagues to come to the cabin directly.”

​
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Chapter 3 – Escape
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“So that is the plan, gentlemen. Oleander can get away from the Frenchman if he has to chase us to windward, but we cannot put our ship hard on the wind while he has the weather gauge. The trick will be to get Oleander past the Frog when he has lost most of his weather advantage. We cannot expect the scheme to work exactly, but I have no doubt you will be able to improvise as necessary. Are there any questions?”

Snowden looked at the men seated round the table. They murmured their assent, stood up as far as the limited headroom allowed, and made their way from the cabin. Good men, he thought, and their confidence in him and the ship would increase if they were successful in the next few hours. He did not dwell on the consequences of failure. He wished he knew his ship better.

Back on deck, Snowden could see the larger French ship was gaining on them, though it would be several hours before she came up with Oleander. He called to the Master, “Kennedy, please send one division below, we may as well have a rested crew when we come to action.”

“Very well, Sir.”

The men at the wheel changed, the outgoing pair giving a muttered explanation of the course and set of the sails to the men who were relieving them, and the ship sailed on as before.

The sun was in the west when the Frenchman opened fire with his bow chasers. The shot fell some distance astern, but it was a foretaste of things to come.

Snowden called for the Gunner, Trott, a young but energetic Bermudian who had been very effective when they had been commissioning the ship in Bermuda. “Trott, could you get one of the long nines on the quarterdeck so the Frenchman won’t have things all his own way?”

“I believe I could, Sir.”

“Then do it, quick as you like. Tell the armourer to get the forge up as well.”

“Aye aye, Sir.”

In another half hour, the enemy’s shots had become more accurate, but the cannon hastily moved to Oleander’s quarterdeck had started to reply, firing red-hot shot heated in the forge. 

A ball smashed into Oleander’s stern. “Felt that, I did,” said the helmsman, “through the wheel”, and there were an anxious few minutes before the carpenter reported the rudder was undamaged. 

The gunner tugged at Snowden’s sleeve and pointed to the enemy ship. “Look at that, Sir.” Snowden turned and saw a thin column of smoke was rising from somewhere in the forepart of the French ship. He felt a surge of elation. That was more like it! “Dropped down a hatch, I reckon,” said the gunner with a grin. “Devil of a job to put it out.”

“Sail room perhaps. Guns, well done, see if you can get the next one into the powder locker.”

“I’ll certainly try, Sir. Come on lads, is there another one cooked and ready to serve to our French guests?”

The men, including the ones nominally resting below but who had made their way back on deck, cheered as the gun fired again. Now’s the time, thought Snowden, and turned to the Master, he hoped betraying none of the excitement he felt. “Hands to quarters, Mr Kennedy.”

To the beating of the drum, the men went to their quarters. Slowly, over the next fifteen minutes, Oleander edged round to starboard, closer to the wind, the French ship, very near, shadowing them astern and to windward as the British ship turned. The wind, now blowing vigorously across the French ship’s deck, seemed to increase the quantity of smoke coming from her. One or two of the most forward of the French ship’s port battery could now be brought to bear, and she fired, accurately and quickly. Snowden felt several balls strike his ship, and a carpenter’s mate approached him.

“Begging your pardon, Your Honour. Carpenter sent me to tell you she’s holed just below the waterline, smashed a frame as well, quite bad. Making water she is. Carpenter says can we have more men for the pumps, Sir?”

“Compliments to Mr Trimingham. Please tell him to do what he can, but presently we need the men to fight the ship.”

The man moved away, to be replaced by Butterfield, the Surgeon’s Mate, who Snowden knew would not be bearing good news. Two men were injured, one with a smashed leg which would have to be amputated. Snowden knew the punishment would only increase as the French ship overhauled Oleander. It was now or never.

“Put her hard on the wind, Mr Kennedy,” he said, and Oleander heeled as the wind came forward and the sheets on the great booms were tightened, the wake hissing and surging along the lee gunwales. “Ready, Guns,” he shouted, all pretence of calmness gone, overcome by the lust of battle, the pitting of his wits against the enemy. “As you bear, starboard battery ... Luff her, Mr Kennedy, NOW.”

Oleander came upright as she headed into the wind, her great sails roaring as they shook in the wind. He saw the Frenchman turning to answer Oleander’s manoeuvre, but she was less handy than the British ship, and she was heeled so much that her port battery was on the waterline, almost useless. Oleander’s starboard battery fired together, sending an aimed cloud of canister shot into the French ship. Snowden saw men fall. He gripped the taffrail and turned to the Master. “Take her round, Mr Kennedy, if she’ll answer.”

“Aye aye, Sir, don’t you worry, she will.”

The staysails were backed, and the ship tacked, agonisingly slowly, but surely, through the eye of the wind, the breeze now quite strong, coming round onto the port side. The staysails were sheeted home, and suddenly Oleander was sliding past the stern of the French ship. He saw her name, Blonde, picked out in gold, as the port battery fired its chainshot at her rigging, each gun aimed unhurriedly by Trott, who sighted along the barrels, giving instructions to the gun crew who moved the guns with handspikes and wedges.

He watched, spellbound, as the French ship’s mizzen mast, with tricolour and St Malo flags flying, crashed slowly into her deck. Oleander clawed her way into the wind, overcanvassed, water sluicing along her lee deck, but Snowden knew, as he watched men working with axes on Blonde’s deck to cut away the wreckage, that they had escaped. He supported himself on the binnacle railing, suddenly drained of energy, surprised by Kennedy’s voice. “Shall I reef her down, Sir?”

“Indeed you shall, Mr Kennedy, and well done, pass my thanks to all hands. When she’s reefed send the starboard division down, and splice the mainbrace.”

He walked to the ladder. There were wounded to visit and damage to inspect.

​
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Chapter 4 – Pump or Drown
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The Western Approaches to the Channel were wide, but the ship, forging slowly ahead under her topsails, was enclosed by a blanket of white fog. Snowden looked over the side of the ship, checking the sails which had been rigged to cover the outside of the leaks were still in place. Despite their best efforts to stem the flow, the pumps had had to work almost continuously since their encounter with Blonde, and the crew were in a state of near exhaustion. 

Although the ship was equipped with chronometers, they had not had sight of the sun for several days. Kennedy approached Snowden as he paced the quarterdeck, alert to any cry from the masthead.

“Thick weather, Sir. Hard on the men when we’re close to the land.”

“I know, Mr Kennedy, but if it is a choice between another day’s pumping and running her up on the Scillies ...”

“I know, Sir.” Kennedy nodded towards Midshipman Poore, who was at the rail, looking intently towards where the sun should be, sextant in his hand, his younger colleague Pascoe at his side ready with watch and slate. “I don’t think there’s much chance.”

“Probably not, Mr Kennedy, but they may as well try.”

“The lead, Sir?”

“Yes, bring her to.”

Sails were backed, the ship slowed, and Snowden and Kennedy walked over to watch the deep sea lead cast. 

“That’s the bottom, Sir,” said the Bosun, Rubert, but known to the crew as ‘Spanish Bob’, feeling the line which seemed to have some slack in it. He looked at the markings on the line. “Sixty two fathoms, Sir.” Deep, thought Snowden as the lead was retrieved. 

As it came aboard, men, glad to have been released briefly from pumping duties, clustered around it to inspect the sample of the seabed which the tallow in the base of the lead had captured. Kennedy looked closely at it and rubbed a sample between his fingers. “Fine sand, Sir.” He gave some to Snowden.

“Get her under way, Mr Kennedy, if you please, and join me in the cabin.”

From the cabin, Snowden briefly heard the sound of canvas flogging as the sails were set and felt the ship heel and then right herself as she gathered way and was settled on her course. Snowden was intent on the chart as Kennedy entered. “Well, Mr Kennedy, I believe sixty two fathoms shows we are some distance from land.”

“I believe so too, Sir, though ’tis fairly steep to on the Ushant side.”

Snowden looked closely at the chart. The soundings marked on it were sparse, but he could see what Kennedy meant. “We can’t be that far south!”

“No, Sir, I don’t believe we are. We must have some faith in our reckoning ...”

The cabin door banged open and Midshipman Poore entered, sextant in hand. Kennedy looked up from the chart. “Upon my word, Poore, you would do well to remember this is the captain’s cabin.”

“Sorry, Sir, but I thought you should know directly. We had a glimpse of the sun and I think the horizon wasn’t too bad. Pascoe has the sight on his slate.”

Kennedy looked at Snowden, who nodded. “Come in Mr Pascoe. Let’s see what you have.”

Snowden waited until both midshipmen were at the table, then held his hand out for the slate and looked at it critically. “Barely legible, Mr Pascoe, but we shall see how it falls out. What time was it?”

“Wanted a few minutes of noon, Sir.”

“And what does that mean?”

Pascoe looked at Poore before replying. “Sun’s almost due south, Sir. The sight will give us more or less our latitude.”

“Indeed it will. Gather round and we’ll work it up.”

Snowden worked at the figures, occasionally explaining what he was doing to the midshipmen. When he had finished, he looked at Poore. “Lay this off on the chart, Mr Poore, if you please.”

Poore leant eagerly over the chart and carefully drew a position line, his face falling when he saw where his sight put the ship.

“Mr Poore, either you are mistaken in your sight, we have worked it up wrong, or unbeknownst to us the ship is presently in the north part of Cornwall.”

“Sorry, Sir, I was sure I had it.”

“Let us work it up again. Mr Kennedy, perhaps you would care to lead this time.” He turned round to Kennedy, who was standing with the sextant in his hand, carefully examining the scale. He held the instrument out. “Mr Poore, you locked the instrument when you took the sight, did you not?”

“I did, Sir.”

“I suggest you look at the reading and compare it with the figure Mr Pascoe noted down.”

Poore looked at the scale and then at the slate, his face suddenly registering comprehension. “Oh, Sir, indeed I’m sorry, I believe I have called out the wrong figure to Mr Pascoe. I am out by a degree.”

They reworked the calculation, marked it on the chart and laid off a course. Snowden turned to the midshipmen. “That’s more like it, lads, well done, your perseverance paid off. Mistakes like that are easily made, and usually we find them out, as they disagree with some other fact. I think we can congratulate ourselves, Mr Kennedy. Our reckoning seems to agree with the sight. I think North by East should be about right. Let’s get a bit more sail on her.”

The fog cleared in the night, and before long the Eddystone light came into view. By the time Oleander came under Rame Head, the sun was shining brightly and the green of the fields looked astonishingly vivid after weeks of blues and greys.

“Looks awful pretty,” said Kennedy to Snowden.

“Yes, it does. I never thought I’d be quite so pleased to see Plymouth,” said Snowden.

There was a shout from the lookout. “Fort’s signalling.”

Pascoe picked up his glass, trained it on the flags and looked at the signal book. “If you please, Sir, we are to proceed directly to the dockyard.”

“Thank goodness for that, Kennedy, though I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep without the sound of the pumps.”

​
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Chapter 5 – Trevennec


[image: ]




Snowden reined in his horse, and looked down at his home, Trevennec. Even from that distance, he could sense the air of decay. The fields and hedges were unkempt and the parkland around the house unmown. He sighed and made his way into the valley.

That evening, after dinner, he was sitting in the small parlour, unexpectedly feeling very cheerful, chiefly due to the presence of the woman who sat across the fire from him. She was, Snowden thought, in her late forties, her piercing eyes carefully set off by a necklace bright with stones of almost the same shade of green, glittering in the firelight. They were discussing Snowden’s trip to Paris during the brief Peace of Amiens.

“I don’t mind telling you, Mrs White, that Fouché frightened me.”

“I am not surprised, Mr Snowden ... or should it be Lieutenant Snowden?”

“Percy would suit very well, Mrs White.”

“Very well, Percy it shall be, and I am Julia. The Revolution brought the worst out in some men, and women too, but Fouché is truly evil, one of the worst. At Toulon ... I believe Napoleon himself is frightened of him.” She frowned. “Your friend Stone was very lucky to escape. Perhaps he has friends in high places.”

“Perhaps he has. He said in his letter he had married a ‘respectable Frenchwoman’. I hope for more news when my letters catch up with me. There was none at the dockyard, as we had orders for the Downs.”

“The Downs?” 

“The anchorage near Dover. Ships often wait there for favourable winds.”

“I see. And when will your ship be repaired?”

“In a few weeks, they say, and then we are to proceed to Deptford, on the Thames near London.”

“Why there?”

“The Admiralty is interested in the ship. It is the first sizable vessel they have built in Bermuda, and they wish to examine her before they order more.”

“And is the ship a good one?”

“She is a very good ship, and I think the Navy would do well to buy more like her. As you know, we had an encounter with a Frenchman, and I believe, having had more experience with the ship, that we could have avoided fighting by hauling our wind and outrunning him – perhaps not directly downwind, against a big square rigger, but I am coming to the conclusion there’s not a ship to touch her on any other point of sailing.”

“Where will you go after Deptford?”

“The people in the Dockyard, who generally know about these things, say we are to go to the Mediterranean, but I do not know where.”

Snowden noticed she sat forward at this, paying close attention. “I believe you have some experience of that part of the world, Julia.”

“Yes, I have spent much time abroad, and hardly any in England. As you know, I am related on your mother’s side, and to Whitworth.”

“I know, our man in Paris, or at least he was, and we met him there.”

“Whitworth was under no illusions the Peace would last, and in fact was grossly insulted by Buonaparte ...” She pronounced the name in a way that Snowden had not heard before. “I was in Paris, and Whitworth advised me to leave, and I did, as soon as I could. This was the only place in England I knew of. I had visited when I was a girl, and your parents very kindly took me in, after Whitworth wrote to them.”

“Were you long in France, Julia?”

“Not very long. Like you, I went there during the Peace. I have spent most of my time in Italy and in Corsica.”

“Corsica – I have been there, on my first ship. I was at the Siege of Calvi ...”

“You must have been very young, and so far from home.”

“I was, twelve, but really, the Navy is my home, whichever ship I am in.” He gestured around the room. “Not this place. Since I joined the Navy, I have spent little time here.”

“That is sad. Your parents ...”

“... I think had my best interests at heart, but they scarcely had the means to pay for a proper education, and the Navy relieved them of that necessity.”

“It was an exciting time for us, in Corsica. We thought our dream of freedom was to come true, and it did, briefly.”

“I found it very exciting as well, in Agamemnon, Nelson’s ship. I spent most of my time in the boats. We landed soldiers and guns, and the ship was in action against forts on the shore on several occasions, strange round buildings, but I must say I did not know much about the reasons for our fighting there. Any enemies of the French are our friends, I suppose. It all came to nothing in the end, I believe. We were a long way from home, and a good number of our men were sick. You said ‘us’ – are you Corsican?”

Julia looked at him, her face sombre. “My father was Corsican and my mother English. I grew up in Leghorn, where my father was a merchant, trading with Corsica, importing honey and wine from the northern part. My mother strove to make our house in Leghorn a little piece of England, but we often entertained Corsicans, exiles who had made their home there. I expect you have been to Leghorn, Percy. The English Navy called there often.”

“Indeed I have. We were a little wild in those days perhaps, but I have some pleasant memories of the place. I remember Cape Corse as well, especially those forts, and the scent of the bushes, we could smell the land miles off. You said you were recently in France. May I ask what you were doing there?”

“Yes, you may. My husband is Corsican, a ship owner who traded with my father. He is a true Corsican patriot, but he was taken by the French, and I was in Paris, agitating for his release.”

At that moment, Lord and Lady Penzance entered the room, and Snowden realised with displeasure that neither were entirely sober, and that their conversation was harsh and unpleasant, sprinkled with derogatory remarks about their neighbours, to Julia’s obvious discomfort. After a short time, she went to her room. 

Snowden turned to his father. “Why do you and mother have to speak so? It seems you have good words for nobody, and it makes it most disagreeable for myself and your guest.”

“Guest? She was more or less forced upon us by your mother’s relation, Whitworth, and it transpires she has almost no money, or at least her money is abroad where it is of no use.”

“She seems to be a most charming woman.”

Snowden’s mother interjected, “Most likely takes after her mother, who was no better than she should have been.”

Snowden bristled. “I shall go up directly, and I hope you are both in a better temper tomorrow.”

Snowden was sitting at the desk in his room when there was a knock on the door, and his mother entered and chose to sit on a chair near him.

“I am very sorry, Percy, that you find your father and I such bad company. It is just that we are presently very hard pressed by our creditors, and there seems to be little hope of rectifying the situation.”

“What happened to Mr Halstock? I thought he was beginning to make his mark.” Halstock was the steward who his father had hired, on Snowden’s insistence, to take charge of the running of the estate, after the departure of the previous man. Snowden had met him and thought him experienced and competent.

“He was, but your father sent him away. Your father went to the estate office and knocked over some things on Halstock’s desk. Mr Halstock forgot himself and said some harsh words to your father, accusing him of being drunk, and in return your father charged him with feathering his own nest and told him to leave. Later, your father went to find him, to apologise, but he had gone. He left a note saying it was a shame that your father was unable to distinguish between those who did their duty and those who took advantage of him. I hear he has a very good position now in Devon.”

“That was most unfortunate.”

“It was more than unfortunate, it was a disaster. Your father has tried to run the place himself since Halstock left, but ...”

“The drink,” said Snowden glumly.

She nodded. “Yes, the drink, a terrible thing. I know I indulge myself, but your father is so far gone ...”

“You have some money yourself, Mother.” He couldn’t help himself and instantly regretted it. He knew very well her money had vanished at the gaming tables. Her eyes filled with tears and she dropped her head.​
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Chapter 6 – Julia
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Early next morning he was on the clifftop with Julia White, looking out over the sea, sparkling in the sunshine. He turned in his saddle. 

“Clear weather and a steady south westerly. We could have done with that a few days ago when we were feeling our way in the fog.”

“It must be anxious work, bringing a ship up the Channel in the fog. When do you leave, Percy?”

“Tomorrow morning. Mr Kennedy, the Master, is exceptionally capable, and I wish to signal my confidence in him by not attending closely while the ship is in repair. However, I must show myself now. And you?”

“I intend to travel to London soon. There are people there who I must look up.”

“You know people in London?”

“I do, and Whitworth has given me some introductions. I will let you know where I am staying, and perhaps you will call on me when your ship is in Deptford.”

Snowden felt strangely cheered by this, but the afternoon was marred by an unpleasant interview with his father. Snowden went to the estate office, where his father was seated at a desk covered in disorganised heaps of papers. 

“Good afternoon, Father. How’s the estate business progressing?”

His father shook his head briefly, but did not reply.

“Are you seeking Mr Halstock’s replacement, Father?” he said mildly.

“No, I am damned well not. Fellow was robbing us blind, they’re all like that.”

“Are you sure? He seemed a steady fellow to me.”

“Insolent man as well. I should not be insulted in my own office.”

“I think you need someone. I have some coin, probably enough to pay for his first year’s wages.”

“And how did you get that?”

“Some prize money, and at the tables.”

“At the tables, eh? Take after you mother I suppose.”

“The difference is, Father, I win.”

His father grimaced, his breath smelling of alcohol despite the early hour. Snowden felt something turn in his mind, and, almost against his will, said, more harshly than he intended, “I have not said this before, but you cause me great injury. When I return to Trevennec, you do not welcome me, and though I offer you prize money, you do not ask how I came by it. I have been in the Navy near twelve year, and you have not once asked about my service. I used to tell you, at first, but you took no notice. It is very hard for a son to do without the approbation of his father, or at least some display of affection or interest.”

His father looked into the distance, unspeaking. Snowden, enraged, banged on the desk. “Although you do not ask, I will tell you about my service. I was at the Siege of Calvi, in Nelson’s ship. I was at the Nile, still in Agamemnon, in the thick of the action, and I saw L’Orient blow up. Off Ushant, I took my boarders through the stern gallery of a French frigate, forced her to strike, and took her safe into port. I destroyed Napoleon’s invasion barges fifteen leagues inland from the coast – you must have read or heard of that – and I have just brought my own ship back from Bermuda, across the Western Ocean, fighting off a French privateer, the famous Blonde, on the way.”

He thumped his fist on the desk again, making his father jump back. Snowden realised his father looked old, frightened, and that tears ran down his cheeks. Suddenly, his rage abated. His father looked at him. 

“I know I have done you great wrong, Percy. I have been ashamed and I do not know how to tell you of it. I have allowed the estate to go to wrack, and I have let your mother gamble away her inheritance.”

“Yes, Father.”

“I was away at the wars when I was a young man.”

“I know you were.”

“Terrible things happened to me there, before and after Minden. No, that is not true. It was I who did terrible things, deliberately. My mind became deranged, and I did horrid things that I cannot tell you of. The regiment was disgusted with me. I lost my friends.” 
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