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	* * * * *

	 

	To Heather Brown Moore, who asked me to write a short story, which led to this book. I owe you, Heather.

	To Euclid, too, of course.

	 

	 

	But Love is a durable fire

	In the mind ever burning

	Never sick, never old, never dead

	From itself, never turning.

	 

	Sir Walter Raleigh, “Walsinghame”

	 

	* * * * *

	 

	


Chapter One

	Twenty-one years after his first classroom flogging in a Dumfries, Scotland, workhouse, Sailing Master Able Six had forgotten neither the pain, nor the surprise.

	He was five years old, ragged and hungry like all the other boys. There were workhouse girls, but he never saw them in a classroom. Girls mattered for naught beyond kitchen duties, sewing and ironing, and probably jollying the workhouse master, likely against their will.

	From the perspective of two decades, Able suspected that the teacher who had seemed so old then hadn’t been much beyond his twenties, if that. More specifically, Able remembered the pointer he carried and tapped in his hand, the gesture both mesmerizing and menacing.

	But what was Able to do? The teacher had written the sentence, “Thou shalt not bear false witness,” on the blackboard, a mere bit of black paint over rough boards.

	Young Able had flinched along with other pupils each time the teacher slammed his pointer against each word on the blackboard. In terror, poor Jedediah Winkum had pissed in his pants and sat in misery throughout the classroom ordeal. Maybe what he smelled was more than piss; who could tell? They all stank.

	The boy directly in front of Able had fidgeted, or scratched, or held his mouth wrong, or done something to attract the teacher’s attention. The master pounced on the unsuspecting child, a boy with not much wit to begin with, even though he must have been two or three years Able’s senior.

	“Read this sentence, bastard,” the master demanded. He pushed his pointer under the unfortunate child’s chin and raised his head. “Stand ye up!”

	The boy did as ordered, shaking visibly. He stared at the words, shook his head, and the pointer slammed down on his shoulder. The boy cried out as he sank to his knees.

	When the teacher raised the pointer again for another blow, some power he did not understand made Able Six leap to his feet. “Thou shalt not bear false witness,” he sang out at the top of his voice.

	A blow to his ribs knocked the wind from him. Able wavered, but righted himself, an ability that would serve him well in the coming years on pitching, yawing ships. 

	Able should never have looked in the teacher’s eyes. He was used to disgust and neglect and being called a bastard, even though at the time he wasn’t certain what it meant. What glared back at him was hatred. Not too many years later, Able came to understand that the hatred was likely directed inward rather than at the five-year-old staring back with a grave expression.

	Standing there, the focus of a miserable man’s undivided attention, Able gathered he had committed another sin: he knew too much.

	“Ye can’t read yet, bastard,” the man said, his voice neutral in that danger zone of bullies. The teacher’s sad eyes flicked across a row of cowering older boys in the front row. “Which one of ye told him? Trying to make a fool of me?”

	Already in pain, already terrified, Able saw no need to involve others. They probably all knew what the sentence said, but were wiser than he, because they remained silent. How did he know how people learned anything? He was but five.

	“No one told me, sir,” Able said.

	“Impossible!” The brute slammed down the pointer again and Able gasped in agony. “You’ve only been in this class two days.”

	Able put up his hands to protect his face as the pointer whisked down once more. Years later in the fleet, a ship’s surgeon had remarked on Able’s forearm, which was slightly crooked. “Master, you had an early injury, didn’t you?”

	“It works fine,” was all Able said, still unwilling to discuss the event that changed his life. How could a surgeon, a well-educated man, understand that a child could look at letters and know what they meant?

	He had fainted from the pain and woke up in his bed in the room he shared with twenty-five other bastards, foundlings plucked from church steps, hedgerows, and noisome rooming houses in Scotland’s southern districts. Someone with more sympathy than skill stuck a piece of wood next to his forearm and wrapped it with a few twists of a stinking sheet. He lay there, stunned by what had taken place, only to be scolded by the boys around him, demanding that he not say one more word, even if he could read.

	“Don’t be smart,” one of the older boys warned, a boy Able looked up to because he sometimes shared bits of food finessed from the kitchen where he washed dishes. It was a plum job, one the other lads envied. “We’ll all get in trouble.”

	“I thought everyone could read it,” Able had whispered.

	He heard that infernal pointer whistling down even now, as he lay wide awake in his comfortable room in the vicarage of St. Matthew’s Parish. The unfailing clock in his remarkable brain told him it was thirty minutes past midnight, and he faced a busy day of travel from rural Devonshire to Portsmouth on the mail coach.

	Time to sleep, if he could. He had no trouble redirecting the chaos of his brain to a more recent memory, when Meridee Bonfort kissed him while her sister’s back was turned and wished him a shy goodnight.

	He smiled in the dark, wondering if Meridee tossed and turned as he did. He knew the answer to such a simple question, so he sat up, looking around for his trousers. In his stocking feet, Able crept down a flight of stairs and tapped on Meridee’s door.

	She opened it so promptly that Able knew she had not been asleep, either. She gratified him with a kiss, and then another. She gently rubbed her cheek to his as he held her close, then supplied her own admonition, far more pleasant than anything he had heard in his nine years in the workhouse.

	“Master Six, two more weeks,” she whispered in his ear as she stood on tiptoe and he generously held her up a little higher. “Last Sunday’s banns and two more Sundays. Go back upstairs.”

	He had only known this woman for a month, this darling who was going to become his wife, even though he was a sailing master too young to have any prize money yet, thrust ashore on half pay because of the damned Treaty of Amiens. As much as he wanted her, he wasn’t planning any stress on her virginity. That would wait, because he understood rules. That had been another hard-earned workhouse lesson.

	Still, a man could try for sympathy. “I’m afraid,” he said, because it was true.

	For several years after his encounter with that classroom sadist, Able Six had not looked anyone in the eye. Once in the fleet, the bosun’s mate had taken him aside and declared, “I see real promise in you, lad, but you need to look at people addressing you.”

	“Sir, that earned me beatings,” he replied, because Able Six never forgot a single event.

	“I was a workhouse brat, too,” the bosun’s mate informed him. “You can practice by looking me in the eye.”

	And so he looked in Meridee Bonfort’s lovely eyes. “Aye, lass, I am afraid.”

	To his relief, she took his hand, tugged him into her room, and closed the door. He hadn’t been there before so he glanced around and saw her travel trunk open. She had only just returned from Portsmouth herself.

	“You’re certain the headmaster at St. Brendan’s will see me as an answer to prayer? I’d be lying if I told you I had no doubts, ” he confessed.

	He felt as alone as any man in the universe who realizes he will soon be supporting another creature in this harsh world. “I’m on half pay. What am I doing?”

	“Marrying me,” she said calmly and kissed him.

	He had kissed other women in bedrooms before. Christ’s bones, he had done more than that in back alleys just off wharfs, moments after leaving a frigate, hull-barnacled and back from a two-year voyage. Meridee Bonfort was different, so he gave her a clinical kiss and held her off by the shoulders.

	She appraised him, and to his continued amazement, seemed not to find him wanting, even though it hadn’t been much of a kiss. Her hands went to his face.

	“What you’re doing is taking the mail coach to Portsmouth in the morning, where you will meet with Captain Hallowell and accompany him to St. Brendan’s School,” she said. “You know how to teach young lads.”

	Doubting Thomas, get thee behind me, he thought. “I have been instructing two well-behaved pupils in a vicarage—why, mercy, this one,” he reminded her with a smile. “Meri, I know workhouse brats. They are cut from different cloth.”

	“Precisely,” she said, apparently unwilling to even consider that if he failed to impress the headmaster, there was no way he could afford the upkeep of a wife. As it was, the pennies for an outside seat on a mail coach were going to tax his purse to its skinny limits.

	“You will know what to do, Master Six,” Meridee said.

	She spoke with the same sincerity he had heard in her voice from their first conversation. He felt sudden awe at the bedrock certainty she meant every word. “Where you doubt, my love, I will supply twice the confidence.” She touched his face again. “When I have doubts, you can do the same for me.”

	“Aye, lass,” he told her, feeling better. “Give me another cuddle and I’ll go back to bed.”

	She held him close, her arms tight around him, this gentleman’s daughter who saw something in him to love, even once she understood his special gift. If he found himself with a free moment in Portsmouth, he would write a letter to Lieutenant Caldwell, comrade from the frigate now in ordinary, waiting out a doomed peace treaty. Caldwell had informed him of a temporary position teaching two sons of a country vicar too busy during Christmastide to continue their lessons. Able should thank him.

	He had another question for this lovely lady in his arms. “Meridee,” he said, holding her off because it seemed safer, “how in the world did you figure out my secret?”

	“I watched your eyes in my brother-in-law’s study,” she said. “You weren’t looking at him. You were scanning every single title in the bookcase behind him. You did it in under five seconds.”

	“I can’t help myself. You know that,” he said. “But why were you looking at my eyes?”

	She laughed softly, the kind of intimate laugh reserved for bedrooms, which was precisely where they were. I am an idiot, he thought, mildly put out with himself. The door, Durable Six, the door. Head toward it. Two more weeks and she’s yours, provided you do not make a fool of yourself in Portsmouth.

	“Able, you’re the handsomest man I ever saw,” she told him simply. “I couldn’t help watching your face.”

	“I think my mother’s name was Mary. I have no idea who my father was,” he reminded her. “Was he from Greece or Italy? Spain or God-help-us France? One thing more: why doesn’t this bother you? Meri, I’m a bastard. You know that.”

	Undeterred, she walked him to the door. “I am your keeper, Master Six. Captain Hallowell told me so. Goodnight.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Two

	Was there any place colder than the top of a mail coach in December? Thank God he had not pawned his boat cloak, no matter how desperate he was for the few coins it would bring. Able hunkered down to endure, something he was good at.

	He touched the ragged copy of Euclid’s Elements in his pocket, knowing that if the cold overwhelmed him, he could warm himself by reciting a random proposition and devising mental exercises. Shivering inside—never a good sign—he tried it now.

	Despite the cold that clawed at his temples, he relaxed as Euclid’s grand work unrolled in his mind like a scroll. Ah, Prop Eight: If two triangles have two sides equal to two sides respectively, and have also the base equal to the base, they will have the angles equal which are contained by the equal straight lines.

	How could a man not feel better, with Euclid on his mind? They were friends of long standing. He saw the diagrams clearly in that mind’s eye Shakespeare wrote of in Hamlet, Act I, Scene 2. Once he considered all the geometric angles, Able started at the beginning of Hamlet and thought his way through the play as the mail coach trundled toward Portsmouth.

	By the time his brain brought down the curtain on Hamlet with the arrival of Fortinbras, prince of Norway, the mail coach stopped for victuals. Able ate inside the coach, since Meridee had kindly packed him a lunch.

	He wasn’t alone. An angular lady, sharp-chinned and all elbows, ate her own lunch on the seat across from him. A sociable man, Able wanted to speak to her, rather than eat in silence rendered embarrassing because they were both too poor to eat in the public house. With no introduction, he maintained his silence. Each tried to ignore the other.

	He eyed her skimpy meal, grateful Meridee Bonfort was concerned for his welfare. He polished off two boiled eggs and one sandwich thick with meat and cheese, a feast compared to the lady’s one carrot and single cracker with a nearly invisible skiff of butter. 

	He had another sandwich, but could not eat it, not with the lady eyeing it when she thought he wasn’t watching. Her silent desperation reminded him forcefully that being poor in England was much harder on women.

	Are you a man or a mouse, Durable Six? he asked himself. He cleared his throat. She glanced up, and the hope in her eyes nearly broke his heart.

	“Miss, we have not been introduced, but this extra sandwich is too much. I know it won’t keep. Would you ….”

	She blushed but did not look away. “I would, sir.”

	“There’s this egg,” Able added, encouraged. “Take it, please.”

	She did, with no hesitation. Looking into the canvas bag Meridee had packed for him, he was happy to see some sort of bread pudding, the substantial kind that would help keep out the cold when he climbed back on top of the mail coach. He munched on the tasty thing, trying not to listen to the small sounds of appreciation coming from the unlucky lady, heading somewhere alone.

	Meri, I promise you will never be alone and hungry, if you hitch your wagon to my decidedly ramshackle horse, he thought. We’ll manage somehow.

	The lady cleared her throat. “I am Miss Mercer,” she said, even if there had been no real introduction. “I am going to an estate near Sidmouth to become a governess.”

	Fair enough. “I am Sailing Master Six, hoping for a teaching position at a boys’ school in Portsmouth. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

	He watched a cloud fall over her face. Perhaps he shouldn’t have spoken. A governess might think she outranked a sailing master. She surprised him.

	“Master Six, my brother served the guns on the Triumph at Camperdown,” she said. He saw the pride in her eyes, as well as sorrow.

	“Captain Essington’s ship,” he said. “They fought well. I was on the Powerful.” Should he ask? “Where is he now?”

	“It was his last fight,” Miss Mercer said softly.

	“I’m sorry, Miss Mercer,” he replied. “These are trying times.”

	“They are,” she agreed, and pulled her threadbare dignity in the form of a cloak tighter about her.

	He was spared thinking of something else to say as the more fortunate riders left the public house, ready to journey on. He nodded to Miss Mercer and climbed up to his cold seat. When the coach stopped at Sidmouth, she waved to him.

	He waved back, watching her struggle with a valise against the winter wind. He didn’t see a vehicle waiting for her so he turned away, much as he might turn away from an abandoned pup when he could offer no help. He could do nothing for Miss Mercer except resolve to manage his life so Meri never had to resort to the half-life of a governess. Meri might call herself his keeper, but in Sidmouth he decided that he was hers, too.

	Euclid didn’t tempt him then; neither did Shakespeare. Until they stopped for the night in Poole, he warmed himself by thinking of all the ways he loved Meridee Bonfort, a charming spinster of one month’s acquaintance. Funny how a man could bumble along, never considering there might someone waiting just for him.

	In his line of work, wives were a luxury. War and more war poured out by an upstart Corsican had effectively shunted aside typical avenues of sociality that often led to matrimony, people being what they were. In the fo’c’s’le and later the wardroom, he had listened to the complaints of fellow seamen, grousing because life at sea was no way to meet anyone of the fair sex, let alone contemplate the future.

	He had another strike against him, one that came with having been born in a back alley in Dumfries, Scotland, and then abandoned and found, nearly frozen, on the steps of St. David’s Church. He had risen to the top of his profession as a sailing master at the unheard of age of twenty-two. That could have assured him the respectable hand of a shopkeeper’s daughter, or even the offspring of another warrant officer like himself, but it would never happen because he was still a bastard, worlds without end, amen.

	He had met a charming miss in Plymouth two years ago before his last voyage, the eldest daughter of the harbormaster. He could tell she was interested in him at least superficially, because he knew what he looked like in a mirror—the olive skin, pleasing features, and full head of curly black hair.

	Then came the moment of truth. She had earlier accepted his birth in Dumfries, then naturally wanted to know more about his family. Should he have lied? He did not, and a few minutes later, found himself outside.

	Meridee Bonfort was different. For some unknown reason, perhaps because she knew he was only going to stay long enough to instruct her nephews, she had asked about his name first, never having seen Abel spelled Able.

	Knowing he had nothing to lose, he had explained he was named Durable because he hadn’t died from exposure on those stone steps in February, and Six because he was the sixth foundling entered on the rolls of Dumfries Workhouse in 1776. The only expression that had registered on Meridee’s pretty face was interest.

	 

	That night he shared a stranger’s bed in Poole’s least-favored inn. The man snored and reeked of garlic, but otherwise posed no threat. Able thought about sharing a bed with Meridee, which meant getting up and walking around the small room, training his mind to Euclid and Proposition Nine. He laughed out loud at Prop Nine, which did look a bit phallic. He mentally rehearsed all the propositions, wondering about Euclid.

	Portsmouth hove into view through a squall. As a port, it had none of the raffish charm of Plymouth; even its nickname of Pompey had no inherent meaning, as seemingly unplanned as a bastard child. Able sniffed the air, happy to be back in the land of tar and new rope, mingled with dried or drying herring. Under all was the tang of brine and stink of low tide.

	He tried to see it through Meridee’s eyes and felt doubt creep aboard his heart. Portsmouth was no place for a gently reared lady. Still, she had seen it herself only a few days ago, with no apparent complaint.

	He caught his duffel tossed down to him, grateful he had packed his best uniform, sober black with gilt buttons and nothing more, because Admiralty had yet to assign sailing masters a uniform. He could wear it to St. Brendan’s, then on his wedding day.

	Thanks to the noxious Peace of Amiens, he was the only man at Gunwharf shouldering a duffel. He looked toward the harbor, where few frigates rode at anchor, sails furled, and in some cases, sails gone. He shook his head to see the prison hulks against the horizon, carrying their suffering cargos of Frenchmen not yet repatriated, or maybe forgotten. Who knew?

	He was glad enough to leave the docks and walk to Water Street, with its tidy homes belonging to merchants grown rich from victualing vessels and post captains home from the sea.

	Able took a deep breath and another as he raised his hand to the brass knocker at 63 Water Street, the residence of Captain Benjamin Hallowell, Yankee captain admitted to Vice Admiral Sir Horatio Nelson’s select Band of Brothers for his tenacity at Aboukir Bay three years ago.

	He must have been expected, because the captain’s butler didn’t bat an eye to see a shabby sailor needing a haircut asking for his master.

	“This way, sir,” the butler said, and made his majestic way to the bookroom. “Please be seated. I’ll take your … your ….”

	“Duffel,” Able supplied, and handed over the sorry thing.

	Too nervous to sit, Able stared at the three filled-to-overflowing bookcases for fifteen seconds, memorizing titles.

	The door opened. “You can take one or two books to bed tonight, if you’ve a mind to read, Master Six.”

	Able turned around with a smile that faded as he stared in open-mouthed wonder at the black eye of epic proportions his lovely Meridee had planted on Captain Hallowell. She had confessed her impulsive right jab to Able before he left for Portsmouth, blaming it on her irritation that the captain seemed less than helpful when she had visited earlier to plead Able’s case. 

	He saluted his captain, appalled at the carnage one fierce woman could inflict, then grateful right down to his holey stockings that she was on his side, ready to fight his battle with him. Tears welled in his eyes at the thought.

	He had known Benjamin Hallowell for years, one of the two commanders who winkled out his great secret, the one that set him apart in ways that even his lower-than-low birth could never have done. He knew Captain Hallowell as a stalwart man who never backed down from a fight, even when the prospect of success or survival was nil.

	He gazed in silence at a black eye turning green, and decided Meridee Bonfort could hold her own in Portsmouth.

	“A piece of advice, Master Six,” the good man said, extending his hand. “Whatever you do, never underestimate Miss Bonfort. It might be your last conscious thought.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Three

	“Belvedere, here he is, a bit older, but probably not any wiser,” Captain Hallowell said as he indicated Able standing in the doorway to the drawing room that afternoon. “How could he be wiser than he is now? Wasn’t it you, my fine fellow, who swore to me that if Master Six had lived four hundred years ago, he’d have been burnt at the stake?”

	Oh Lord, Able thought. For my sins ….

	He glanced at Captain Sir Belvedere St. Anthony in his wheeled chair, entire right leg gone. He wished, not for the first time, that Sir B’s surgeon, a competent fellow, hadn’t been so overwhelmed by wounded at the Battle of the Nile. Of course, Sir B hadn’t helped his own cause by waving his surgeon on to more seriously wounded sailors, all rank aside. But that was Captain Sir Belvedere St. Anthony, the enigma of the fleet.

	“I did indeed say that,” Sir B replied. “Ben, you should have seen this handsome scamp years before Camperdown when I caught him lying on the operating table, reading.”

	“My skinny bum ached for weeks, after my surprise landing on that deck,” Able said. The only way to survive Sir B’s wit was to equal it.

	“What I did discover was that he had done his work and was allowed to read, although at lightning speed,” Sir B said. “ ’Pon my word, I’ve never seen pages turn so fast.”

	He gestured them both farther into the drawing room, but Captain Hallowell held up his hand. “You two may reminisce on your own time.” He nodded toward Able. “If we are not on the road to Surrey within the hour, Mrs. Hallowell will give me what for.”

	He reached into his inside coat pocket and pulled out a sheet of paper folded twice. “Hand this to Mrs. Fillion at the Drake after your wedding and strive to make your new bride forget she’s marrying a Navy man. That’s an order.”

	Able took the paper and opened it. “Sir, it’s too much,” he began and tried to hand it back.

	Captain Hallowell would have none of it. “Two nights at the Drake with a compliant woman on her back? What is the Navy coming to? On the contrary, Master Six, it’s scarcely enough, considering what you did for my nephew. Sir B, do your best with this genius of ours.”

	“We’ll manage, Ben. Good Christmas to you.”

	“I recall your good work for me,” Sir B said after Captain Hallowell showed himself out. “I hadn’t heard about Cape St. Vincent. You amputated Ben’s nephew’s leg, after the surgeon died?”

	Able found it vexing to remember every detail of Cape St. Vincent, to hear the moans and pleadings of the wounded, and the listing of the ship in critical need of its own emergency treatment. After Surgeon Sproul died when a Spanish ball pierced the HMS Captain below the water line, two of the other loblolly boys carefully placed Nathaniel Hallowell on the bloody operating table and looked around, wondering who might operate. The pharmacist’s mate had drawn himself into a tearful ball.

	Able had watched Sproul perform numerous amputations. With no hesitation, Able had stepped up to the table and cut off the young man’s leg.

	“Aye, Sir B,” he replied, embarrassed.

	“Why so modest? I have seen your ability.”

	“I believe you spotted it first, Captain,” Able said.

	“Wise of me, don’t you know? Pour us some smuggler’s sherry.”

	Able did as asked, shoving the sickbay scenes to the back of his mind and substituting lazy days on a ship calmed in the South Pacific.

	“Let us move smartly along now. I’ve taken an interest in St. Brendan’s,” Sir B said after a sip and a smack. “Damned good stuff! When my footman admitted Aloysius Bonfort himself, and a pretty miss clutching his hand, I knew this was going to be good.”

	“Miss Bonfort can be tenacious, or so I have discovered,” Able said.

	“Tenacious doesn’t begin to frame the matter,” Sir B said. “Her eyes were fierce to look at, and yet there was such hope in them.” He leaned forward. “I could tell after only a few sentences that you had found your keeper, Master Six.”

	“You’re the one who told me I needed a keeper,” Able reminded him.

	“So you do. Sir Horatio Nelson himself showed up here bare minutes later, summoned by our redoubtable Yankee captain, I don’t doubt. So glad he was in port.”

	“I trust Mer … Miss Bonfort was suitably impressed, to see the great man.”

	Sir B took another sip and smiled at the memory. “She took it all in stride. Your lady told us why you needed to be teaching a classroom of masters-in-training, rather than running one quarterdeck. I’ll never forget her! ‘Sirs,’ said she, looking so lovely, ‘just think: with masters well-trained as only Able Six can do, you’ll reap the benefits for years.’ What could we say?” he concluded, then made Able laugh. “No one wanted a facer such as Miss Bonfort had planted on Ben Hallowell. I rest my case. Are you in, lad?”

	“I am, Sir B,” Able replied. He finished his sherry. “Now I have to convince a headmaster, I imagine.”

	“You do, but you come highly recommended,” Sir B replied. “Let us visit St. Brendan’s School of Incorrigibles. Is it cold outside?”

	“There’s a stiff wind from the west by northwest at about ten knots,” Able said.

	“Be more specific, Master Six.”

	With a grin, Able told him the degrees and minutes.

	“That’s better! Can’t have you losing your grip.” Sir B rang a copper bell at his elbow. “I directed Gervaise to summon my coachman. There you are, Gervaise.”

	Without a word, Able took the captain’s boat cloak from the valet and slung it around Sir B’s too-thin shoulders, then put on his own. With a pang, he remembered Sir B as a robust man. This thin fellow with the sallow skin still looked burnt to the socket, and the Nile was five years ago.

	“You’re worried about me, Master Six, I can tell,” Sir B commented as his valet, a sturdy fellow by necessity, opened the door on wind and rain.

	“Aye, sir,” Able said, knowing better than to play the fool with this sharply intelligent man. “I’d like to see you on a quarterdeck again.”

	“Some things are not meant to be,” Sir B replied.

	“Perhaps, sir, but I can wish it.”

	He stood back while Gervaise wheeled his former captain and current mentor to the carriage and lifted the frail man into the vehicle. Able seated himself next to the commander whose opinion he valued, and who seemed interested, who knows why, in furthering his own modest career. “Thank you for what you are trying to do for me.”

	The melancholy left Sir B’s face. “Your almost-wife is a persuasive lady,” he said. “I think we all fell a little bit in love with her as she stated your case.” He laughed softly. “She reminded me a bit of Shakespeare’s Portia in The Merchant of Venice.”

	Able knew what was coming. It was the same test administered years ago when Captain St. Anthony had loaned him Shakespeare’s Folio and told him to begin anywhere. “Act Four Scene One: ‘The quality of mercy is not strained,’ ” Able quoted, enjoying the memory of Portia pleading Bassanio’s cause, as Meridee had pleaded his. “ ‘It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven upon the place beneath. It is twice blest: It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.’ More, Sir B?”

	“We could go through all the plays, could we not?”

	“We could,” Able agreed. “I remember an evening in the dog latitudes doing precisely that.”

	“You never faltered, and I realized the Royal Navy had someone special on board. Miss Bonfort seems to know how to use your mind to best advantage.”

	“She’s bright, and for some reason unknown, she loves me,” Able said simply. “Here’s one for her, sir, the last verse of ‘Walsinghame,’ by poor, headless Sir Walter Raleigh: ‘But true love is a durable fire, in the mind ever burning; never sick, never old, never dead, from itself never turning.’ ”

	Sir B sat in silence, looking out the window. “I haven’t thought of that one in years. Did I quiz you on it?” he asked finally.

	“Aye, sir. You know I am Durable.”

	“Master Durable Six, you’ll evermore be the only man entered on Admiralty rolls with such an outlandish name.” The captain sighed. “I’d forgotten how lovely that poem is. ‘Never sick, never old, never dead ….’ Able, don’t waste a moment.”

	Since Sir B was silent, wrapped in a cloak of melancholy, Able absorbed the route, taking in the mansions that gradually yielded to merchants’ houses. The closer they came to the mighty wharfs of Portsmouth harbor, the meaner the houses. He wracked his super-agile brain to remember St. Brendan’s, but nothing came to mind, which meant he had never seen or even heard of it. The scroll of his brain had stopped at a blank space.

	He glanced at Captain St. Anthony, hesitant to speak, until he saw his mentor turn his way, as if giving him permission for conversation.

	“I confess I have never heard of St. Brendan’s School,” he said. “I know well who St. Brendan is, but ….”

	“Patron saint of sailors like you and me, lad.” Sir B gestured to a narrow street but a block from Gunwharf, where ships headed for dry dock deposited their cannon in neat rows. “We’ll wind down here into the oldest part of Pompey. It was a monastery at one time, who knows how long ago. After Henry the Eighth worked his cruel will on the Catholic Church, the monastery sat idle for centuries.” He chuckled. “The street is called Saint’s Way, far more holy than Portsmouth warrants, I vow.”

	Able held the carriage door while Gervaise efficiently moved his master into his wheeled chair again. He turned his collar up against the chill wind that blew toward revolutionary Europe, as Sir B told his coachman to wait.

	“Hopefully, the old priss won’t be set upon by roving gangs of hungry seamen,” Sir B joked. “Ring the bell, Master Six. Your life is about to change.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Four

	“It already has, sir,” Able said, amused, intimidated, unnerved, and wishing Meridee were tucked close beside him. He needed his keeper.

	“It will change some more.”

	Able steeled himself for whatever lay on the other side of the door, hoping it wouldn’t remind him of his nine awful years in the Dumfries Workhouse, where boys were beaten for nothing except that they were illegitimate, smelly, hungry, and there.

	He received his first surprise as the door was slowly opened by a little fellow, putting all his puny muscle into the effort.

	Bright, inquiring eyes looked into his. A quick glance, that blink of information that told him everything at once, took in a child dressed soberly in black, reminding Able of his own Royal Navy quasi-uniform. Black buttons substituted for gilt ones, and he saw a wonderful crest on the left breast: St. Brendan the Navigator, cradling a small ship of medieval origin in his arms.

	The lad’s shoes were sturdy and he wore black stockings. Able couldn’t recall stockings during his Dumfries years. He received his first pair in the fleet, and remembered staring at them, wondering briefly if they were for his hands.

	The boy’s hair was cut close to his head, and he looked as tidy as a pin. He held the door open wider, and gestured them in with a bit of a flourish. There was nothing ground down or hangdog in his expression, so Able Six took heart.

	“We have come to speak with Headmaster Thaddeus Croker,” Sir B said. “He is expecting us.”

	“Follow me, sirs,” the little fellow said, turning smartly and striding down the chilly corridor, confident, apparently, that they would follow.

	“He’ll command a quarterdeck someday,” Sir B commented with a smile of his own, as Gervaise whizzed him along. “Answering the door is probably a prized duty here. What was your favorite task in the workhouse?”

	“Staying alive,” Able whispered, unwilling for the child to hear him. He heard Sir B’s sharp intake of breath and wondered briefly what privileged people like Captain St. Anthony really knew of workhouses. “We fought over kitchen cleanup. Potato peelings were worth their weight in gold.”

	“Good God,” Sir B murmured.

	“You asked, Captain,” Able said, amused.

	Able gazed around the narrow hall. To his surprise, he saw battle flags, one from the Haarlem, sunk at Camperdown; another from the Serieuse, battered to death at the Battle of the Nile. And there was the Salvador del Mundo’s ripped flag, captured at Cape St. Vincent.

	Able turned in a slow circle, seeing other enemy flags, probably from smaller ship-to-ship engagements across all the oceans, seas, inlets, and bays throughout their world at war. Some he knew personally; others were the stuff of legend.

	“Who … who is behind this school?” Able asked, when they stopped at a heavily carved door, probably the office of the monastery’s abbot in years gone by.

	“I have no idea. All I know is that St. Brendan’s School for … for … guttersnipes, thieves, and workhouse bastards has been here for three years.” He shrugged.

	They waited silently as their escort knocked on the door.

	“Come in,” they heard and entered a room lined with books and papers stacked on benches and a window seat.

	“That will be all, Mr. Wolf. Close the door behind you.”

	“Aye, Headmaster Croker.”

	The headmaster stood with his back to the door, staring out the window, hand behind his back, rocking on his heels. He was dressed in black like his students. A tall man, he seemed even taller because of leanness bordering on emaciation.

	“Join me, gentlemen,” he said in a voice that carried.

	Gervaise moved Sir B into position. Able clasped his hands behind him too, ready to admire the view as well. For all that his squadron frequently docked in Plymouth or Torquay, Able’s familiarity with Portsmouth stretched back to his earliest days in the fleet. He knew the harbor, with its broad anchorage, the narrow streets hazardous to a man’s health from too much grog, diseased whores, and cutpurses. Bustling, busy, raffish Pompey.

	“Try the view from this window, Master Six,” the headmaster said. “I do enjoy a corner office.”

	Able looked down at a surprisingly tidy expanse of grass, where boys dressed in black walked. They were orderly and neat, much as their little escort. A ship’s bell rang and the boys moved faster. Must be time for class.

	Interested, he watched them hurry inside, then turned his attention to a silted-in, stone-lined retaining pond or tidal basin. A relic from earlier days, it must have been a sheltered spot for small boats to tie in, letting monks off at the monastery. Unused for years, perhaps centuries, it had been gathering garbage up to and perhaps including dead dogs, and maybe unwary mariners. It looked to be about eight feet deep, give or take a few inches. What I could do with that, he thought, as ideas scrolled through his mind and lodged there. The usual background noise in his skull grew louder, as though trying to jealously clamor for his attention.

	The headmaster watched him with a slight smile. “Introduce yourself, young man.”

	Able felt his face grown warm. You’re off to a good start for employment, dunce, he scolded himself. He bowed. “Sailing Master Able Six. I’m here about a job.”

	To his surprise, the headmaster and Captain Sir Belvedere St. Anthony glanced at each other and laughed. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve been saying, have you?”

	Embarrassed, Able shook his head and felt himself transported years and miles back to Dumfries. “I beg your pardon, sir. That stone basin had my full attention.” And everything else in my brain, he added to himself, but you needn’t know that.

	“I thought it might, Master Six. I wanted you to see it.” The headmaster returned Able’s bow with a nod. “I am Thaddeus Croker. Do have a seat.”

	Able sat, feeling inadequate, out of his league, silly for making plans about a filthy pond when he was no more than a few shillings from complete poverty. Good God, and getting married in two weeks to a woman he could not live without. Both men were looking at him expectantly, but he had no idea what they wanted.

	His equilibrium returned. He crossed his legs and leaned back, in control of himself again because he was a man with ideas. “I would clean that pond, sir, fill it to three feet of water and do two things right away.” He took a deep breath. “I doubt there is a boy in this school who can swim. They need to learn.”

	“You know as well as I do, Master Six, that sailors are superstitious about learning to swim,” Sir B said. “Tempt the devil, eh?”

	“I could care less, sir,” Able said, mincing not a single word. “They’ll be of more use to the fleet if they don’t drown on their first encounter with the enemy.” He stretched his legs out, comfortable with the conversation. “I recall swimming to a bomb kedge in Copenhagen with an auger. Two holes and down it went.”

	“He did, Thad,” Sir B said, his smile broad. “Swims like a fish.”

	“But we’re at peace,” the headmaster protested.

	“Four months more, sir, give or take a little,” Able said decisively. “First Consul Bonaparte wants this world, but by God, we shan’t hand it to him on a silver salver. Not while I breathe.”

	He spoke quietly. When he held her close and kissed Meridee yesterday, she had whispered in his ear for him to go all out and take no prisoners in Portsmouth. My keeper tells me so, he thought, and felt her calming influence.

	“What is the other thing, Master Six? You mentioned two things,” Thaddeus Croker asked.

	“It’s more than two, I reckon,” he continued, on terra firma now. “My lads and I would build small boats or platforms and sail them on that pond. It would be easy enough to ruffle the waters and see the effect of wind and current on a brisk day.”

	“Upon my word, it sounds like play to me, Master Six,” Thaddeus Croker said.

	“It is play,” Able replied, remembering in time to be patient with slower minds. “Physics and hydraulics are fun. We will learn to arrange ballast and cargo in our little boats. Later, I’ll add water to our inland sea until it’s eight feet deep. They’ll learn to swim with clothes and shoes on.” He smiled at the men watching him so intently. “You need to produce well-prepared sailors. That is my aim.”

	“Mine, too.” Thaddeus Croker slapped his knees and stood up. “Come along. Let’s see how you teach.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Five

	“The students are housed in two large rooms,” Thaddeus Croker said as they moved along the corridor, “the younger in one room, the older in the other. We have twelve now in the upper grade and only nine left in the lower.”

	“Why the difference, sir?” Able asked.

	“An excellent reason,” the headmaster replied. “Since they have been here, those three were claimed by close relatives.”

	“They are most fortunate, indeed,” Able replied, wondering at such good luck. In his years in Dumfries Workhouse, no one had ever claimed anyone. “And these remaining lads, do they have their own beds? Enough blankets?”

	“They do. You’ve seen the uniform, Master Six. Much like yours,” Thaddeus said. “They are fed and warm.” He sighed. “They’re used to nothing, but some still languish.”

	“Do they know you care about them?” Able asked.

	“Too much caring might overwhelm them and produce an effect opposite from what we intend, in the school trying to turn wharf rats into masters,” the headmaster said, after evident thought.

	Able stopped. “You can’t care for them too much, with all due respect.”

	“Scholarly minds would argue with you, Master Six,” the headmaster said.

	“They are wrong,” Able said simply. He mentally slapped his forehead, hoping he hadn’t ruined all his chances before he even saw the boys. “I’d have given the earth for kindness.” He started walking again. “I am twenty-six. Not until three weeks and five days ago did a woman put her arms around me.”

	“Come now, Master Six,” Sir B chided. “You’ve been abroad in the world.”

	“For lust and money, sir. Not for love.”

	“You’re blunt, but I understand you,” the headmaster said.

	They turned a corner to the eastern wing of the monastery and went up a flight of steps rendered uneven by the passage of many feet over the space of centuries. Able sniffed the fragrance of food cooking, and hoped he would be invited to eat. He had just enough money to get him back to Plymouth and Meridee, with nothing left over for frills, such as food.

	With no knock or any fanfare, the headmaster opened the door. Twelve pairs of eyes turned their way. The teacher’s disapproving gaze was already fixed upon the three men who had invaded his classroom.

	Interested, Able looked around, impressed with several windows facing the wharf. That the beautiful casement windows had survived centuries of wear and tear in a tough town was ample testimony either to luck, or a special blessing from St. Brendan himself.

	He saw tidy rows of books on two shelves, and a table with a globe. The logs in the fireplace gave off a cheerful glow, if not much heat, because the master’s desk was plunked right in front of it. Share and share alike, Master Whoever, he thought, unimpressed.

	The master was a youngish fellow wearing a black university gown. He held a long pointer, which he tapped against the palm of his hand. Able watched the students’ eyes follow the motion, which told him all he needed to know about the method of classroom management.

	“This is Master Blake, who instructs in English and history,” the headmaster said. “The curriculum includes mathematics, Master Blake’s subjects, and what we call natural science—alas, void of instruction. It is difficult to find teachers wishing to live in this part of Portsmouth. Sailing Master Fletcher also comes in occasionally to teach the use of a sextant to the older class.”

	He indicated Master Blake, who executed a small bow. From his smirk, Able knew that he had already been discussed at St. Brendan’s, and probably found wanting in some way. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had underestimated him, and Able knew it wouldn’t be the last.

	“Master Blake, let us turn the class over to Master Six here.”

	“Yes, let us see what he can do,” the teacher said, as he handed Able his pointer.

	Eyes on the boys again, Able took the pointer. As one, the students watched the stick in his hand and his heart broke a little. Meridee, I don’t know if you would approve of me, he thought, then cracked the stick over his leg.

	The boys gasped and Master Blake exclaimed, “How dare you?”

	Able glanced at the headmaster, who had started in surprise, too, but recovered quicker, a smile lurking around the corners of his mouth. Captain Sir Belvedere St. Anthony’s eyes registered approval and he nodded.

	Able looked from the two pieces of the pointer to the boys, who seemed as one to relax. “Which of you lads is a fast runner? Anyone here ever need to show a clean pair of heels to run from a beadle or a magistrate?”

	He eyed them. A hand went up slowly, then another. “You two, front and center.”

	They stood before Able and he recognized their type, boys up for a spree and willing to skirt the edge of discipline. They were the kind of lads who, if well-trained, would someday be capable of quick decisions and vast courage. He recognized himself.

	“I want you to run down the stairs as fast as may be, and position yourselves on each side of this window. Not too close, mind, because it is never my intention to skewer young boys. How could I explain that to the Navy Board?”

	The students chuckled and loosened up further. Able held up his hand and the room became instantly silent.

	“When you are in place, I will drop these two unequal pieces of this damned pointer at the same time,” Able said. “I want you to watch closely and tell me which piece hits the ground first. Handsomely, now!”

	The two boys dashed out and clattered down the stairs. Able gestured for the other students to come close to the window. The headmaster and Sir B came too, while the teacher sulked against the wall.

	Bang went the door downstairs. Able rested his arms on the ledge of the open window. “Ready, lads?” he called.

	“Aye, sir,” came the answer.

	Able dropped the two pieces. He glanced at the boys on either side of him, pleased to see he had their total attention. One little fellow already had a frown on his face. He opened his mouth as though a question had already formed in his brain.

	“Run back upstairs with the pointer,” Able called. He closed the window against December chill.

	“Well?” he asked, when the boys burst into the room again. They gave Master Blake a wide berth and handed the pointer pieces to Able.

	“They landed at the same time, sir,” one boy said.

	“Why?” asked the student Able had observed at the window. “The bigger piece should fall faster, sir. Shouldn’t it? It’s heavier.”

	“Do you others think so?” Able asked. He saw what he expected to see: affirmation, negation, and puzzled expressions.

	“Please sir, why?” asked the same student.

	“The better question is how, rather than why,” Able said.

	“Lord help us,” Master Blake muttered. “What is the difference?”

	“Night and day, Master Blake. I will explain it to you sometime,” Able said, and saw in an instant he had made an enemy, if the pointer hadn’t been enough of a felony. “In a few weeks, God willing, we will rummage around in Sir Isaac Newton’s brain and see what he thinks,” Able said. Provided I haven’t fouled my anchor here, he thought as he quietly set the useless pointer pieces on the master’s desk. In for a penny, in for a pound.

	He sat on the desk. From the horrified expressions on young faces, he quickly gathered that Master Blake had never done anything so vulgar.

	“How many of you can swim?” he asked.

	No one raised a hand, which did not surprise Able. What workhouse boy was ever given useful training? He waited. A hand went up slowly.

	“Yes, Mister … Mister …. What is your name?”

	“Jimmy Bawn,” he said promptly. “I’ve heard it’s bad luck to swim. The ocean is unforgiving.”

	“Aye, it is, Mister Bawn,” Able replied. “Let us say your ship is shot to pieces and dismasted and you are drifting toward a lee shore. Wouldn’t it be nice to know how to swim that little distance and live to fight another day?”

	He watched the boys nod in agreement, their eyes serious.

	“We’ll learn to swim, because it’s smarter than drowning. We’ll also become acquainted with Sir Isaac Newton, and another chap named Galileo Galilei,” Able assured them. “Tell me something about yourselves. Are you from workhouses? Did you live on the streets?”

	He didn’t think they would admit to such misery. He also knew it was his turn to tell them about himself, and in the telling, build a bond that must grow strong, if they were to feel safe to learn in an unsafe world.

	“My name is Durable Six,” he said, and saw the smiles they could not hide. “A ridiculous name, eh? Go ahead and laugh. You have my permission.”

	Some of them chuckled.

	“I’ll tell you how I got my name. I was found naked and newly born on church steps in Dumfries, Scotland, in February of 1776,” he said. Some of them nodded. “I was the sixth bastard admitted to the Dumfries Workhouse since the start of the new year. The workhouse master waited for me to die—we’ll agree I had a rough start—but when I didn’t, he declared me Durable and named me Durable Six. My friends call me Able. You will call me Master Six, because I am a sailing master in the Royal Navy.”

	He watched some of them mouth his name. “Are any of you numbered?”

	Two hands went up, the students more confident now, because he was one of them. He gestured for them to stand, well-acquainted with their wary expressions. Almost as if you are wondering when the other shoe will drop and you will be back in the workhouse, he thought with sympathy. Not on my watch. Never.

	“You, sir?”

	“William Eight, Master Six. Someone had pinned the name William to me blanket.”

	“A blanket and a name? Someone cared for you, then,” Able replied, thinking of the baby on the church steps, hair still wet from birth and starting to freeze. “Consider yourself lucky, Will. Stand here beside me. And you, sir?”

	“Billie Two.” He grinned.

	“Excellent! Stand here just so, and I will stand between you. What do we have here? You there.”

	Another boy stood, the same child who had questioned why, when the sticks fell. “We have eight and six and two.”

	“Subtract us. Use your fingers.” Able heard a grumble from Master Blake. “Yes, your fingers, if you need to. Why not?”

	“We take the six from the eight and have two,” another lad said from the back of the room. “And if we add you, sir, and Billie, we’ll have Will Eight.”

	“Indeed. Impressive. Suppose you subtract Billie Two from me? What then?”

	“Four, sir.”

	“And if we add me and Billie Two?”

	“Eight, sir.”

	“And then subtract us from Will Eight?”

	“Zero, sir,” said Will Eight. “Gor! Think of the combinations!” Frightened, he looked down. “I spoke out of turn.”

	“No one speaks out of turn in my classroom,” Able said. “Blurt out answers any time.”

	“But this is my classroom, Six,” Master Blake said, deliberately not using his title. “You are wasting my time.”

	The headmaster gestured to Able and he realized he had taken precisely twenty-eight minutes of someone else’s classroom instruction. And broken his pointer, too. The word “Failure” grew to enormous size on the unscrolling sheet of paper that was his brain. It even began to blink.

	As he passed Master Blake, the teacher muttered, “You owe me a pointer.”

	“I owe you nothing,” Able snapped back. “Boys don’t learn through fear.”

	He left the room, head high, amazed at himself and nearly looking around for Meridee Bonfort, so badly did he need her to tell him if he had made a fool of himself, or if perhaps he had succeeded.

	Silent, he walked between Sir B and Thaddeus Croker down the hall and back into the headmaster’s office.

	“Sit yourselves, gentlemen,” Croker said. He moved a few papers on top of his desk and handed one to Able. “This, Master Six, is a contract with St. Brendan the Navigator School.” He pointed. “That is your annual salary, which you will receive monthly in twelve portions. You’ve probably already read the entire thing, if I can believe Miss Bonfort and Captain Hallowell, who visited me last week.”

	“Aye, I have,” he replied, knowing they would never understand the blink that registered every word immediately in his brain. “There is a house, and a cook and maid.”

	“The house is situated directly across the road from St. Brendan’s. It is already furnished. In two weeks, there will be food in the pantry, and fuel for the fireplaces. Do come and teach with us, Master Six.”
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