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In loving memory of my sister


DIANA H. O’NEILL








In war there is no substitute for victory.

GEN. DOUGLAS MACARTHUR








Prologue


THE CONVENTION of Mortefontaine, signed in September 1800, ended the Quasi-War with France. The Caribbean had provided an inspiring testing ground for the infant U.S. Navy, which over the course of two years had proven its mettle against French privateers and heavily armed French frigates. The treaty’s terms were generally favorable to the United States and reestablished “inviolable and universal” peace between the two countries.


The dispatches defining the terms of the treaty that reached Washington in early October bolstered the spirits of President John Adams if not his chances for reelection. Each of the sixteen states chose its own election day, and the voting that had begun in April was just wrapping up when the military packet boat arrived from Brest. The campaign had been a bitterly fought affair between two rivals who had once been close friends and colleagues. In the end, by the margin of just one vote in the Electoral College, Thomas Jefferson was elected the nation’s third president. Aaron Burr was elected his vice president.


The new president’s stance vis-à-vis the military—specifically, the Navy—remained a subject of some concern, especially in the commercially vibrant New England states. Their merchant fleets were the lifeblood of the American economy and the British-held West Indian islands. Those fleets were now carrying their trade around the Cape of Good Hope into the Indian Ocean and South China Sea. Enterprising New England shipping families—the Cutlers of Hingham, Massachusetts, among them—had opened the doors to the exotic Spice Islands of the Orient and the riches those lands promised. In these Far Eastern waters, however, lurked pirates eager to seize American cargoes. Would President Jefferson truly cut naval expenditures at a time when America desperately needed a strong navy to protect these vital trade routes? Would he willingly sacrifice the blood of American sailors just to save money, as his new treasury secretary, Albert Gallatin, seemed to be advocating? Most Federalists viewed such a policy as not only penny-wise and pound-foolish, but treasonous and suicidal as well. And it seemed uncharacteristic of Jefferson.


Was he not the man who, fifteen years earlier as minister to France, had angrily proclaimed force to be the only deterrent to terror? Did he not, as vice president under John Adams, argue that maintaining a substantial naval presence would be cheaper and more honorable than kowtowing to Barbary tyrants? On this issue, at least, Jefferson seemed more federalist than the Federalists.


But the facts were indisputable. One of Jefferson’s first acts as president was to approve the Peace Establishment Act, which summarily cut the size of the U.S. Navy. USS Constitution and other magnificent ships of war were being laid up in ordinary, and officers worthy of promotion following the Quasi-War saw their promotions deferred or denied and found themselves languishing on the beach at half pay.


Navy Secretary Benjamin Stoddert was so frustrated by the president’s flip-flopping that he resigned his post and returned to civilian life. So poor were the Navy’s prospects that the first four men who were then offered the post declined the honor.


It was not top-level resignations, however, that soon forced the president’s hand. It was the Barbary States. For centuries the rulers of the Barbary regencies had relied on piracy, extortion, and bullying to extract annual payments of tribute from European nations whose merchant ships plied the Mediterranean. True, they did not demand such tribute from England, France, or Spain, whose well-armed navies could fight back. But even these maritime powers offered consular gifts of jewels and coin and naval stores to maintain the goodwill of the Barbary rulers—and, not coincidentally, encouraged pirate attacks on ships of lesser nations to cripple commercial competition. The petty despots were only too happy to oblige. The merchant ships of Greece, Denmark, Naples, and other Christian nations continued to find their cargoes appropriated and their crews enslaved until ransoms were paid for their release. And the annual tributes rose ever higher.


American ships suffered in the same way, especially in the late 1790s when the infant U.S. Navy was preoccupied in the Caribbean. More than a hundred American merchant sailors had been seized and imprisoned, some for more than a decade. A peace treaty signed in Algiers in 1796 had proved ephemeral, as peace treaties involving the Barbary States usually did. The rulers of these nations relied on the booty their corsairs brought back not only to enrich themselves, but also to provide the wherewithal to add warships to their fleets and promote their reign of terror on the high seas. All this was justified, in the eyes of man if not of Allah, as a jihad, a sacred war against Christian nonbelievers.


Yusuf Karamanli, bashaw of Tripoli, was particularly put out. He felt slighted by the Christian nations, inferior in their eyes to the dey of Algiers, the bey of Tunis, and the sultan of Morocco, and he placed the blame for this squarely on the shoulders of the new American president. Thomas Jefferson had not yet paid the $225,000 Yusuf had demanded to ensure peace between the two nations. Nor had he paid the $25,000 in annual tribute that Yusuf claimed had come due; nor even the paltry sum of $10,000 to console the bashaw for the death of former president George Washington. Compounding the problem, because of a recent treaty with Sweden, Tripoli was now at war with no nation. Tripolitan sea captains and crews were growing restless, a potentially dangerous state of affairs for a despot whose sole source of power lay in his military.


By May 1801 Yusuf Karamanli had had enough. The six-month deadline of the ultimatum he had granted the United States to pay had come and gone. Worse, rumor had it that an American naval squadron was on its way to the Mediterranean to protect American shipping in the region. These upstart Americans had insulted him, his country, and the glory of Allah for the last time. Following a vote in the Divan whose outcome was never in doubt, he ordered his soldiers to march to the American consulate, chop down its flagstaff, and toss the Stars and Stripes over the city walls into the sea.


Tripoli had declared war.









One


Batavia, Dutch East Indies,
May 1801

DECK, THERE! SAIL HO!”

The cry of alarm came from high above on the mainmast crosstrees. Below on the weather deck, hard by the helm, Agreen Crabtree shielded his eyes and peered up into the fierce equatorial sun. “Deck, aye! What d’ you see, Hobbes?”

“Two sets of canvas, sir,” the lookout called down. “Lateens.”

“Where away?”

“Fine on our larboard beam.” The lookout pointed in the general direction and added, “Standing southeast by east on a starboard tack.”

“Ensigns? Other identification?”

“None that I can see, sir.”

“Very well, Hobbes. Keep me informed.”

Agreen cursed under his breath as he glanced down at the rudimentary chart he held in his right hand. Until recently, the waters that defined the gateway to the fabled Spice Islands had been off-limits to American merchantmen, and ship captains of other nations were still reluctant to share information that might aid a competitor. The chart merely indicated that the waters in these western regions of the Sunda Strait were deep, while those off Java, across the strait, offered hazardous shoals and sandbars—and thus, so sea lore cautioned, treacherous tidal currents. Agreen ran his left hand through his shoulder-length, reddish-blond hair as he considered his choices. He quickly concluded that he didn’t have any. Falcon had sailed too far into the strait to wear ship or take some other evasive action. He had to maintain his present course and try to weather Cape Tua on the southeastern tip of Sumatra before jibing her over to eastward.

The cry from aloft brought Caleb Cutler up to the weather deck through a hatchway amidships. His eyes scoured the ocean to larboard before he strode aft toward Will Cutler standing by the mainmast chain-wale. “Good morning, Will,” he said somewhat nervously. “What do we have?”

“Good morning, Uncle,” Will replied cheerfully, adding in an equally cheerful tone, “Trouble, it would seem.”

“What sort of trouble?”

Will deferred to Agreen, whom he and Caleb joined by the helm. “Two vessels are approaching us,” Agreen explained. “It’s possible they’re coastal traders, though I wouldn’t bet the farm on it. Wrong rig. And they’re on a course of interception … there.” He pointed ahead to the northern limits of the strait where a mere fifteen miles separated Bakahuni on Sumatra from Merak on Java. “I’d bet a month’s pay that we’re lookin’ at a pirates’ reception committee.”

“Pirates, you say?” Though no one doubted Caleb’s courage, he had good reason to fear pirates.

“Most likely.”

“We’ve seen pirates before,” Will scoffed, “and not one of them has been able to catch us. We haven’t fired a single shot.” Then, hopefully, “Think we will this time, Mr. Crabtree?”

Falcon carried six long 9s as armament, though she was not a ship of war. She was a double topmast merchant schooner, the fastest vessel in Cutler & Sons’ merchant fleet. But most vessels in these Far Eastern waters, whatever their pedigree, carried guns for protection against free-booters and cutthroats. Despite her new brass guns, Falcon’s speed was still the best deterrent to being attacked and boarded.

“Careful what you wish for, Will,” Agreen muttered grimly. He wasn’t at all surprised that Will Cutler relished the prospect of a fight. Everyone in Hingham, Massachusetts, was familiar with the lad’s fiery nature. Agreen sighed and tried to calculate a way out of this mess; he found none. “Our friends out there obviously have an interest in us. And given our circumstances, there’s only one way t’ discourage that interest.” He glanced at Caleb. “With your permission?”

“Of course, Agee,” Caleb said. “Do what you think is necessary.” Caleb Cutler’s family owned Falcon, and he managed the wide-ranging commercial interests of Cutler & Sons, but he knew only too well that in a showdown at sea, the power and prestige of his position accounted for naught. “You have command of this vessel.”

“Very well.” Agreen looked hard at Caleb’s nephew. “Will, take the tiller and maintain her present course. Do not—I repeat, do not—alter course without a direct order from me or Mr. Weeks. Understood?” Will nodded and took the tiller. Agreen walked forward to where his mate awaited his orders. “Are the guns primed and loaded, Mr. Weeks?”

It was a rhetorical question. Although Falcon’s crew had not yet fired the guns in anger, they had drilled with them nearly every day since leaving Boston three months ago.

“They are, Mr. Crabtree.”

“Very well. Call out the gun crews, larboard side.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

In short order, Peter Weeks had each crew of four men standing by a gun with its lashings cast off, its tampion removed from the muzzle, and its barrel loaded with a cylindrical flannel bag filled with 4½ pounds of powder and a 9-pound ball rammed down the bore to the breech. Assigning men to the guns left only a skeleton crew to sail the schooner, but the wind was blowing fair from the southwest, and the lack of fetch in these sheltered waters churned only a modest chop. Behind each gun, in specially designed rectangular containers, lay additional round shot and chain shot and, for hotter action close in, canister and grape shot. Rammer, sponger, loader, and wormer: each sailor understood his assignment and awaited orders from the gun captain—who, for each gun, was Agreen Crabtree. He had learned his trade while serving as a naval lieutenant with Will’s father in Bonhomme Richard under Capt. John Paul Jones during the war with England, and, during the war with France, under Capt. Silas Talbot in USS Constitution.

The sun was approaching its zenith before the mystery sails closed to within view of those on the schooner’s deck. Each man watched in silence as the two vessels—each with the high forecastle, lateen rig, and raked masts favored by local brigands—followed an oblique line of interception slightly ahead of Falcon to larboard. Beyond them, the islands of Krakatau, Sebesi, and Sebuku hovered low on the horizon before the lush green mountains of Sumatra.

“Mr. Weeks,” Agreen said when the vessels had approached to within two miles, “stand by the helm. At my signal, have Will veer two points off the wind,” He had considered sending Will below for his protection and ordering Weeks to take the helm, but that, he knew, would be problematic because the young man would refuse. Nineteen-year-old Will, the future of Cutler & Sons, insisted on taking every risk the crew took. He had made it clear even before the cruise began that he would not accept any sort of special treatment or attention because of his name. While he did not challenge that argument, Agreen realized, as did Caleb, that beneath Will’s lofty stance blazed an almost reckless desire to prove his mettle. Both men also understood that if anything were to happen to Will on this cruise, they would have to answer to Will’s mother. Katherine Cutler had been none too pleased when she learned that Will would be sailing with Agreen in Falcon. She relented, grudgingly, after her husband intervened to explain the business rationale behind the decision.

Standing by the forward larboard gun, Agreen studied the two mystery ships through a long glass. As he had expected, they had not altered course. A swift mental calculation of distance and relative speeds suggested that they would intercept Falcon in thirty to forty-five minutes. Speed provided no advantage now. Convergence was inevitable. They had closed to within a half-mile: a daunting distance for most long guns. But a long 9 could be fired with greater accuracy at a greater range than a shorter-barreled, wider-bore gun. Which was why it was so often used as a bow-chaser on large naval warships.

Agreen looked aft and signaled to Weeks. Weeks relayed the order to Will, who slowly coaxed the helm up. Falcon veered off the wind to lie on a parallel course with the two other vessels. Agreen knelt low beside the gun and sighted its barrel over the broad stretch of glittering turquoise water. Accuracy was not the aim of this first shot. He was simply sending a message.

He stood up. “Firing!” he shouted. With a yank on the firing mechanism he struck hammer on flint. Sparks sizzled down a quill to the main powder charge in the breech, and an explosion of orange flame and white sparks sent the 2,800-pound gun carriage careening backward and a 9-pound ball streaking forward.

All hands searched for the splash, and there it was—a plume of white water gushing up between the two vessels.

“They’re not convinced, Captain,” a member of the gun crew commented moments later. “They’re maintaining course.” As if to underscore that remark, the lead vessel fired a blank charge to windward, an internationally recognized signal of hostile intent.

“Well, then, let’s convince ’em.” Agreen walked a short way aft to the middle gun, larboard side. He knelt down and peered over the top of the brass barrel until he had the lead vessel wavering in his sights. He shook his head. On the uproll, where he could sight the best, the gun was aimed too high. A hit to her rigging wouldn’t account for much. And more likely than not he’d miss her altogether. No, he needed to hit her near where her captain would be stationed. “Pull out the quoin two notches,” he ordered a member of the gun crew.

“Better,” he said to himself when the gun had been lowered. To Weeks he shouted, “Bring her off a quarter point,” motioning with his right hand for emphasis.

Weeks relayed the order aft, and Falcon veered further off the wind.

Agreen suddenly held up the flat of his palm. “There! That’s it! Hold her steady!” He stood up. “Firing!” he spat out as he yanked the flintlock lanyard. Another explosion. Another squeal of wheels as the red-painted carriage rocketed backward until checked by its breeching ropes. A second 9-pound ball screeched northward.

On the afterdeck, Peter Weeks raised a glass to his eye. Agreen did likewise amidships. Neither glass was necessary. Falcon’s entire crew saw the ball strike the railing of the lead vessel halfway between her mainmast and stern. Distant screams of men impaled by shards of jagged wood echoed across the jeweled waters of the strait.

A great cheer resounded through Falcon, followed, moments later, by a second great cheer when both vessels suddenly wore ship and made for shelter among the numerous islands dotting the strait’s western regions.

“Great jumpin’ Jehosephat!” Will exulted as Agreen made his way aft. “What a shot, Mr. Crabtree!” He punched the air with a fist.

“Mind the helm, Will,” Agreen cautioned.

“Well done indeed, Agee,” Caleb said calmly. “Cutler & Sons is most grateful for your excellent aim.” Even the normally staid Caleb could not resist a smile.

Agreen grinned back.

An hour later Falcon hauled her wind and set a new course due east toward Cape Pujat. Tonight she would anchor in Peper Bay. Tomorrow morning, God willing, the long outbound leg of her cruise to the East Indies would be over.

VENETIAN MERCHANTS trading with the Muslim sultanates on Java were the first to open Westerners’ eyes to the richness of the Spice Islands. What Europeans beheld in the Far East inspired the Age of Exploration, an era during which one maritime power after another sought not to advance the teachings of Christ, but rather to control the lucrative trade routes bearing the cloves, mace, coffee, black pepper, and other luxuries that well-to-do Europeans were keen to purchase. Throughout the 1500s, Portugal, France, Spain, Britain, and Holland fought fierce campaigns against each other and against local kingdoms to gain control. In the end, the Dutch prevailed.

The Dutch East India Company—Vereenigde Oost-indische Compagnie, in Dutch—was founded in 1602. It became the world’s first mega-corporation—the first company to issue stock and the only company ever to be granted quasi-governmental powers to wage war, negotiate treaties, coin money, and establish colonies. For almost two centuries the VOC paid an annual dividend of 18 percent on investments. That handsome return encouraged additional investments in VOC and the spice trade, which the Dutch protected with all the means at their disposal. VOC merchant vessels were armed to the teeth with the latest in naval gunnery; on land and at sea VOC military personnel confronted and eliminated any threat to the company’s commercial empire. By 1625 Holland held a virtual monopoly on the East Indian spice trade. Such was their resolve to control every source of supply within the 17,500 islands of the East Indian archipelago that the Dutch gave away the island of Manhattan to the English in return for the tiny volcanic island of Run in the Banda Islands where nutmeg was cultivated. The Dutch drove away, starved, or slaughtered the local Bandanese to ensure exclusive Dutch control of the island’s plantations.

By the time Falcon sailed through a breakwater of small islands protecting the northern approaches to Batavia Bay in 1801, Holland’s iron grip on the East Indies had relaxed considerably. VOC, in fact, was bankrupt and had closed the doors to its Far Eastern headquarters several years earlier. A victim of both internal corruption and external pressure exerted by the rival British East India Company and French East India Company, VOC had finally bowed to the inevitable and allowed in the competition.

Dutch influence remained strong, however, especially in Batavia, the old colonial capital on the north coast of western Java. Will Cutler stood as mute and full of wonder as the rest of Falcon’s crew as Peter Weeks guided the schooner under reduced sail toward the long commercial wharves near the base of the city wall. He could not see much of the city proper—the smooth, ten-foot stone wall prevented that—so he took in the area around it: a flat, largely treeless area where simple stone huts and makeshift tents seemed to form a separate city; the lush tropical rainforests beyond; and, farther away, jagged volcanic mountains wisping smoke. In the harbor, boats of all descriptions swung at anchor. Many were two-masted, ketchlike vessels with rounded bow and stern; others were larger—brigs, brigantines, and dhows—and several others were larger still. The largest of all looked more like a first-rate ship of the line than a merchant vessel.

It was another vessel, however, that demanded Agreen’s attention as Falcon glided in toward her anchorage. She was of considerable length—Agrcen estimated 150 feet on her weather deck—and displaced 800 or 900 tons. She had graceful lines and a jaunty bow and stern, and she was clearly a naval frigate: her gun port strake was painted pure white, and her sails were furled to their yards in Bristol fashion. Agreen’s gaze took in her ensign halyard. There, high up on its peak, stirring to life in the awakening breeze, fluttered the Stars and Stripes.

“Well I’ll be goddamned,” he muttered under his breath.

“That’s Essex, Agee,” Caleb Cutler confirmed. He had walked forward to stand beside him by the foremast chain-wale. “I don’t see Congress,” referring to the U.S. Navy superfrigate that accompanied Essex as they became the first American warships to round the Cape of Good Hope into the Indian Ocean. “Perhaps she’s out on patrol, gathering up other merchantmen.”

“Stations to drop anchor!” Peter Weeks shouted from the helm. As the schooner slowly turned to the wind, the leeches on her jib and spanker began to shiver and her spanker boom jounced about. “Away anchor!” Weeks ordered when the way came off her. Sailors in the bow let go the anchor holds. The anchor rode rumbled out through the hawser hole, and the great wrought-iron fluke splashed into the harbor. The jib and spanker were quickly doused. For the first time since departing Cape Town, Falcon lay peacefully at a port of call.

Her entry into Batavia Bay had been duly noted aboard Essex, anchored several hundred feet away. Falcon’s anchor had barely touched bottom when the frigate dipped her ensign three times. Falcon returned the salute. Within the half-hour a ship’s boat glided up alongside the yellow hull of the schooner. An officer dressed in white duck trousers, a loose-fitting white cotton shirt, and a fore-and-aft bicorne hat climbed up the rope ladder and stepped through the larboard entry port.

“I am George Lee, third lieutenant of the United States ship of war Essex, at your service.” He raised his hat deferentially and bowed as the hot breeze tousled his sandy brown hair. “And you are?”

“Falcon, out of Boston,” Caleb responded. “My name is Caleb Cutler. I am the proprietor of Cutler & Sons, which, as you may know, is a joint partner with C&E Enterprises based here in Batavia. This gentleman”—indicating Agreen—“is Agreen Crabtree. He is the master of this vessel. This young man is Will Cutler, my nephew. And this”—indicating Weeks—“is Mr. Peter Weeks, the schooner’s mate. All sailors aboard are American citizens in the employ of Cutler & Sons.”

Lee bowed a second time. “Thank you for the introductions, Mr. Cutler.” His eyes scanned the deck. “I bid you all a very good morning and welcome you to Batavia. My captain, Edward Preble, has asked me to determine your business here, but from what you just told me, that hardly seems necessary. That ship you see over there”—he looked admiringly toward the vessel that looked like a ship of the line—“as I am certain you are aware, is China, one of your own. She carries thirty-six guns, four more than Essex, and a crew of one-hundred-fifty. In two weeks’ time we shall be escorting her and a number of other merchant vessels home to Boston. You are most welcome to join us.”

Most of Falcon’s crew had not, until this day, seen China, although everyone knew of her. Not only was she the largest merchant ship in the C&E fleet, she was one of the largest merchant vessels afloat. Her thirty-six r2-pounder guns had been procured by Will’s father through his connections with the Cecil Iron Works in Havre de Grace, Maryland, the same foundry that had provided guns for USS Constellation in the war with France.

“Or perhaps it’s the other way around,” Lee commented dryly. “Perhaps it is China that will serve as escort. You will still be in Batavia in two weeks?”

“I doubt it,” Caleb replied. “Your kind offer is duly noted, Mr. Lee, but we must conclude our business with our agent in Batavia as quickly as possible and return to Boston. Among other reasons, young Mr. Cutler here has a wedding to attend. His own.”

George Lee smiled at Will. “Well, Mr. Cutler, I can understand why you wish to return to America with all due haste. Congratulations on your upcoming nuptials and on the success of your family’s business. I am honored to have the pride of your merchant fleet with us on our voyage home to Boston. I hail from Manchester on Cape Ann, you see, and I, too, am the scion of a shipping family. I was, if I may be so bold to say it, one of the private citizens who staked the money to have Essex built.” He grinned. “Perhaps that explains why Captain Preble saw fit to appoint me her third lieutenant.”

Caleb reflected that Lee might well be right about that. Essex had been built three years ago on Winter Island off Salem, Massachusetts, courtesy of seventy-five thousand dollars in private subscriptions staked by merchants in Salem and elsewhere in Essex County who sought a means of protecting their carrying trade. She was subsequently offered to the fledgling U.S. Navy—which was delighted to receive her.

“A final matter,” Lee concluded, “before I must regretfully shove off. Captain Preble has asked me to extend every courtesy to you while you are in Batavia. You will soon receive an invitation to dine with him aboard Essex, as your schedule permits. If I am also invited, I shall take pleasure in learning more about your cruise to the East Indies. In the meantime, if there is any service I might perform for you or courtesy I might extend, you know where to find me.”

WHEN CALEB AND WILL CUTLER disembarked at the commercial quays and walked through the open gates into the city later that day, they took a few moments to steady legs still anticipating the roll of the deck. It was hotter here away from the gentle breezes of the Java Sea, and the intense humidity made the light cotton of their shirts stick to their skin. As they walked along the raised left bank of the Jacatra River, which bisected the city, each had the thought that they could just as well be in Amsterdam or Rotterdam. The red-brick and gray-stone construction characteristic of Dutch colonial architecture lined straight, wide streets intersected here and there by stinking canals with raised embankments. The center of the city was itself a fortress; nearly everything about this government hub had a military feel to it. Caleb took pleasure in identifying the buildings he had visualized from the descriptions of others. The nearby Koningsplein, a large open square, was surrounded by the three-story mansions of the social elite, each mansion separated from the others by rows of teak, rattan, and pine trees. Gardens full of orchids, sago palms, and flowering shrubs perfumed the air and masked the city’s rank odors. On the far side of the square, nestled between two European-style churches, he spotted the Stadhuis—city hall—a substantial gray-stone, red-roofed building with Greek-style columns at the doorway. The attractive two-story building to its right housed the Far Eastern headquarters of C&E Enterprises.

“You haven’t said a thing since we left ship, Will,” Caleb teased. In truth, he was equally awed by the unexpected dimensions of this exotic city, notwithstanding the many details that Jack Endicott had described to them back in Boston. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m not sure what to think, Uncle,” Will replied as he absorbed the city’s sights and scents. Caleb had never seen his nephew so subdued. Perhaps he, too, was thinking that this city and others like it in the Far East were the future of Cutler & Sons.

A knock on the front door of C&E Enterprises summoned a servant wearing red-and-white livery and a sugar-white peruke with a black bow attached to the queue at the nape of his neck. He bowed low when Caleb introduced himself and his nephew.

“Welkom, Herr Cutler. Wij verwachtten u.” The servant caught himself and straightened. “Excuseer. Welcome, Mr. Cutler. We have been expecting you.”

“Dank u. Is Herr Van der Heyden in residence?”

“He is, Mr. Cutler. If you will follow me, please.”

The servant led them down a handsomely appointed hallway floored in black and white tiles. Numerous landscapes and seascapes adorned the wood-paneled walls. Here and there a chair or settee was strategically placed between long, thin, Chippendale-style tables set with blue-and-white porcelain vases full to bursting with fragrant flowers. The high ceiling kept the temperature in the hallway blissfully comfortable.

At the end of the hallway the servant stopped before a door and turned to face the Cutlers. “If you would be so kind as to wait here,” he requested politely. He knocked on the door and disappeared inside.

He reemerged in the company of a square-jawed man of medium build with white-blond hair, ice-blue eyes, and a thin mouth. Although the finely attired Dutchman appeared younger than Caleb, Caleb knew him to be in his early forties, the age of his older brother Richard. Caleb also knew that Jan Van der Heyden hailed from Groningen in northeastern Holland but had spent most of his adult life outside Europe in the employ of VOC. Despite his good looks, he was unmarried. He had remarked to Jack Endicott during an initial interview that he was married to his business, and she was a most jealous mistress. That single remark had confirmed for Jack Endicott the wisdom of hiring Van der Heyden to manage the business affairs of C&E Enterprises in the Far East.

“Mr. Cutler, I am so very honored to meet you.” He extended his hand and Caleb felt the strong grip as their eyes locked. Van der Heyden’s English bore only a trace of a guttural Dutch accent. “And this young man, I must assume, is William Cutler, eldest son of your brother Richard Cutler.”

Caleb gave Will a brief nod.

“Yes, Herr Van der Heyden” Will confirmed. “But please call me Will. Everyone does.”

“So Mr. Endicott informed me. When he visited here last year, Will, he spent much time telling me about your family. From what he told me, and from what he has written to me since, there is much to admire.” His gaze shifted back to Caleb. “Will you join rne in rny office? It is, after all, your office, Mr. Cutler.

Will looked about in appreciation as they entered the well-appointed room. Van der Heyden’s office was the size of a living room in a substantial Hingham home. Oriental carpets graced the floor, each carpet supporting either its own cast of sofas, rattan chairs, and tables, or a desk with a straight-backed chair. There were three desks in the room, each of fine wood. The rnost substantial was near a large mullioned window overlooking a colorful flower garden as well maintained as any English garden in Kent or Hampshire. The walls were replete with tapestries, bookcases neatly filled with leather-bound books, and oil paintings of Dutch statesmen of a bygone era. At Van der Heyden’s invitation, the three men settled comfortably on sturdy rattan chairs upholstered in a stylish red-and-yellow fabric.

May I get you anything? Some food or drink, perhaps?”

Caleb looked at Will, who shook his head. “Not at the moment, thank you. But Will and I hope to take supper with you this evening.”

Van der Heyden rnade a small gesture toward the servant, who discreetly took his leave. When the door closed softly behind him, Van der Heyden turned back to his guests. “Mr. Cutler,” he said, “not only do I insist that you and your nephew join me for supper this evening, I also insist that you both stay in my home during your time in Batavia. It is near the city square that you passed on your way here. We will have a better opportunity to become acquainted, and a bed with clean sheets in your own rooms must seem a luxury after shipboard accommodations. Am I correct?”

Caleb smiled. “You are. Will and I greatly appreciate your kind hospitality, Herr Van der Heyden.”

“Not at all, Mr. Cutler.” The Dutchman returned the smile. “It is the least I can do for an employer who agreed to hire me without ever having met me.”

“I have great faith in Mr. Endicott’s business judgment.”

“As do I, sir. As do I.”

“So,” the Dutchman said, “How do you find Batavia thus far?”

“Will perhaps said it best on our way over here,” Caleb replied good-naturedly. “Batavia is not Boston.”

Van der Heyden sent Will a humorous glance. “Since I have not had occasion to visit Boston, I cannot make the comparison. Certainly the climate here is different from yours, yes? This is our dry season; be thankful you did not come here during our wet season, when we have drenching rains every day. And the humidity! Ach! Such misery!”

Will and Caleb exchanged glances. The humidity could be worse?

To break the ice, or rather to melt it, Van der Heyden said jovially, “Will, I understand from Mr. Endicott that you are soon to marry his eldest daughter, yes?” Will nodded. “How delightful. When is the wedding to occur?”

“A year from now, in June.”

Van der Heyden beamed. “June is an excellent month for a wedding. I understand that Adele is a very beautiful young woman, and as intelligent as she is beautiful. All of which makes you, my dear sir, a most fortunate young man. I hope someday you will sail with her to Batavia.”

“Or you, sir, to Boston,” Will countered politely.

“It will be a grand affair,” Caleb commented, “which is why we must work diligently during our time here. On our return voyage we plan to sail across the Pacific and around the Horn—a circumnavigation for our schooner—and we plan to be back in Boston by early October. Can we conclude our business within ten days, do you think, Herr Van der Heyden?”

“We shall make it so, Mr. Cutler. We shall start tomorrow morning by reviewing the accounts line by line, and we shall continue our work until you and Will understand every element of our business, from our sources of supply to the customers we serve in Asia, Europe, and North America. Once you have mastered the ledgers, we shall visit several plantations on which we harvest spices. I am not certain which you will find more to your liking: the exotic plantations out there or the accounting books in here. I hope you will find enjoyment in both. It is, after all, your future.”









Two


Bermuda and Hingham, Massachusetts,
October 1801

HE APPROACHED the open door cautiously, reluctantly, loath to enter. But he had to go in. He had to come to grips with the harsh reality. His love for his father bade him continue, as much today as it had two weeks ago when he received Katherine’s letter at the naval base in Virginia.

His father lay supine on the bed, propped up by pillows, clean white linen sheets pulled up across his chest. He appeared to be asleep, but it was hard to tell, so drawn and ashen was his face. Richard’s two sisters, on deathwatch, sat on chairs near the foot of the bed. They were on their feet the instant Richard entered the room.

Anne was first in his arms. “Thank God,” she breathed. “Thank God you have come.”

Lavinia, the younger and more emotional of the two, burst into tears when her turn came to embrace him. She tried to speak but choked on her words; she could only clutch her brother tighter, her message as clear to him as if it had been preached from a pulpit. He held her close, comforted her, dabbed at her tears with a handkerchief until her sobs subsided.

“Leave him, Liv,” Anne soothed. “He needs to be alone with Father.”

“Yes.” Lavinia swiped at a tear. “We’ll be downstairs helping Katherine with supper,” she half-whispered.

As they left the room, Richard drew a deep breath and turned to his father. To his surprise he found him awake with a weak smile of welcome on his chapped lips.

Powerful emotions coursed through him. “Father.” He kissed him on the forehead, then knelt down on the floor beside him and clasped his father’s left hand between both of his own, as if in prayer. “Father.”

“You have come, Richard,” Tom Cutler murmured. “I have been praying you would.”

“Of course I came, Father. I will always be here when you need me.”

Tom Cutler gave Richard’s hand a faint squeeze. “You have been a good son, Richard. You have made your mother and me very proud. I will be with her again soon. So please, do not weep for me.” Richard had to lean in close to hear. “Time is short, my son, and there are things I must say. Promise me you will think on my words.”

“I promise, Father,” Richard said, and the tears welled up despite his best efforts to control them.

Fifteen minutes later Richard Cutler, deep in thought and remembrance, walked slowly down the front stairway. His cousin Elizabeth Cutler Crabtree and his daughter, Diana, a precocious thirteen-year-old already showing her mother’s grace and beauty, met him at the foot of the stairs.

“Richard?” Lizzy asked tentatively after he had embraced her. Katherine, Anne, and Lavinia joined them in the front hallway.

“He’s asleep now,” was all Richard could manage. No one pressed him to say more, respecting the tears in his eyes. Not until later that night, when he and Katherine were sitting alone together in the parlor of their home on South Street, did Richard confide in his wife.

“He told me I have his blessing to remain in the Navy. He knows that is where my heart is. Caleb will manage the family business, though I will be involved to the extent I am able. He wants Caleb and me to finalize the partnership with Jack Endicott. He sees that partnership as the future of Cutler & Sons. I’ll discuss all this with Caleb tomorrow when he returns from Boston.”

“It has long been on his mind,” Katherine remarked. “I suspected it was why he needed to speak with you before…” She rested her head against his shoulder and began gently kneading the nape of his neck. Despite the intense sorrow of the moment, of so many moments recently, she could not deny her joy at having her husband home again. “So, my darling,” she ventured gently, “what do you think?”

Richard put his arm around her, drew her in close, and kissed her forehead. “I think,” he replied in a woeful whisper “that I need your love now more than ever before.”

“You have that, my dearest Richard,” she replied softly. She kissed him tenderly on the mouth. “You shall have it forever.”

• • •

“Captain?”

“Yes, enter.” Richard had not been caught daydreaming or catnapping, though someone might have mistakenly drawn that conclusion. He sat fully alert in his after cabin, his brain reenacting a scene of that fateful day a year and a half ago that had brought him to this point in his life.

A young topman edged into the cabin and doffed his cap.

“What is it, Wilkinson?”

“Mr. Wesley sends his respects, Captain, and asks me to inform you that a vessel is approaching us from eastward. She’s ship-rigged and looks to be a frigate.”

“A British frigate?”

“I believe so, sir. She’s flying the Jack, and her lines and rig are Royal Navy. She’s a fifth rate, Mr. Wesley says.”

“We’re flying our ensign?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Right. I’ll come up and have a look.”

When will this ever end? Richard sighed to himself as he prepared to go topside. If it was not England harassing American shipping in the Atlantic, it was France in the Caribbean. If not France in the Caribbean, it was Spain on the Mississippi. Or Algiers or Tripoli or Tunis or Morocco off the Barbary Coast. Or pirates in the Indfan Ocean. When in God’s name will this ever end?

He was well aware that the Royal Navy had spent the last twelve years charting the shoals and reefs off Bermuda, especially those in and around the approaches to its naval base at Hamilton. Since the loss of the American colonies in 1783, the Royal Navy had used Bermuda as a strategic stopover point between its base in Halifax, Nova Scotia, and its bases in the Caribbean. To the best of Richard’s knowledge, though, the base at Hamilton was still under construction. So why was a Royal Navy frigate bearing down on them from the direction of Bermuda?

The answer was not long in coming. The British frigate was upon them within the hour, crossing the brig’s wake and bringing her under her lee. Soon after emerging on deck and studying the oncoming vessel through a glass, Richard had ordered his crew to heave to and bring Barbara D to a standstill on the gently rolling swells. The merchant brig under his command carried only four 6-pounder guns and was no match for a British frigate in either armament or speed. There was nothing for it but to see what His Britannic Majesty wanted.

The frigate sailed up close to windward and feathered in and out of the light westerly breeze before setting her topsails to counteract one another and settling down on a lazy northerly drift on the Gulf Stream. Four oarsmen, a coxswain, seven red-coated Marines, and a blue-coated naval officer scrambled down the frigate’s starboard side into a launch.

As the launch glided in alongside Barbara D, the forward oarsman on the starboard side shipped his oar, stepped over a thwart to the bow, took aim with a long gafflike pole, and hooked it onto the brig’s larboard mainmast chain-wale. He and his mates held the launch steady as the naval officer clambered up the five steps built into the brig’s hull. The seven Marines followed.

Richard greeted the British sea officer at the entry port. The short, stocky, red-haired man made a sharp contrast to Richard’s lean six-foot frame and Saxon facial features as he scrutinized the deck and the American sailors watching him.

“Good morning, Lieutenant,” Richard said pleasantly: “I apologize for not having a side-party assembled to pipe you aboard,” he added with evident sarcasm. “This is a most unexpected visit.”

The officer doffed his bicorne hat, more out of habit, Richard speculated, than in any show of respect or amity: “I am First Lieutenant Robert MacIntyre,” he announced in a high-pitched voice with a trace of Scottish burr that reminded Richard of his former naval commander John Paul Jones. There the comparison ended. “I am on official business of His Majesty’s Ship Temptress. May I ask, sir, who you are?” The man gave him a hard stare.

“You may ask, sir,” Richard said, irked by the officer’s presumption, “but I am under no obligation to tell you. What right do you have to board my vessel in such a manner? Has England declared war on the United States?”

The British officer sighed audibly. He nodded at the Marine sergeant, who motioned to his men to fan out, three on each side of the lieutenant. “I had hoped you would not resist me, Captain. Indeed, I had rather hoped you would cooperate with me.”

“Cooperate in what way? I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, Lieutenant.".

MacIntyre breathed another heavy and long-suffering sigh, as if he were being forced to explain something childishly simple. “You are an American merchant vessel sailing home from the Indies. Perhaps from a British-held island such as Jamaica or Saint Kitts or Barbados?” Richard maintained an icy silence. “And you are bound for … New York? Boston?”

“Baltimore,” Richard lied.

“It matters not. If you are sailing from the Indies, it is quite possible—dare I say, probable—that you have seamen aboard your brig who are British nationals, perhaps even a deserter from the Royal Navy. As a man of your apparent intelligence is no doubt aware, the Admiralty does not take kindly to deserters and mutineers. You have heard of Hermione, have you not?”

He was referring to an incident four years earlier when a sadistic captain pushed the crew of the 32-gun frigate Hermione to the brink of insanity. During a September night in the Lesser Antilles, mutineers seized control of the ship, sliced up the captain and most of his officers with cutlasses and tomahawks, and tossed them overboard to the sharks before surrendering the ship to Spanish authorities in Havana. To date, thirty-three of the crew had either been apprehended or had given themselves up. Of those, twenty-four were hanged. But more than a hundred remained at large, and the Admiralty suspected that many of them had found their way aboard American naval and merchant vessels cruising the West Indies. The Admiralty had pledged to hunt down every man-jack of Hermione’s crew, turning over heaven and earth if necessary to bring every last godforsaken mutineer to justice.

“We have no such seamen aboard this vessel, Lieutenant,” Richard said flatly.

“Perhaps. It is easy enough for us to arrive at the truth. I will review the papers of every sailor aboard this vessel. It is a matter of international maritime law, Captain, so resistance is as pointless as it would be futile.” He indicated the seven Marines standing at stiff attention, muskets at the ready. “If those papers are all in proper order, we shall be on our way.”

“You have no right,” Richard protested hotly. “Your interpretation of maritime law is incorrect.”

The lieutenant curled his lips. “I not only have the right, sir,” he sneered, “I have the might.” As if playing his last and best card, he pointed to larboard where Temptress was rolling up and down on the swells, her starboard gun ports open and her guns run out. “Should you choose to resist, you and your crew shall pay the forfeit. Now let us get on with it. You are wearing my patience thin.”

He nodded at the Marine sergeant, who motioned two men to go forward and two men aft. The two remaining privates and the sergeant stood guard amidships over Richard Cutler and his mate, John Wesley. Some time later, the two Marines sent forward returned from belowdecks, strong-arming a tow-headed youth dressed in standard slop-chest attire. His eyes bulged with terror and he was sweating profusely. He looked at Richard in supplication.

“This man ’as no papers,” one of the Marines reported. “And ’e was ’iding from us down in the ’old.”

“What is your name?” MacIntyre demanded. “Look at me when I speak to you!”

The seaman tore his eyes from Richard’s.

“Cooper, sir.”

“Rank?”

“Able seaman, sir.”

“Nationality.”

“American, sir.”

“Where are your papers?”

“Dunno, sir. I must’ve lost ’em.”

The expression on the lieutenant’s face suggested that he did not believe either of the sailor’s last two statements. “Why were you hiding in the hold? Look at me, damn you!”

Cooper did look at him, then dropped his gaze to the deck. “I panicked, sir, when I saw you come on deck.”

“Why would you do that if you have nothing to fear?”

Cooper met his gaze and said, with a trace of confidence at last, “Because I lost me papers, sir.”

“What he’s saying is true, Lieutenant,” Richard cut in. “Two days ago he reported to me that his papers were missing. We searched everywhere but couldn’t find them.”

“Perhaps that’s because he never had them to begin with and you’re both lying.” MacIntyre’s glare extinguished the seaman’s brief spark of confidence. “Put him in the boat, Sergeant.”

The Marine sergeant snapped a salute. “Sir!”

“Mr. Cutler, sir!” Cooper wailed as two Royal Marines seized him. “Mr. Cutler!”

“Stop!” Richard shouted.

“Yes, Mr. Cutler?” MacIntyre snarled. “I appreciate the introduction, finally. What is it, pray? Have you something to add before we depart?”

Richard tried to think. He had no statement rehearsed, no course of action planned. In such situations he had, for better or worse, learned to rely on his instincts.

“Lieutenant MacIntyre,” he said, summoning as much respect and deference to his voice as he could muster, “allow me to introduce myself properly. I am Richard Cutler, cousin to John and Robin Cutler, English planters on the island of Barbados. I am also the brother-in-law of two Royal Navy post captains, one of whom is attached to the Windward Squadron. In my own right I am soon to be appointed to the rank of captain in the United States Navy and given a command of my own. Surely, as men of the sea and as fellow naval officers, we can resolve our differences. I have in my hold hogsheads of sugar, molasses, and rum from my family’s plantation on Barbados. You are free to take what you desire from our stores if you will release this man Cooper. He has committed no crime. He is guilty only of losing his papers.”

MacIntyre slowly shook his head and allowed a thin smile to spread beneath his bushy mustache. “Do I hear correctly? Are you, Mr. Cutler, a man of such high connections and credentials, attempting to bribe a Royal Navy officer? I should think your esteemed family would be shocked—I repeat, sir, shocked—to learn of such an impropriety. Perhaps it is you who should be tossed into the brig. Good day to you, sir!” He turned again to the sergeant and said, with regal authority, “Into the boat! Now!”

As Cooper was hauled off into the launch, Richard turned on his heel. “Get her under way, Mr. Wesley,” he snapped before disappearing below. Moments later, those aft on the weather deck heard the sound of his cabin door slamming shut.

A WEEK LATER, on an invigorating October morning of yellow sunshine dancing off an indigo sea, John Wesley steered Barbara D close-hauled under shortened sail through the autumn-tinged islands of Boston Harbor, careful, as always when entering the harbor on a northwesterly breeze, to hug the waters off Deer Island and the Winthrop Peninsula before shooting into the channel between Governor’s Island and Castle Island. Every member of the crew save for one, her master, was on station either on deck or in the rigging. The sheer beauty of this homecoming helped to mitigate their collective outrage at having to watch a popular shipmate forcibly taken from them.

Wesley felt those emotions as much as any man, but his immediate concern was for his captain. He had never seen Richard Cutler so despondent for so long a period. The captain clearly blamed himself for what had happened, although there was nothing that he or anyone else could have done to save the man. Cooper understood the risk he was taking. He was, after all, a sailor of British origin. Richard had not delved into the man’s background when he signed on with Barbara D in Bridgetown, Barbados. The questions he had asked, and Cooper’s answers, suggested that Cooper had served as a topman aboard several American merchant vessels. He had demonstrated his skill in his trade, and it was certainly a skill that he could have learned while in the employ of the Royal Navy. But Richard had said nothing beyond stating the risk Cooper was taking. Cooper had signed his name in the muster book nonetheless.

Wesley ordered stations for anchoring and searched for a suitable spot, always a challenge in an expanse of harbor teeming with sailing craft of all sizes and descriptions. Long Wharf—a quarter-mile-long wooden and stone structure thick with countinghouses, storage sheds, coopers, rope walks, smithies, sail lofts, deckhands, riggers, dock workers, casual onlookers, and merchant traders—was their ultimate destination. But they would have to wait their turn to offload. Merchant vessels occupied every spot along the wharf, the bowsprit of one nudging the stern of another, the vessels often nested three or four abreast, their yards a-cockbill to avoid entanglement. Wesley was continuing his search when he noticed the flash of a yellow hull.

“Turner!” he called out to a sailor standing nearby.

A wiry youth with a plaited queue and a gold ring in his right ear lobe hurried over. “Mr. Wesley?” he inquired.

“Go below and report to the captain that Falcon lies yonder and I aim to anchor next to her.”

Turner instinctively glanced forward. “Yes, sir!” he responded enthusiastically. “Right away, Mr. Wesley!”

Turner’s report had the desired effect. Richard Cutler was quickly up on deck and striding forward to the bow. He clenched a forestay in his left hand as he examined the waters ahead. Yes, there she was, her bow facing him as she pulled and pranced against her mooring in the fresh breeze and light chop. Richard slammed his fist into an open palm and glanced aft, grinning. Wesley grinned back. Everyone on deck, to a man, grinned back as well.

All was right with the world again.

More good tidings were to follow. Barbara D had hardly secured her anchor in the thick mud of Boston Harbor when Richard spotted his brother Caleb waving from the Cutler & Sons shipping office on the wharf. Geoffrey Hunt, the highly competent administrator of Cutler & Sons who had been with the company since its first day in Boston, was with him. Richard waved back happily, but what truly pleased him was the sight of his son Will making his way through the crowd toward a clutch of boats tied up near the landward end of the wharf, hard by a ship’s chandlery. These small boats were public property, there for the use of anyone needing to row out to a merchant vessel anchored in the harbor. Richard watched as his son stepped aboard a clinker-built boat, let fly its tether, took a seat facing aft on the center thwart, and fitted the two oars between their thole-pins. Will back-oared away from the dock, expertly turned the boat around, and began pulling hard.

“Mr. Wesley,” Richard said, when his mate walked up beside him, “I’ll be going ashore with my son. I am certain Mr. Hunt has already requested that a space be cleared for Barbara D. He will pay off the crew once she is warped in and her cargo offloaded. Thank you for your assistance on this cruise. And your wise counsel. Please apologize to the men for my … bad mood these past several days. I regret burdening you with that.”

“Pay it no mind, Mr. Cutler,” Wesley said. “And don’t fret a fig about Barbara D. She’ll be as shipshape as can be before anyone is dismissed.”

“Of that I am certain, John.” They shook hands.

As Will’s boat approached, Richard looked fondly about the harbor, happy at that moment to see even the screaming gulls soaring and wheeling overhead and the tidal flats covered with rotting fish, their stench covered by the clean scent of sea air born aloft by a surprisingly warm southwesterly breeze. Minutes later he was in the small boat shaking hands with his son, who moved to the forward thwart for the row back to the wharf as his father settled on the after thwart.

“I want to hear all about your cruise, Will,” Richard said after they had shoved off from the brig.

“There is much to tell, Father,” Will said as he guided the boat shoreward through heavy traffic. “But I am under strict orders not to say anything until this evening. Mr. Hunt has sent word of your arrival to Hingham, and he has a packet standing by to take us home whenever you are ready to leave. Until tonight, mum’s the word.”

“So be it.” As Richard watched his son deftly ply the waters of Boston Harbor, the thought came to him that Will had done some maturing during the past few months at sea.

IT WAS A FAMILY REUNION to remember. These days it was rare to have so many Cutlers assembled in one place at one time. Only Richard’s sisters, who lived in Duxbury and Cambridge with their own families, were not present. The family had gathered at the former home of Richard’s parents on Main Street, which Richard had conferred on Caleb along with the responsibility of managing Cutler & Sons after their father’s death.

Edna Stowe, the housekeeper who had devoted the best part of her adult life in service to the Cutler family, worked her magic in the kitchen with the help of Katherine and Diana Cutler and Lizzy Cutler Crabtree. The feast of roast venison and potatoes, freshly baked breads, fruits and vegetables from the garden, and two silky-crusted grape pies topped any meal ever prepared in that kitchen.

“Caleb,” Lizzy said, after they had said grace and were happily eating, “it must be a nice change to have so many of us here tonight. I suppose you’re lonely sometimes, living alone in this big house. You need to find yourself a nice woman and get married and fill these rooms with children. Zeke needs playmates.” She was referring to her young son, the only child she and Agreen could ever hope to have. She glanced at Katherine and then at Richard, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

Richard agreed with her, unaware that he was the pawn in his cousin’s game. “I’ve been saying that for years.”

Diana Cutler stifled a giggle.

“Well, my good man,” Caleb announced magnanimously, “you need say it no longer, Although I shall miss them dearly, my bachelor days are over, I’m striking my colors.”

Richard laid down his fork. “You’re getting married?” he exclaimed so incredulously that those seated around the table burst into laughter. “You? God’s mercy, will wonders never cease! Who’s the lucky girl?”

“Joan Cabot. From Boston.”

“A Cabot? From Boston? You’ve gone right to the fount of Boston society, haven’t you? Are you trying to best your nephew?” He gave Will a quick grin. “How long have you been seeing her?”

“Oh, off and on for a year or so. Most definitely ‘on’ in recent months.”

A quip came to Richard’s mind, which he quickly dismissed as inappropriate for mixed company. “So that’s why you’ve been spending so much time in Boston. I thought you were tending to family business.”

Caleb smiled. “I was.”

Richard shook his head. “Well that beats all. I suppose this means we’ll have to make some changes around here.” He lifted his glass and crooked his little finger. “Assume fancier airs. Dress in the latest fashions. Commission a carriage or two with the family seal. Take snuff and wear perfumed wigs. When is this magnificent event to occur?”

“Next September. We don’t want to preempt Will’s wedding. And don’t believe for a moment that Joan is like the other Cabots. She’s more like Katherine, who, as you know better than anyone, stooped low from her lofty position in English society when she married a base commoner like you.” He smiled at Richard’s wife. “You haven’t fared too badly, have you, Katherine?”

“That’s Lady Katherine to you, Caleb,” she replied pompously, setting off another round of laughter and clinking wineglasses.

The evening wore on with each family member recounting events of the past six months. Richard was keenly interested in Falcon’s cruise to Batavia and his brother’s impressions of Jan Van der Heyden. As that was far too comprehensive a subject to cover in an evening, Caleb suggested that he, Agreen, Will, and Richard meet the next morning to review the business opportunities inherent in C&E Enterprises. The mood of the evening remained merry until Richard asked his son Jamie for his update. Jamie had been uncharacteristically quiet through dinner.

The brown-haired seventeen-year-old turned immediately serious at his father’s question. As if on cue, the mood of the evening shifted from merriment to solemnity. Puzzled by this turn of events, Richard glanced around the table. Although everyone met his gaze, no one offered an immediate explanation. Agreen finally broke the silence.

“We’re at war, Richard,” he said. “America is at war.”

“At war?” Richard said in disbelief. “With whom?”

“Tripoli.”

“Tripoli? The Barbary state? Why, for God’s sake?”

“We don’t know for certain. Details are slow comin’ in. What we do know is that Tripoli declared war on us, not the other way ’round. Last May, Richard Dale left for the Mediterranean in Congress with a five-ship squadron. His mission wast’ protect our merchantmen over there. I suppose that still is his mission.”

Richard Dale was an old friend: a fellow prisoner with Richard Cutler and Agreen Crabtree in Old Mill Prison during the war with England and subsequently their shipmate in Bonhomme Richard. It was Richard Dale who had secured the guns for Falcon’s cruise to North Africa fourteen years ago when Caleb and the others of Eagle’s crew were being held captive in an Arab prison and Richard Cutler was sent to Algiers to try to negotiate their release. Richard could think of no better man to command a squadron against those same Barbary pirates—except, perhaps, for Thomas Truxtun, his commanding officer in Constellation during the war with France. Richard’s brain was whirling with the implications when Jamie said, with a sudden burst of pride, “Father, I think I may have secured a midshipman’s warrant.”

Richard blinked. “What did you say?”

“I think I may have secured a midshipman’s warrant,” Jamie repeated. He looked to Will for support.

“It’s true, Father,” Will said. “When we were in Batavia, Uncle Caleb and I met with Captain Edward Preble aboard Essex. I told him about Jamie’s desire to follow in your footsteps and join the Navy. Captain Preble was impressed, even more so when he found out that Jamie had studied at Governor Dummer Academy, just as he had. So he agreed to meet with Jamie in Boston when Essex returned.”

“And did he?” Richard asked Jamie.

“Yes, sir. We met six weeks ago in our shipping office. Mr. Hunt was there, too. During our conversation Captain Preble asked me if there was anyone of high office who might recommend me to the Navy. I gave him the names of Mr. Hamilton and Mr. Adams. I am hoping you will write them on my behalf.”

“Yes, of course I will, Jamie,” his father replied in a faraway tone. “You couldn’t have picked two better references.” His mind struggled to encompass the evening’s many twists and turns. The image of USS Portsmouth, his future command, still on her blocks at the Portsmouth Navy Yard in New Hampshire, sprang to mind. How would that piece fit into this puzzle? And Jamie a midshipman! The thought filled him with pride-and with apprehension knowing that war had been declared. But was it truly a war? Tripoli could hardly be conceived as a formidable foe. “Where is Captain Preble now?”

“At his home in Portland. He’s recovering from some sort of stomach ailment and is waiting to receive his command. Which Mr. Smith,” referring to Robert Smith, recently installed secretary of the Navy, “has told him will likely be Constitution. Captain Preble wrote me about that. I have his letter upstairs to show you.”

“I see. Well, Constitution is a fine ship. She’s not called ‘the pride of New England’ for nothing.”

Richard stared down at the table, aware of the eyes watching him, his mind churning. Only when his daughter came over to remove his plate and to kiss him on the cheek did he emerge from his brief reverie. “Thank you, Diana,” he said.

“You’re welcome, Father. It’s wonderful having you home with us.”

“It’s wonderful to be home,” he said to her with feeling. He looked around the table and raised his glass. “To my brother’s happiness and to my children’s dreams. And to all of you for making this such a remarkable homecoming.”

“Here, here!” they replied in unison.

LATER THAT NIGHT, as Richard and Katherine were preparing for bed in the fluttering light of three candles, Katherine said, “That was a lot to spring on you. But think on it: if we had started out with reports of the war, the evening would have gone a lot differently. Caleb was so looking forward to sharing his news with you. And Jamie has been wild to tell you. And now I have one more item of interest to relay.”

He was sitting on the edge of the bed watching her undress, a sight that never failed to stir him. She was down to her sheer white linen underclothing, an apparition of the night that inevitably cast away the demons of the day. “Oh? What might that be?” His voice was distant, his thoughts conflicted by the prospect of war and the allure of his wife.

She walked over and tilted his chin upward so that his eyes met hers. “The Endicotts want to meet with us as soon as possible to discuss plans for the wedding. Anne-Marie reminded me that June is not far away, and she was right. Are you willing to meet with them? Jack promised that he will not discuss business with you, at least until later.”

“That’ll be the day. But of course I’m willing. Are you?”

“Yes, of course.”

“So, you and Anne-Marie have become bosom friends during my absence?” His eyes dropped again to admire the form silhouetted against the candlelight.

“I wouldn’t put it quite that way.” She gazed down at him and tugged on an unruly lock of his blond hair. “I have the sense that you are not paying strict attention to what I’m telling you. What exactly is on your mind, my dear husband?”

“You want to know, exactly?”

“Yes, indeed. Exactly.”

He placed his hands on her hips and looked deep into her hazel eyes. “I’m wondering,” he confessed quite sincerely, “how I came to be blessed with a wife who is even more beautiful and desirable today than on the day I married her twenty-two years ago.”

She tickled his neck with one finger. “You are quite the flatterer, Richard Cutler, a quality I have come to admire in you whenever such flattery relates to me. However,” she added, “since you have been away at sea for three months, I suspect that at this moment you would find a female lobster desirable.”
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