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To my beautiful daughter Charlotte who has never once let me win an argument
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Prologue

1799

THE AGE in which Horatio Nelson came to prominence was remarkable—perhaps the last time in the history of warfare in which such a large group of fighting men have risen from obscurity to everlasting world fame. Partly that was due to the very dramatic changes in the social order wrought by the French Revolution, without much in the way of a corresponding adjustment in technology—the application of force was altered by the introduction of superior tactics, but the means and matériel were little changed. Another important factor was the sheer length of the conflict—22 years of unremitting rivalry between France and the rest of Europe, with only the briefest pause for breath. Those two factors allowed men who were juniors in their profession at the outset of the wars to rise to the top, bringing with them fresh thinking about the way to defeat the enemy.


It is just as remarkable that someone like Emma Hamilton rose to the position she occupied in 1798, the wife of an important British Ambassador. Women with brains and beauty—and Emma had both in abundance—have elevated themselves over the ages, just as many have historically occupied and achieved fame in positions of power held by right. Emma excites comment because she rose so high from such humble beginnings. For Emma, to be a housemaid was a definite step up from selling coal by the roadside; to go on from there to become the toast of Neapolitan society was astounding.


In the first two books of the trilogy, On a Making Tide and Tested by Fate, we followed our two protagonists as they made their way in the world. We met Nelson as the young midshipman, the eager lieutenant, and the frustrated Post Captain, who fought the Spanish in Central America, the rebellious colonists in the American War of Independence, and his own superiors in the Royal Navy. Believing he had been divinely chosen to achieve great things, Nelson also harboured a dream of domestic happiness that led him into a marriage that failed to meet his expectations, and after five years of inactivity, he left for his glory years with a lilt in his step that had as much to do with freedom from a loveless union as it did with the chance to shine in his chosen profession.


How was he seen as he stepped aboard HMS Agamemnon? He had a reputation for odd behaviour, as well as being a stickler about the proper observation of both precedence and the laws of the land, which stood in sharp contrast to his inability to obey orders. But if he was not esteemed by many of his fellow officers, and by quite a number of admirals, he was loved by his men, for he was as brave as a lion and had the common touch in abundance, the ability to connect with men of any rank from lower deck to officer’s ward-room. And he knew his trade thoroughly. No gunner, carpenter, sailmaker, purser, or ship’s master could hoodwink him; Horatio Nelson knew each of those sea-trades as well as he knew his own—that of command: how to bring a ship to action and defeat his opponents.


In the first two books of the trilogy we also met Emma Lyons—the wilful housemaid who went on to become a hostess at an establishment of dubious reputation. Mistress first of a drunken rake, Emma was abandoned along with the child she was carrying, before being rescued from her predicament by Charles Greville, nephew to Sir William Hamilton. In a trade that was seen as cynical at the time, and which provokes outrage now, young Charles passed Emma on to his elderly uncle as collateral for his inheritance. Yet foul as the exchange was, it ended in a resounding benefit to Emma.


In Sir William Hamilton she found a gentleman in the true sense of the word: urbane, amusing, polite, and entranced with his new mistress. Sir William was of another age, where a man of parts had obligations that, ignored, rebounded upon his honour. His reputation was of paramount concern to him; to meet the requirements of that, and to save her from the depredations of the notoriously lecherous King of Naples, he married Emma, defying his own King and London opinion to do so.


It was as Lady Hamilton that Emma, for a brief few days in 1793, first made acquaintance with Horatio Nelson. Sir William was prophetic in the way he foresaw great things for Nelson; Emma observed only a rather obscure naval captain, handsome but shy, immature for his rank, and a social misfit. When they met for the second time, Nelson was very different. He was the hero of the Battle of Cape St Vincent, the man who had lost the sight of an eye at Calvi and an arm at Tenerife. Yet that was nothing in the pantheon of his fame, for he was now the Victor of the Nile, the despoiler of Bonaparte’s dream of an Eastern empire, the first British admiral to destroy an enemy fleet since the days of the Spanish Armada.


Tired, still suffering from the effects of a wound, Nelson was a man unaware of the measure to which his victory had raised him in the eyes of the public, not just in Britain but in the whole of Europe. But there could be no doubt of how he stood in the eyes of the woman he came to love. He became her hero, and for the first time since becoming Sir William Hamilton’s mistress she was unfaithful to the man who kept her.


The beginning of their affair brought joy to Emma, guilt to Nelson, and a dilemma to Sir William Hamilton. Matters were masked by the parlous situation in Naples, a hotbed of republican sympathies. Ferdinand, the King of Naples, had little faith in the fidelity of his subjects; his army had been defeated and he had ignominiously fled the field of battle. The triumphant French were approaching, and the entire Neapolitan court was forced to flee to Sicily aboard ships that faced, during the crossing, the worst storm in living memory.


That was when Nelson saw Emma at her best: calm, brave, and resourceful, in stark contrast to the panic of the royal charges she had set herself to save. In Breaking the Line, Nelson still has battles to fight—against the enemies of his country at Copenhagen and Trafalgar, as well as against the establishment of that same nation for which he risks his life. That he will triumph against the former only makes it more tragic that, in the end, he fails against the latter.








BOOK 1
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The approach from the North Sea to Copenhagen and the Baltic, showing (insert) the direct route past Elsinore, and the alternative, through the Great Belt.
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Copenhagen Roads, showing the positions of the Danish ships and Nelson’s course (broken line) southward down the Holland Deep to the night anchorage south of the Middle Ground. Depths are shown in feet and ranges are in yards. The precise positions of the shoals will never be known for certain. The standard drawing of the Battle (by Bundesen in 1901) was based on a chart of 1840, but documentary evidence and a chart from a survey made a few months after the Battle (and not seen by Bundesen) shows it to be wrong in certain respects. The above chart, by naval historian Dudley Pope, relies mostly on cross-checking. Although drawn independently and before the existence of the 1801 chart was known, it subsequently proved to be nearer the 1801 chart in showing the position of shoals than the previous charts—by Andreas Lous in 1763 and 1775—which were probably in use at the time of the Battle. The experience gained in the Battle and in replacing the buoys probably led to the new survey in 1801.





[image: fig_14_1.jpg]
This chart by Dudly Pope is based entirely on the reports of Danish and British officers and the logs of their ships, which agreed with each other to a remarkable degree. They allowed the position of Russell and Bellona, for example, to be established with some precision, and this in turn located the edge of the Middle Ground shoal. Depths are in feet and ranges in yards.









Chapter One

THERE WAS AN UNCOMFORTABLE SENSATION IN NELSON’S BREAST AS he wondered why Sir William Hamilton had come aboard Vanguard to see him. The ambassador was fully recovered now and they had met many times ashore in the last week at the daily levee the royal family insisted on holding even though they were in mourning for Alberto. Any discussions of a military or diplomatic nature had taken place then, usually in the company of Sir John Acton or the Marquis de Gallo.

Not that there had been much to discuss. The French had occupied Naples, but had found that although the nobles welcomed them the peasants were another matter. Rumour had it that no Frenchman dare walk the streets alone for fear of being murdered. The Neapolitan naval officers who had remained had surrendered their ships to the enemy, which caused Nelson to curse the fact that he had failed to destroy them.

At least one officer, Commodore Mitchell, ex-Royal Navy and British in the Portuguese service, had taken it upon himself to attack the Neapolitan ships, forcing them in under the guns of the Naples forts. Meanwhile Nelson was busy making dispositions that would not only keep them there, but cause as much trouble to the French occupiers as he could with what were strictly limited resources.

An uprising was underway in the countryside. Cardinal Fabrizo Ruffo, religious advisor to the King, had sailed to Sicily with the royal evacuation, only to return immediately to the mainland. He had sent word that he was traversing the hinterlands of Calabria, where he had huge holdings, raising a force, the Army of the Holy Faith, under the banner of the cross, to fight the heathen invader. Religion was the mainspring of this enterprise, though no one in Palermo had much faith in what it could do. If a trained army could not beat the French, what chance would a rabble of barefoot peasants have, however much they loved their king and their God.

“The villa I spoke of, Lord Nelson.”

“Yes,” Nelson replied warily. He recalled a discussion he had had with Sir William several days before, when the Ambassador had declared himself eager to move out of the crowded royal palace into a residence he could call his own.

“The Villa Bastioni,” Sir William added.

“You mentioned it, I recall,” replied Nelson.

What Sir William recalled at that moment was the discussion he had had with Mary Cadogan who, once she had discerned the direction of Sir William’s intentions, had reverted to practicality. He had admitted that his admiration for Nelson as a man and for what he had achieved was unbounded. He also admitted to his jealousy at Emma’s regard for the admiral and his cares for her future.

Emma’s mother had shown swiftly where her sentiments lay. She assured Sir William that he had a good few years left, but had enough sense to know what the future would be like without him and the protection of his income. She was willing to damn her daughter for fanciful notions and for her outrageous extravagance in the article of clothes, hats, pets, jewellery, and the like, which, in her humble opinion, “Sir William should have clapped a stopper on some time past.”

Mary Cadogan offered an astute opinion of Nelson’s nature and his character. He might be God-fearing but he was also impulsive: he was a man who could go from social shyness to dominating a gathering in a few seconds. As to his knowledge of her sex, however, “why I doubt he has an ounce of it.” But he had passion nonetheless, and was at this moment a man with “ants in his pants,” lashed tight by his country-squire upbringing, nothing but a mass of ardour bursting to get out.

Sir William had listened until Mary Cadogan had reached the crux of her concern. It was all very well for Sir William to be saying that the time had come for him to surrender exclusive rights to his wife’s bedchamber. That was as may be and up to him. But was this sailor just toying with Emma’s affections? There was a wife back home, a shrew she had heard, “who is not the type to take kindly to liaisons.”

It had been odd for Sir William to hear himself insist that should Nelson succumb to his natural desires, he was not the type to leave the lady in the lurch. That given the Nile victory and the fame and wealth that was bound to bring him, he would be able to support Emma—and her mother—in the manner to which they had become accustomed.

“Then it be simple, Sir William,” Mary Cadogan had said, with an emphatic toss of the head. “You’re planning to take a place away from the palace, a villa of your own. Lord Nelson resided with you in Naples and he can do so here. If you put the two of them close enough to let their blood boil, nature will do the rest. Then we will see if you are right about your little Jack Tar, or not.”

The feeling that a problem had not necessarily been solved, but at least had been acted upon, was shattered by her last words: “And let’s face it, Sir William, it would be no harm havin’ another to share in the expense, what with these Papist heathen charging sinful prices for a place a decent person can lay his head. You needs to preserve what you has when you gets of an age.”

Sir William realised that Nelson was staring at him, that he had been lost in recollection, which made the barbed remark about old age all the more pertinent. “I have secured the use of the Villa Bastioni for six months. Naturally my wife and I would be only too happy that you should see it as your home while you are based on the island.”

Nelson did not react, so Sir William carried on, his voice deliberately enthusiastic. “I grant it will not be as commodious as the Palazzo Sessa, my friend, but I daresay we will manage.”

“I had thought to stay aboard ship,” said Nelson cautiously. “It is not uncomfortable in such a well protected harbour.”

Sir William smiled in a way that showed he thought the notion absurd. There was no need to add that at this time of year, and with the foul turn of the weather, the whole ship, even Nelson’s well appointed quarters, felt damp. There was a draught coming down the companionway that led from the cabin to the quarter-deck, even though it was secured by a hatch. The stoves in each of the partitioned cabins belched away, yet failed to warm the place. Nor did he say that Nelson would succumb to a chill if he insisted on remaining aboard a berthed vessel.

“I think you must admit that you would be more at ease on dry land.”

Nelson bit off the temptation to insist that he would not. He had seen Emma every time he had been ashore, but with the protective shield of numerous company only their eyes had met. Hers were often red, from the time she spent weeping with the Queen, who could not reconcile herself to her son’s death. But those shared looks had been troubling.

“And I must add, my dear Lord Nelson, that my wife will insist. Lady Hamilton is of the opinion, and so I must say am I, that the Palazzo Sessa was never so complete as when you were in residence. It felt, somehow, more of a home.”

Sir William, staring intently at the rock-still Admiral, was convinced he could say no more. If the man could not read between those lines there could be no others to replace them. An open invitation was out of the question; whatever happened between Nelson and Emma, Sir William had his dignity to maintain. Yet he could not help but feel that Nelson, with his lack of social skills, had somehow missed a point as obvious as the proverbial barn door. He was forced, after all, to go further. “It has often seemed to me, Lord Nelson, that our fates are inextricably linked, that we are bound together not just by mutual regard, but by circumstances.”

In his mind Sir William was screaming for Nelson to respond, aware as he added the next observation, that he had comprehensively breached the limits of what he had been prepared to say when he came aboard. “We are, as I pointed out to Lady Hamilton, like the inscription of the knightly order of the Bath we both wear, a tria juncta in uno.”

When Nelson still failed to respond, Sir William stood up and said, rather testily, “I will have my servants prepare your apartments.”

Nelson did speak then, to say maladroitly, “You are too kind.”

The Villa Bastioni was a marble summer mansion that stood on a wide statue-covered promenade that ran between its noble facade and a clear view of the sea. It had an air of exterior magnificence, yet inside it seemed a desolate place after the Palazzo Sessa. The vast under-furnished rooms, stone-floored without chimneys or fire-places, were prey to every draught. With the unusual weather—snow, sleet, and a biting cold tramontana, a cold north wind that came straight off the ice-covered Alps—the place was freezing. Sir William had placed braziers in some, one being Nelson’s bedroom, but his guest considered himself just as much at threat from chills here as he was aboard ship.

That was until Emma came, wrapped in a heavy velvet cloak, the hood framing her shining hair. Nelson was suddenly reminded of a day in London, at Charing Cross, of the sight of a beauty he had seen heading through a teeming crowd of travellers for a coach, an enchantress he had seen the night before. He had visited a char-latan doctor who had dosed him with electricity to cure a painful arm. Only the discomfort of the treatment had taken his eyes off a scantily clad vision of a nymph standing in a raised alcove. When he had first met Emma, there had been the faintest feeling of recognition, and he had it again now.

A liveried servant opened the door for her, and she threw Nelson a look of deep longing. That was followed by a glance at Tom Allen, who was unpacking his master’s sea chest. Tom was slow to react, but eventually the meaning of that look penetrated his skull. He slammed the lid of the chest, edged towards the door, tugged at his forelock, and left.

An eternity seemed to pass as they stared at each other. Then Emma moved forward, her eyes alight, her hands coming from inside the cloak to take his. The knowledge that contact between them would be his undoing did not stop Nelson’s arm from responding, and as he had known it would, his resistance crumbled.

The need to say something foundered when Emma kissed him full on the lips, then took his hand and slipped it inside her cloak. The feeling of naked flesh was electrifying, as potent as the knowledge that Emma had come to this room with only one purpose. He rested on her hip for only a second, moving up first to cup the ample flesh of her breast, which brought a slight moaning gasp. Her hands, expertly working at his breeches, produced a corresponding moan from him.

He felt the edge of his sea chest touch the back of his knees, which forced him to sit down heavily, the vision of Emma’s rounded belly before his face. Nelson buried his head in that, his hand pulling to increase the pressure. Emma had straddled the chest and him, moaning incomprehensible endearments behind his head.

The greatest number of charcoal-filled braziers had been placed in a salon without windows, with a semicircle of screens to create a feeling of intimacy. The same people who had been constant visitors to the Hamilton palazzo in Naples were gathered round the table; the Knights, mother and daughter, the painter Angelica Kaufmann, the Prince and Princess Esterhazy. Sir William sat at the head. Cunningly he had placed Emma closer to himself than to Nelson, but with the pair on opposite sides of the table. Thus the Admiral had looked at him every time his wife addressed him, and Sir William could watch his friend’s face unobtrusively as Emma dominated a very light-hearted conversation.

Sir William supposed that she and her mother had spoken. He knew his Emma well, that patience was not one of her virtues. On arriving back from the King’s shooting party he had sensed an odd atmosphere in the villa: the way the servants would not meet his eye, and his valet, not by nature convivial, had seemed more taci-turn than usual. As this was an unfamiliar household, he might have read something into innocent acts that did not exist. But he had lived with servants all his life and he knew them to be an infallible barometer of domestic life. Nothing happened in a household that the servants didn’t know about, and it imperilled any master or mistress who forgot that. He had attended law courts aplenty to watch and laugh as everyone from skivvies to head footmen gave evidence of their employers’ shenanigans, which provided grounds for an injured party to win that near impossible prize: a legal divorce.

Seeing Emma in her present mood, he realised how constrained she had been these last four weeks with the proximity of war and the prevalence of death. Now she was quite her old self, in a newly made dress of burgundy silk over white lace, laughing, making risqué sallies, forcing by her sheer brio everyone at the table to share in her good mood. Everyone except a preoccupied Nelson, who could barely smile.

Nelson felt as though he was at sea, with some sixth sense warning him of a threat over the horizon. Emma’s beauty was heightened by the soft light of the candles in a way that he had not seen since the night of his victory banquet. The memory of the afternoon produced remorse and a feeling of radiance in equal measure.

Those emotions had to be suppressed. He knew that, much as his host tried to disguise it, he was under scrutiny. A man raised in the tight confines of a naval wardroom was always conscious of the feelings and surreptitious glances of others. Sir William might suppose himself discreet, but to the sensitive Nelson he was as obvious as a ship’s bell.

For a great deal of the time, Nelson castigated himself for his weakness. Why had he not merely insisted to Sir William that by staying aboard ship he was best placed to get to sea quickly should any opportunity present itself to take on the enemy? Any number of reasons had occurred to him to turn down residence here and avoid what had happened. Yet he was here, allocated draughty but spacious apartments, Tom Allen with him, and his sea chest, the thought of which made him blush.

Emma felt wonderful. Gone was the hankering for Naples, the social round, the three houses and half dozen carriages she had had at her disposal. Even the weather, clear, sunny, and sharply cold, had conspired to add to her feeling of well-being. She felt that ten dozen cares had been lifted from her shoulders. That morning, as the Queen had wept once more for her dead son, Emma had stayed dry-eyed, not from any lack of grief but from the knowledge that what she had never dared hope for had been gifted her. When she returned to her new home, the man she loved would be there. She knew that her husband, ever the gentleman, had accepted the inevitability of a liaison between her and Nelson. The rules were those she knew well, having seen others observe them over several years. In public, all the proprieties must stand. Sir William was to be deferred to in the manner to which he was accustomed, treated as both her husband and the companion of her heart, praised, flattered even, and always the first person with claim on her time. The world, even if the truth were no secret, would see a happy and devoted couple.

In private it would be different. Night and day, as he had of old, Sir William would use his own apartments. However, he would no longer call upon her in her own rooms without first sending a servant to ensure that a visit would be welcome. Should he be absent from the residence, notification would always be sent ahead of his imminent return. Under no circumstances must he be embarrassed. What he knew and what he saw must remain separate.

It was odd to be sitting here, leading the conversation, guying the man she loved, even when it was obvious that he was uncomfortable. Nelson had not believed her when she had told him of the change in circumstances, and Emma wondered at the innocence of a man who could not see what should have been obvious. He was free to be gallant, indeed to be forward, because the idea that they should be lovers and keep it hidden was impossible. Everyone would know, merely observing the etiquette of never saying openly and publicly that it was so. Everyone was well versed in the rules of such a game—except Nelson.

“Are you too hot, Lord Nelson?” asked Sir William. He had noticed the blush, and something prompted by years of experience had told him it was the time for a pointed sally.

Nelson obliged him with a deeper blush.

“Have a care you are not falling prey to a fever, sir, for if you are, I would advise that you take at once to your bed.”

It was impossible for Nelson to redden any more, but he squirmed. Then Sir William caught Emma’s eye: her expression told him plainly that guying her lover was not to be borne.

“Whist!” he exclaimed, after a deep and rumbling cough.

The ritual of saying goodnight, of being escorted by candle-bearing servants to each set of chambers, was the same as it had been on any other night under Sir William’s roof, but the way Emma came to Nelson’s apartments, without a hint of subterfuge, gave the lie to that. She had changed from her burgundy dinner dress into a loose dressing-gown over a linen nightdress, worn with a lace cap. She bore in her hand a five-branch candlestick, guttering in the draughts, that must have looked like an alarm beacon in the dimly lit corridors.

She found him in boat cloak and nightgown writing personal letters at a desk, one a short missive to his wife. When Nelson protested she laughed, a loud pealing sound that he loved in daylight but considered inappropriate in an establishment at repose. He knew he should be angry with Emma, but that was a feeling he found hard to apply, especially where she was concerned. And she made going to bed together seem natural, as if they had been doing it all their lives. The proximity of her body and the freedom of her hands, and his, wiped away his mortification. They made love with less breathless passion than they had earlier that day, and soon, by the light of the only candle Emma had not extinguished, they lay in each other’s arms, talking quietly.

“I cannot imagine myself ever looking Sir William in the eye again.”

“From what my mother tells me you have not done so for weeks.”

Nelson raised his head enough to look at her. “Your mother?”

“That is what my husband told her.”

“Then he did know.”

“He saw me enter your apartments on the night of the banquet. He was outside the door when I locked it.”

“He told your mother this too?”

“Yes,” she murmured into Nelson’s breast. It was a lie. but Emma had no desire to impart to him that her husband had told her himself.

“God in heaven.” Nelson groaned. “How could he bear it? Had I been him I would have called me out.”

That made Emma laugh, and when gently chastised she was forced to explain that she was amused by the notion of a one-armed man duelling with himself.

In the explanations that followed Emma’s mother assumed a greater role than she had held in reality. Forced to the truth, Emma would admit that most of what she knew of that night had come to her, so to speak, from the horse’s mouth. But she was reluctant to tell of that difficult conversation she had had in the lower decks of HMS Vanguard, and the sight of her husband, whom she considered an upright, brave man, in despair with a brace of pistols in his hand.

The feelings she had for Sir William Hamilton were deep, based on delight in his company and appreciation of his manifest kindnesses. He had made her a lady in spirit as well as in name and it was not only convention that obliged her to protect his character and reputation. It was a deep regard for the man who, while he had been her lover, had also been in many respects the father she had never had.

“I cannot fathom your fears, Nelson. It is, if not commonplace, then so frequent as to deny comment. You have had it pointed out to you by me, if not by other people, Count so-and-so is the lover of X, and the Duke of Blah is deeply attached to Madame whoever.”

Looking into Emma’s face as she leaned over him, he could not bring himself to say that what might pass for mundane in Naples would not in many other places he had been; that the society of the Neapolitans was lax in a way that few others were.

“And do not play the hypocrite, my dear. Do not tell me, Nelson, that you have no knowledge of dalliance.”

“You have lost me.”

“Genoa? A certain opera singer.”

“You know about that?”

“Would it surprise you to discover that your officers are no more discreet than any other men?”

Nelson had a vision of that awkward interview with his stepson. “Was it Josiah who told you?”

“No,” Emma insisted, then added in a slightly wounded tone. “Your stepson has barely said a word to me since he came back to Naples. I cannot think what I have done to offend him.”

“Then who did?”

The information had been given to her, in all innocence though tinged with drink, by Alexander Ball before he left to take station off Malta. He insisted that his commanding officer needed to relax, that he was wound too tight for his own good.

“Surely you would not wish me to tell you,” Emma said. “Be satisfied that it was told to me out of affection not malice, and by a fellow officer who reckoned that a bit more of the same would do you good.”

Emma had one thigh over his groin, and the gentle motion of her flesh was having a profound effect. It was with a husky voice that Nelson agreed his indiscreet officer had been right.

• • •

When he awoke, Emma was gone, habit ensuring that he was the first guest in the Villa Bastioni to be up and about. Tom Allen found him, as Emma had, in candlelight at his desk, writing. He had opened and reread the letter to Fanny, first having read her missive from home in which she related, among news of family and friends, that he was the most famous man in England and that his name was on everyone’s lips. She had been showered with visits and invitations from the great and the good, all eager to touch his glory by association, and had even been to court where the King had been very kind.

It was the last part of her letter that alarmed him: Fanny had stated her intention of exercising the right of an admiral’s wife to be at her husband’s side on foreign service. The misery of being apart was too much to bear, the thought that he might do something that would take him into the arms of a loving God without her being able to gaze once more on his countenance. She was making plans to travel to the Mediterranean to join him, and had added a request that he might procure, for them, suitable accommodation.

The reply he had written before Emma came to his room had warned Fanny off such a move. He had reminded her that he was a serving officer at the mercy of a commander and government that might send him in all directions, that she might arrive only to find him ordered home. He did not want Fanny out here, fussing and worrying.

But he rewrote his letter with more insistence, instructing her—damn near ordering her—to stay put, and to look for a house in England suitable to their rank and station. Whatever doubts he had harboured about their union over many years were laid to rest: he had found what he knew to be true love.

Fanny was his wife, and as such she had to be accorded all respect. She would have his name, his title, and a reflection of his glory. When he was back in England he would live with her as her husband in whatever accommodation she found. But his heart was elsewhere, and far from feeling unhappy about this, Nelson realised he was entirely at ease with it.

Tom Allen approached the task of shaving his master with some trepidation, since he knew what had happened the day before and last night. But as he looked down into the smiling face, he relaxed, and began to burble away in his customary manner about matters inconsequential.








Chapter Two

IT WAS A LESS SANGUINE ADMIRAL who prepared to meet the eyes of the rest of the household over breakfast. Emma had been so indiscreet in her nocturnal meanderings that Nelson was sure that only a blind, deaf fool could have been unaware of what had happened. As if the fates were against him the first person he encountered was Emma’s mother, in her usual housekeeper’s garb, a huge new bunch of keys at her waist to replace those she had left in Naples. The thought of what she knew, which was everything, made him feel queasy.

“Good morning to you Lord Nelson,” Mary Cadogan said, with unusual gusto. “I trust you had a good night?” Nelson saw the twinkle in her eye. “I can assure you that Sir William slept the sleep of the just,” she added.

When he smiled, so did she, although he was unaware that Mary Cadogan’s motives were more calculating than his. It was in Nelson’s nature to be friendly with people. Emma’s mother, in the light of recent events, reckoned she should be a mite more pleasant to Lord Nelson. She was still concerned about his suitability and Emma’s security.

“I’m glad to hear my host enjoyed a peaceful night,” Nelson responded, thinking that with those words he had entered fully into the intrigue.

Mary Cadogan chuckled, salaciously, which bounced off the walls of the long passageway that led to the main reception rooms. “When a man reaches his advanced years, for all he’s a sprightly cove, a good night’s rest is something to savour.”

Nelson managed an embarrassed laugh, then took refuge in the safest of topics. “At least the weather has eased.”

“Thank Christ,” Mary Cadogan replied, blissfully unaware of the blasphemy. “That wind had my chaps red raw. Never did I think I’d need to put goose fat on my lotties in these climes.” She shook her ample breasts, leaving Nelson in no doubt as to what she meant. He laughed inwardly: a sense of vulgarity must run in the family. Emma sometimes shocked him with her open way of referring to her body and his. But he loved it too.

Sir William stood up from the breakfast table to greet him with a wide smile, and the knot of anxiety in Nelson’s breast loosened. “The weather has turned, my dear fellow,” he cried, linking an arm and leading Nelson to an open window. “And my bones no longer ache.”

Together they stood by the window, gazing out on a calm sea, which, if it wasn’t the blue of a summer’s day was very different from the dull grey, choppy mass of the previous weeks.

“That damned tramontana cast me low, Nelson. I feared to raise my head of a morning only to hear more bad news from the King’s ministers. But the southerly wind is with us, and the heat of the North African plains will warm our blood. Perhaps it will stir something in these supine Neapolitan breasts as well, so that we can begin to put right all that has passed to mortify us this last month.”

It was easy to see that Sir William was being deliberately hearty, since such behaviour was not a normal component of his urbane and cultured nature. Was he trying to tell Nelson, in his own way, of his acceptance of the situation? If he was, then Nelson was prepared to take it at face value. Within a minute they were sitting at the table, talking like the two friends they had always been.

“Oh! The news is mixed,” said Sir William, when Nelson enquired of the latest despatches from the mainland. “Cardinal Ruffo and his band of ruffians have enjoyed some success, and that will lift the mood of the court. But Commodore Caracciolo’s behaviour will erase that.”

To Nelson’s lifted eyebrow, Sir William continued, “He asked permission of the King to return to Naples to protect his estates from the French. He landed, met Cardinal Ruffo, declined an invitation to join his army and went north. We have had word, as yet unconfirmed, that he has gone over to the Republican cause.”

Nelson recalled the morose countenance of the Commodore both on arrival in Sicily and on the various occasions he had seen him at the Colli Palace: squat, square of face, swarthy, with piercing eyes. As he gazed upon his king and queen there had been no love in his face. Now, to Nelson’s way of thinking, Caracciolo had seemed a man who felt himself betrayed, and was conjuring up reasons to justify an act that others would see as treason.

“It is to be hoped that the rumour is untrue,” added Sir William, “for if Caracciolo has defected it bodes ill for the reconquest of the King’s dominions. It is on men like him that the royal couple must rely.”

“I would not place too much weight on the likes of Commodore Caracciolo, Sir William,” Nelson replied, with some asperity. “You are in danger, if you do, of sharing the high opinion he has of himself.”

Others joined them for breakfast, Sir William repeating to each new arrival what the change of weather had done for him. He was looking forward to another day’s hunting, and pronounced himself certain that court mourning should be suspended for the deleterious effect it was having on morale. He abjured everyone to be a philosopher and accept whatever fate threw their way, oblivious to the fact that the admonishment flew in the face of his own recent behaviour.

Perhaps it was the change in the weather, but Nelson, too, felt different, and as he boarded his flagship his step was lighter. However, there was the usual mass of correspondence to deal with, and money matters to sort out with John Tyson. A fleet could not run on air and Nelson needed money, a great deal of it, to keep his command supplied, and it was Tyson’s job to ensure a steady flow. In a war-torn world where armies and fleets competed with governments for coin, it was in short supply. Nelson lamented that with the treasures of Malta and the money Bonaparte needed to pay his army on board, there had been enough on the sunken L’Orient to keep him supplied for a year.

“Ships carrying money and the like should fly a special flag, Tyson, saying, ‘do not sink me,’” Nelson moaned, as he studied the state of the accounts.

Tyson shook his head at a man who seemed unaware of the greed of many of his fellow officers. Nelson could not fathom that there were captains who would let a whole fleet go to secure a Spanish plate ship. He merely informed Nelson of his efforts to raise coin from sources close by and from England, it being his job, also, to ensure that every penny pledged was properly accounted for: his personal credit was at stake and he operated for his profit on a small margin. A minor error in the accounts might be picked up by an Admiralty clerk, which would cost him dear. A major miscalculation would see him ruined.

Nelson had to account for every pound spent, too, and there was always a difference between what the Admiralty considered proper expenditure and that which any admiral on station needed to spend. With the well-being of his sailors his paramount concern, Nelson used money with a prodigality that prompted a steady flow of censorious correspondence. Sums expended months, even years before, in storms, battles, or even on a calm day in port, had to be explained to an official who sat close by a fire at work and had his home to go to at night. That sailors at sea might want for some comfort was none of this fellow’s concern.

“Lady Hamilton is preparing to come aboard, sir. Captain Hardy has undertaken to greet her on the quarterdeck.”

Immersed in his letters, the name shocked Nelson. He looked up at the midshipman who had brought the message, dying to ask him if Sir William was in attendance—but, of course, he could not be, or his name would have been announced. No one else had been announced either, which implied that Emma had come alone. Why had Hardy sent for him so swiftly? He looked at Tyson, who seemed intent on keeping his head down, like a man who knew something and feared eye contact. Nelson grabbed his hat and left. Tyson exchanged a glance with Tom Allen, which confirmed for him the truth of a rumour that had been flying around the fleet since before they left Naples.

That every man aboard was privy to that rumour was obvious as Lady Hamilton made her way up the companionway to the quarterdeck. As always aboard a square-rigger tied up to a mole, a mass of work was being carried out. Blocks and pulleys were being greased, ropes spliced or replaced, sails hung out to air, men below with vinegar soused the ’tween decks, with hatches open to let in some air. Under the supervision of the gunner, the cannon and the gun carriages were being serviced, while other men worked on the breechings that held them to the side of the ship. The carpenter and his mates were hacking out damaged wood and replacing it with new timber. Men were over the side with paint, the smell of which mixed with the tar used to caulk new planking, crane parties were hauling aboard supplies while water barrels were being scrubbed clean for refilling. The pace of that work slowed perceptibly, since everyone had one eye cast towards the quarterdeck to see Captain Hardy and the officer of the watch raise their hats to the visitor. When Nelson came on deck, his haste to greet the lady was plain to see. His sailors were too shrewd to murmur approval when he, hat off, kissed her proffered hand, but there were many satisfied sighs and nods—mixed with the odd snort from those who saw a broken commandment.

“Lady Hamilton,” said Nelson, “you have come alone?”

Emma spoke in a clear voice, easy to hear over what was now a silent ship. “I need neither companion nor chaperone to visit such a close friend.”

Suddenly the air was full of shouting as the officers, petty, warrant, and commissioned, realised that HMS Vanguard was quieter than a church hosting a funeral. Now each worker sought to assure those in authority that if all the other fellows had been curious, he had not, which created a great babble of noise that made Nelson laugh.

Hardy was blushing, while the officer of the watch made himself as frantically busy as everyone else close by: they all wished to pretend they had not seen confirmed what they had all suspected. Nelson might not be a good reader of social signs ashore but he knew his sailors too well to be fooled. What he had thought secret had been, if not common knowledge, certainly a shared suspicion.

Emma leaned a fraction closer. “Have I missed something, Nelson?”

“No, my dear,” he replied in a soft voice. “I fear you have just confirmed something.”

“I should be angry with you, Emma. You were flitting about last night in the most obvious way and you must have considered the consequences of coming aboard my ship without a companion.”

She was lying along the cushions on the footlockers, her head in his lap, looking up, green eyes squinting as the sun sparkled on the panes of the casement windows. “Why consider what I do not fear to be known?” she asked.

“Discretion?” he asked.

“Is for mere mortals, not the Hero of the Nile—the Hero of the Nation is nearer the truth.”

“Please!”

She sat up, her face close and level with his. “You are that, Nelson, though it does you credit that you seem to be the only man unaware of it.”

Nelson wanted to admonish Emma and tell her that what might pass in the confines of a villa would not pass in the street or on a naval deck. But what he had sensed on his own deck not ten minutes before prevented that. Though he could never be brought to admit it, Nelson had a preternatural knowledge of mood, a most essential attribute in a commander. He could sense discontent merely by walking the deck: it was in the cast of a shoulder or the avoidance of an eye, in the bearing of a midshipman or ship’s boy. A happy ship was a fighting ship and, while he would not step too far outside the rules of his profession, he was prepared to push them to whatever limit was required to look after his officers and crew. There was a warm glow in his breast at the thought that his men were pleased for him. There would be those not happy, men who hated the sin, but he had felt a wave of affection at the moment he had kissed Emma’s hand.

“It is not uncommon,” Emma asked, “for officers to have their wives aboard, is it?”

“Unusual, my dear, but not uncommon. Thomas Freemantle rarely sails anywhere without his beloved Betsy.”

“A lady who is young and lively?”

“Very! A beauty and a favourite of every officer who knows her husband.”

Her face was very close to his now. “I was just wondering…Where do they…Captain Freemantle and his Betsy…you know…?”

“Emma, you are shameless.”

She giggled. “I do hope so.”

An hour later, dressed and with all repaired, Nelson and Emma strode the decks as he explained the function of each article needed in the construction of a fighting ship. As he talked, or introduced her to some sailor or petty officer, Nelson watched their faces, pleased that there was no hint of a blush anywhere. He was used to the way the midshipmen dogged his footsteps, but the open admiration for Emma in the faces of these boys cheered him.

A woman who had never lost sight of her original station in life, Emma was not the type to play the grande dame. In fact she had the same ease in common company as Nelson, and beauty enough to win over anyone whose heart might waver at the thought of her being their hero’s paramour. Thus their progress was one of pleasant asides, smiles, much doffing of sailors’ caps and officers’ hats.

The fellow stapled to the foredeck by locked leg irons had such sad eyes that he touched Emma’s heart and she pleaded for him to be released. Nelson pointed out quietly that he had no rights in the matter, that discipline aboard his flagship was the province of Captain Hardy and his officers. Also, he had no idea what the miscreant had done. It was some minor offence for sure, like getting drunk or losing his hammock: Thomas Hardy was somewhat stricter in matters of discipline than Nelson, and did not shy from rigging the grating for a flogging as often as he considered it necessary.

“Then I shall ask Captain Hardy for clemency,” Emma insisted. “I cannot abide that on a day when I am so happy anyone should be in discomfort.”

Nelson stopped and said, with some force though he was still smiling, “My dear, you must have a care not to let the kindness of your heart take you into such an area. By your beauty and nature you will place a burden of reaction on Thomas Hardy that will lead only to resentment. Not from Hardy, I think, for he is so very fond of you, but other minds will not be so well disposed.”

Looking at Nelson Emma understood that he was talking less about Hardy than himself, saying that in matters naval she must not interfere.

“You have seen a man flogged?” Emma asked, as he took her arm to lead her away from the unfortunate sailor.

“More than once I have ordered it, my dear, but only as a final sanction. It is a device of discipline that I dislike. It tends, I believe, to make a good man bad and a bad man worse. There are many officers who share my view yet more who do not. You know Tom Troubridge as a gentle soul.”

“A touch humourless,” Emma interjected, though she added hastily that she was fond of him.

Nelson grinned. “He is a serious sailor, and that makes him somewhat dour ashore. And there is also his recent loss, for he was devoted to his wife. But Tom is also a ferocious captain who will not tolerate dissent on his decks. When the cancer of mutiny spread from England to the fleet he was at the vanguard of the hangings that saw it squashed.”

“You have never hanged a man?”

Nelson stopped and looked at her. “With God’s good grace, Emma, I have never had the need.” That was a subject too melancholy to dwell on, so Nelson set himself the task of restoring the previous mood, helped by the attitude of the crew.

The carpenter, repairing damage from the storm that brought them to Palermo, was eager to let Emma ply a saw. The gunner, normally a most capricious and temperamental cove, welcomed Emma into his screened-off lair, lit only a by a lantern shining through a glass panel in the bulkhead that ensured the flame could never reach the powder. Few were admitted to this den, though Nelson was always welcome. Emma was shown the various grades of gunpowder, invited to smell them crushed to pick up the odour of saltpetre. Given a charge to make, the gunner pronounced that she had a natural eye for measure. Sailmakers stitched for her, ropes were specially spliced and knots created, and Nelson bemoaned in good humour the loss of an arm that made it impossible to compete. Men who had known him with two arms attested to their admiral’s old skill.

Emma, observing the attention of the men when it shifted from her to him, was sure she had never seen anyone so elevated converse so easily with the commonalty. Sir William was urbane, gentle, and kind, and very good with his people, but there was never a hint in his aristocratic behaviour that the relationship was anything other than that between master and servant. But Nelson was different. In his case it was not noblesse oblige: he was one of them. Take away the blue coat, the gleaming orders, and the hat, and there would have been nothing to tell you that he too was not a common sailor. Though they had a care to be polite, Emma got no sense from his men that they felt they were talking to anyone other than a professional equal. They even joshed him gently, or shared a well-worn joke. Loving him, she had never doubted his qualities as a leader; observing this she felt he could never fail, for these men would never let him down.

Nelson could not recall ever having been so happy. It was as if he had changed places with some other man, so different were his feelings about everything: his duties, the problems of the Mediterranean command, his relations with his commander-in-chief, the Admiralty and government at home.

Ashore it was the same, with everyone accepting quickly the status of the pair. It was just taken for granted that they were lovers and that Sir William knew it. Throughout January, Nelson was struck not by the change in people but by the lack of it. The Queen was just as effusive in his presence, insisting that he was the only one who could restore her to her rightful station. The King noticed little that did not relate to his own concerns.

As a full member of Sir William’s household, Nelson learned to relax. He entertained in the company of the Hamiltons as though he was as much the host as they, and watched as Emma played cards well into the night, at which she won and lost prodigious sums that he had either to lend or hold for her.

While still eager to defeat the enemy he knew that he had done, for the moment, all that he could do: without soldiers he could not recapture either Naples or Malta. His cruisers, British, Portuguese, and a few loyal Neapolitans, were at sea, ensuring that the shipping lanes were covered to strangle French trade, and that any French warship that ventured out would therefore meet a force large enough to destroy it.

At night, he and Emma retired to bed where, to his delight, her passion increased. He could not and would not explain to her how her ardour pleased him. As a shy man, to have the burden of initiation removed was bliss. He had always been easily rebuffed, especially by Fanny. That was never the case with Emma.

For Emma, marriage to Sir William had entailed duties, pleasant enough but rooted in a degree of practicality, but with Nelson she could recall the excitements of her youth. She could not get enough of him: his company, his gentle wit, his forgiving nature—for she knew that she sometimes overstepped the bounds of good taste—his naked presence.

Like any lovers, a great deal of their conversation was inconsequential, yet physical. Familiarity brought with it an intimacy of mind, the beginnings of a private language, an awareness of desires unfulfilled, not least Nelson’s to be a father. Emma did not make an issue of her craving to oblige that, but after six weeks of close company, Nelson knew that she had abandoned all attempts to avoid a pregnancy.

Emma was thrilled that when she talked he listened to her. Nelson, the most powerful man in the Mediterranean, lionised by his fellow countrymen and foreigners alike, from the lowest to the highest, discussed his most pressing concerns with her. The Queen—who had lost most of her power to her husband and ministers who seemed to blame her for the loss of Naples—had come to depend on Emma more than ever. Now she acted as a conduit between Nelson and Maria Carolina to ensure that Nelson knew of every stratagem hatched by Ferdinand and de Gallo.

Gifts and praise poured in from foreign courts. Disappointed that his request to London regarding recognition of Emma’s services had been ignored, Nelson was delighted when the Tsar of Russia bestowed on her the Order of St Catherine. This came with a jewelled cross that Maria Carolina pronounced a sad affair: to prove her own attachment to Emma, she had it reset with precious gems, and Emma wore it at her neck with pride.

On her advice, Nelson, despite initial unease, had taken to wearing his Chelenk in his hat. The plume of triumph glittered mightily in the Sicilian sun, and gave him an exotic air to go with his surroundings.

Emma was Cleopatra to everyone in the fleet, most happy, others less so. Some were furious, even if they were well disposed to her, convinced that the association would tarnish Nelson’s reputation. Yet another group cared nothing for that reputation, or for Emma, and letters winged their way back to England, to become part of a tale that would not rebound to the credit of the man who had thumped the French.

For Emma and Sir William trouble emerged with the sudden arrival of a Mr Charles Lock and his wife, Cecilia, daughter of the well-connected Duchess of Leinster. Without much wealth, Charles Lock was a man in a hurry who made no secret that he had designs on Sir William’s position as ambassador, a natural step up from his present appointment as Consul General to the Court of Naples. But natural only if Sir William retired, on which he was rumoured to be keen. Emma knew how her husband wavered, depending on his increasingly volatile moods. One minute he would proclaim his intention to stay in harness till the Grim Reaper took him, the next that if Naples ever again became a place of peace he would live out his life there in retirement. At other times he would damn Italy and all its works, then declare that he would go home to England within the month.

Good manners forced Sir William to accommodate Lock, along with his wife, two children, and dog. As a guest in the house Lock picked up on his host’s indecision, and interrogated the servants for their views. The vagaries of this left him in an agony of frustration, which manifested itself in attempts at irony so inept that Emma found him tiresome. Less diplomatic than her husband, she made it very plain that she did not like him.

The wife was sweet-natured enough, but rather feeble and prone to faint at the sight of blood. An envoy arrived from the Sultan and, on seeing Nelson’s Chelenk, immediately prostrated himself, as was the custom at the court to which he belonged. A gross, ugly fellow, he was subsequently persuaded by a flirtatious Emma that rum was not barred by his religion. In his cups he claimed to have cut off the heads of twenty Frenchmen with one blow, a feat so impossible as to be humorous. Encouraged by a laughing Emma, the weapon was produced, stained with dried blood, and Cecilia fainted when Emma, to the delight of the Turk, kissed it.

What to Emma had been a jest became, in the letters penned by Charles Lock that night, a sybaritic rite, one in which the evil Emma Hamilton, not content with an outrageous attempt to seduce the Mussulman, had communed with powers no decent Christian could abide. He also added that Lord Nelson seemed under the spell of this depraved creature, and that Sir William was an old, doddering fool, well past the labours required of his office.

Surveying his handiwork, Lock could take comfort in a good hour’s work. No harm could be done to his prospects by tarnishing, at home, reputations that shone in the Mediterranean. And he could rely on his correspondents to share with all they met what they read from a good and trusted friend.








Chapter Three

THE ARRIVAL IN EARLY SPRING of two regiments of British soldiers took Sicily by surprise. Nelson had their commander parade them through Palermo, the men marching crisply in their bright red coats to show the populace the look of proper soldiers. He ordered them to garrison at Messina, the port and city nearest the Italian mainland, where the French would most likely seek to land, should they have the strength.

That looked increasingly unlikely. For all that Nelson thought Cardinal Ruffo “a swelled up priest,” the prelate was proving effective, commanding an army that now numbered some seventeen thousand. Ragged and disorganised they might be, but such a host struck terror into the hearts of the Republican sympathisers who had taken over the towns and cities of Ferdinand’s domains. It was also an army that the French, much weaker in numbers, declined to meet in open combat, so it became a war of thrust and parry.

The whole of southern Italy was blood-soaked—little quarter was given by either side. The Army of the Holy Faith would take a Republican stronghold and exact horrendous revenge on those suspected of Jacobinism. Mass rape was common, as were hangings, quarterings, crucifixions, beheadings, and burning, all the terrors of ancient sack. If they took those towns back, the French army then inflicted even worse punishment on those loyal to the King, leaving behind a desert devoid of human life. Needless to say, any Frenchman caught by the insurgents suffered a fate that rendered death a welcome release.

Elsewhere, the effects of Nelson’s Nile victory were beginning to be felt. The Russians and the Turks had taken Corfu and were now masters of the Adriatic. In northern Italy Austria had moved, and the armies of the Emperor were inflicting defeats where Bonaparte had routed them three years previously. The Russians crossed from Corfu to Italy to support Ruffo, which made his army even more formidable, squeezing the beleaguered enemy back into a shrinking pocket of possession.

Troubridge sailed for Naples to take command there, immediately sending back news that all the islands off Naples had surrendered to the King. He also informed Nelson that he had several dozen prisoners who, it was claimed, were traitors, and added a request for Neapolitan judges to try them. Nelson obliged him, but later regretted it, given the nature of the justice meted out.

Trials were held at which the accused were neither represented nor present, where “witnesses” could speak against the supposed traitors without the truth of their statements being checked. Troubridge was ordered to arrange hangings that he declined to undertake, suspecting that a great number of old scores were being settled under the guise of royal retribution. It had ended with Troubridge turfing the “judges” off his ship, and refusing to be party to such a sham affair.
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