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To my son Thomas.
A delight!
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Prologue
1771

HIS BOOTS WERE WET and the dew that clung to the Norfolk marsh grass had soaked both his stockings and the bottoms of his white breeches. As he was small, Horatio Nelson had to push hard to open the door and its creaking hinges added to the eerieness of his errand.


The pews of the chapel at Burnham Thorpe were empty, while the bare stone walls of the interior, open to the elements at the south nave, ensured that on this March morning it was even colder inside the chapel than out.


He shivered as he approached the black marble slab that lay to the left of the nave and stepped round the bronze outline of the knight buried centuries before. He felt somehow that this was a fateful moment. He knelt between the two graves and put his hands together in prayer, his lips moving silently as he asked a blessing on his future


His mind was full of images of himself and his mother. He could see her now, on the day they had gone to King’s Lynn to visit the tableau vivant, based on the painting by Benjamin West, detailing the death of General James Wolfe, his life sacrificed in far off Canada in the battle to capture Québec City. Muffled music, heavy with the deep beat of the funeral drum, had played in the background. Wolfe lay in the arms of his officers and the regimental flags held over his head were limp and tattered, ripped asunder by shot and shell, stained with mud. But the Union Flag of Great Britain showed red, white, and blue above them all, extended so that the entire world should know that here, on the Plains of Abraham, Albion had triumphed over Gaul.


The mortally wounded general stared at the stiff flag, the sky behind it black, streaked with dark grey. Doleful soldiers gathered round him, while the figure of a Red Indian chief lent an exotic element to the heart-wrenching scene. To the right stood a pale, blue-coated figure, the ghost of Wolfe’s opponent, the noble Marquis de Montcalm, holding out his sword in abject surrender, a crumpled fleur-de-lis wrapped around the hilt, proof that this dead Frenchman was handing over the power of his nation, as well as the province of Canada, to Britannia.


His mother had explained each nuance to her golden-haired, wide-eyed son: how, in 1759, that Year of Victories, Wolfe had delivered the final telling blow to the enemy, sacrificing his life for the well-being of his country, and earning himself a memorial in Westminster Abbey. The crowd pressed hard behind them, impatient that this woman should linger so long before a drama they, too, wished to observe. Catherine Nelson ignored them. Turning, she took her child by the shoulders and looked into his bright blue eyes. “That, my son, is nobility indeed. God, who must hate a Frenchman as much as I do, favoured the arms of the most righteous nation on this earth. General Wolfe must surely now sit by His right hand, ready to direct His attention to those places where He must yet intervene, so that the plague we call France may be confounded at every turn.”


Now Horatio traced the letters on the black slab, brightly lit by the huge arched north-facing window. First the Latin inscription that told visitors Catherine Nelson had died four years previously, in 1767. Her husband, Edmund, heartbroken at the loss, had added another inscription in English: “Let these alone: Let no man move these bones.”


The boy’s stammered words echoed off the bare stone walls: “I hope and pray, Mama, that God will look kindly on me, and that I may make you as proud of me as you were of all Albion’s heroes. And that if I give my life for my country, let it be in circumstances that would meet with your approval. I ask your blessing and that you will, from your celestial abode, guide me and keep me true.”


The solid image of his father replaced the idealised one of his dead mother. Tall, beetle-browed, and unsmiling, even when absent from his parish, as he was now, the Reverend Edmund Nelson was a potent force in his son’s life. Stern and unbending, trusting in his Maker, the Rector of Burnham Thorpe had a fixed notion of his place in society. When he was not castigating sin and sloth, or railing against ecclesiastical neglect of his churches, he would talk of the family lineage, so that his children’s antecedents, of whom they should and could be proud, were indelibly imprinted in their minds. Horatio knew he had to live up to them too.


On his mother’s side the Sheltons, granted the right to arms in the seventh century after the siege of Adrianople; Bullens who had resided at Hever Castle and the Manor of Blickling, playing host to Henry VIII and his Boleyn bride; Woodhouses, Jermyns, Townsends graced the family tree. Sir John Suckling, his coat-of-arms a scallop shell and a sprig of honeysuckle, who had ridden north to greet the successor to Good Queen Bess, his reward the office of Secretary of State to the newly crowned King James I.


The Walpoles claimed pride of place, first Captain Gadifrus, who had lost an arm in battle at Vado Bay and had ended his days Treasurer of the Greenwich Hospital; and then his puissant brother Sir Robert Walpole, First Earl of Orford, who had dominated the nation for three decades. Uncle Maurice, a still living and breathing naval hero, would now become his captain and mentor. The burden of all that history seemed to bear down on the boy, an almost physical presence, pushing his knees into the hard flagstone floor.


“Horace!”


The shout, echoing off the church walls, startled him and he leapt to his feet. Susanna, his sister, emerged from behind a thick round pillar, her pretty oval face under a linen mobcap half worried, half angry. When she saw where he stood her expression softened, and the words of admonishment she had been about to deliver were spoken kindly. “Dawdle and you’ll miss the King’s Lynn coach.”


“I came to say farewell to Mama,” he replied, with just a hint of defiance.


Susanna came up the aisle and stood beside him. She put her arm round his shoulders, and gave him a gentle shake. “To her bones. Her spirit is with us always, wherever we go.” Her fingers tugged first at his stock, then she brushed back his fair hair, at which he recoiled. “I cannot quite believe that you’re going away, Horace. My little brother, just twelve, yet a sailor in the King’s Navy. And I daresay all set to be a hero.”


“I will miss you, sister.”


She shook him again affectionately. He couldn’t help acting like a man any more than Susanna, three years older, could help seeing him as a boy. She took his arm and allowed him to lead her out into the grey morning, chattering as they descended the slope through the still bare trees. Arms linked they crossed the field that was a short-cut between the yellow brick L-shaped Parsonage, which looked so drab in the winter light, and the equally uninspiring stone of the square-towered rectangular church. Around them the north Norfolk landscape, gentle slopes criss-crossed with dense hedgerows, was silent, but for the odd mournful cry of a distant rook.


The whole family was gathered to say their farewells, sallow-faced, brown-eyed, and silent: William, one year older; his three younger brothers, Edmund, Suckling, and George; Anne, just old enough to know what was happening; and Catherine, confused at four years old, clutching the hands of two older siblings. Collectively they made him feel like a changeling, with his blond hair and blue eyes. He took his looks from his mother. The father whose colouring the others had inherited was at King’s Lynn waiting to accompany him to London.


“We will all miss you,” Susanna said. There were tears at the rims of those warm brown eyes, a flush on the round rosy cheeks, a tremble on the point of the chin, and a catch in her voice. “But everyone knows that you will make us so very proud.” The response was a smile so warm and engaging that it wrenched her heart. “Come back to us often, Horace, as your duty permits.”


The dray, his chest already loaded, was waiting by the gate. The driver, in a thick shawl, drew contentedly on his clay pipe, the smoke drifting up into the chill air. Susanna wrapped Horace in his heavy boat-cloak. Then she kissed him on both cheeks before placing his hat squarely on his head. The whole family came down to the gate and his brothers raised a ragged cheer, while the girls, with deft use of their handkerchiefs, showed him how much they had feared this parting.


As soon as he was aboard the driver flicked his whip and the skinny horse moved off. One wave of his hand was all Horatio allowed himself as the metal-rimmed wheels rattled across the short wooden bridge that spanned the river Burn. It was a scene he had imagined often, his leaving home to take up his duties. What had made him think that the sun would shine, that flowers would be thrown, and that everyone would be happy? How different the reality! He felt a cloying dread that he might never see those faces or this place again; worse, that he might disgrace his house. The pain that thought induced in his chest was sharp and it seemed doubly hard to keep his eyes set firmly forward.


Emma’s eyes, large and green, seemed to fill half of her face. Now they were entranced. Her fingers traced each detail of the dark, carved oak, the outlines of semi-clad figures and flowers on the giant newel post. The flames from the hall fire combined with the light from the window to throw the delicate woodwork into sharp relief, while dust motes danced in the shafts of bright sunlight. The Glynne family portraits, murky and forbidding, looked down on Emma with what the child imagined was scant approval.


“Stand up straight now, Emma.”


Her mother’s sharp tone was accompanied by a hefty shove. Footsteps echoing off bare wood above her head filled the cavernous hallway, changing in tempo as the owner of the house descended the top flight of stairs. On the landing, framed by the light behind him, Sir John Glynne had the air of an avenging angel as he examined the duo who stood below. When he spoke his deep, sonorous voice echoed down on them.


“So, Mrs Lyon, this is she?”


“It is, Sir John.”


“How old?”


“Coming up nine.”


“Just nine?” There was surprise in his voice. Emma was tall for her age, nearly the same height as her mother, and to a practised eye like that of Sir John Glynne already showing the first signs of bloom. Her hair, long and shining, caught the firelight in a way that matched the suddenly illuminated edges of the banister. “And behaving, Mrs Lyon. I see no sign of that independent spirit you complain of.”


“Emma could scarce be other than awed in the presence of so puissant a man.”


The child turned to look at her mother, in her best dress and bonnet. The lips, pale pink in a slightly olive face, were open as though amused, the brown button eyes dancing. Her words struck a false, insolent note that matched her expression. Sir John started to descend, and Emma could see him properly for the first time. Florid-faced, broad-shouldered, and confident, he was grinning at her mother. He kissed the proffered hand in an overtly gallant way before turning his attention, sternly, to her.


“Is she worth the endeavour?”


“Who’s to say, Sir John? She’s bright enough, even if she is more’n a touch wild. But if Emma is denied books and learning, her future is like to be bleak.”


Sir John took Emma gently by the chin, forcing her to raise her head and look at him. A finger moved, feeling the alabaster texture of her milk-white complexion. “A fair skin. If she stays unmarked by the pox, madam, she may get by on her beauty.”


“That is scarce enough in this world.”


“Your beauty serves you well!” The reply was swift, the tone sharp.


That made Emma look at her mother again. She had never heard her called a beauty before, and now she examined her closely. The dim winter light didn’t favour a complexion that benefited from sunlight. Was the face too square, the chin too straight for beauty? And her frown detracted from whatever it was Sir John admired. Then she spoke and her voice was far from friendly. “It allows me to serve the interests of others, sir, rather than freeing me to my own inclinations.”


His voice dropped to an urgent whisper. “I’ve never known you disinclined, madam.”


Emma’s mother responded just as quietly, but there was force in her tone. “I’m not one to plead, Sir John, you knows that. I derive as much pleasure from our association as do you. But a promise was made, sir, that if I accompanied you to London, you would make some provision for my Emma. If I leave her with my mother she’ll be fit for nowt but selling coal on the Chester road.”


He tweaked Emma’s chin. “That would, indeed, be a great loss. She’s made for warmth, I wager, but not from vending coal.”


“So you will hold to your word, sir?” Mary Lyon paused, before adding, with a hint of longing. “It was freely sworn.”


“I plead the location.”


Mary Lyon’s voice lost any hint of supplication, bringing a dark look to Sir John’s face, and a painful pinch to Emma’s chin. “I was not aware, sir, that a gentleman required his breeches buttoned to sustain an obligation. I made one and I require that you do likewise.”


Sir John let go of Emma’s chin and swung away. “I’m not one to be ‘required’ of, madam. And it ill becomes you to adopt such a tone. You go too far!”


“I shall not set foot outside the confines of your demesne, sir, if that obligation isn’t met.”


She tugged at Emma’s hand to pull her away, but the child’s feet seemed rooted to the bare oak boards. Emma didn’t want to leave. To some this hallway would be forbidding, but to her it spoke of a warmth and comfort she scarcely knew. A log dropped in the wide fireplace, sending shafts of red light to sparkle on the polished wood. Sir John had raised a hand, as if he intended to strike her mother, but he hesitated to make contact.


“Hold, madam. I shall keep to my word. But you must not address me so. Beauty and a lively intelligence permit you many things, but not that.”


“Proper schooling in letters and numbers, paid for in coin.”


There was an air of resignation in his response. “Yes.”


“So, Sir John, when I see you instruct the curate, I’ll hold to my end of our bargain.”


Then an odd light came into Sir John’s eyes. He walked to a door in the panelling and pushed it open. “I am a poor host, madam, to carry on our business in the hallway. Will you not come to a place that will afford us more comfort?”


Emma didn’t see her mother nod sharply in her direction. She was too busy trying to imagine a life that could encompass so much space. Her family home would fit into this hallway twice over. And here was Sir John inviting them into a huge parlour, full of brocaded couches and other beautiful furniture.


“The child may wander the house if she promises not to be light of finger.”


“My Emma is honest, sir.”


Sir John’s voice had taken on a husky quality. “Good! Then let it be, madam. But I require you to join me in private.”


Her mother’s hand forced Emma round. “You’re not to go up them stairs, Emma, do you hear? You are to look round on this floor, or make your way to the kitchens. The cook will give you a bite. I’m going to talk with Sir John and settle all points regarding your learning.”


“How long will you be, Ma?” she asked.


The grunt from Sir John made her mother grin. “Not long, I reckon.”


She lifted the hem of her skirt and cloak, then swept through the doorway. Sir John followed swiftly, and Emma heard the latch rammed down. She walked across to the door, put her ear to the wood, and soon heard the half-strangled grunts. Emma grinned, spun round, and skipped up the stairs. She had been told that rich folk slept on soft feather down, not horsehair, and though there was much to inspire her curiosity in this great house, that was paramount: she longed for nothing more than to experience the luxury—her grandmother had said it was the closest thing to heaven.


What her mother was doing in this house concerned her not at all. She had been a distant parent, coming to Grandma Kidd’s house, the Steps, once or twice a year, bearing gifts certainly, but hard words too about the way Emma was being raised and the freedom she was given.


The open door at the end of the landing revealed a huge bed with four carved posts and a ruched silk roof. The heavy red curtains, with gold-tasselled edges, were closed. Emma tiptoed into the room, parted the curtains, and her hand sank down into the snowy white coverlet until feathers enveloped it.


“Why, my old gran has the right of it an’ no error.”


“What are you about, child?”


Emma spun round to face the sharp voice, bobbing a curtsy as she registered the formidable shape, feathered quill in hand, sitting at the table in the window. “Who gave you permission to enter my house?”


The old woman’s round face was shaking with indignation, and her eyes promised dire punishment.


“Sir John did.”


“Did he, indeed?” she snapped. Then she extended the hand that held the quill over the parchment on which she was writing and beckoned. “Come here, child.”


Emma moved with caution, her heart still pounding with fear, until a sharp gesture indicated that she should hurry. Finally she stood before the old woman, who examined her minutely, noting that her dress was well-made and clean, the plump, childish face healthy with rosy cheeks. However, all Emma saw was the deep frown, which she took for anger not interest.


“I know you, don’t I? I’ve seen you by the roadside selling coal.”


“I does that for my grandma, Mrs Kidd.”


“So your mother is the widow Lyon?”


Emma nodded. The woman’s face relaxed and Emma realised that the lines had been wrought by pain not age. This was underlined by a wheezing cough that lasted several seconds.


“You didn’t arrive here unaccompanied then?” the lady gasped.


“No,” Emma replied, with an enthusiasm so natural she forgot her fear. “Sir John is with my mother now. He’s set to pay to see me put to learning.”


At the stern look engendered by that remark Emma gabbled. “She says she will not accompany him to London lest he keeps his sworn word to do so…” Her hand flew to her mouth. She had said too much to this stranger. But the face softened with a look that made Emma think of her grandmother, and the quill stroked the back of her hand.


“Hush, child. I am Lady Glynne and you tell me nothing of my husband that I do not already know. He may go to hell or London, for all I care. Just as long as I am spared his attentions and his conversation. As for your mother, I feel pity that any member of my sex should be so put upon.”


“I wanted to see a feather bed,” Emma said, hoping to change the subject, which was ten times more delicate now that this lady had identified herself.


“See?”


“Well, my grandma says I’d feel like an angel on a cloud if’n I was to rest on one.”


Lady Glynne smiled then, her heart melted by the look of wonder in the child’s wide green eyes. How could the oaf to whom she was married have any connection to such a fetching creature? “You may lie upon that bed, child,” she said, “for it is entirely mattressed in feathers.” She watched, amused, as Emma skipped across the room, opened the red curtains, and again pushed her hand into the feathers. It brought back a memory of her own mother’s room and how pleasant a haven it had been.


“You must test your grandmother’s contention and lie upon it. An angel on a cloud, she claimed, did she not? It may be that she has the right of it. Had I a harp available, it would make for a pretty tableau.”


At Lady Glynne’s encouraging nod, Emma jumped on to the bed. She lay back and closed her eyes, arms and legs spread. If the lady noticed that her feet were bare, she didn’t say so, but Emma had walked down the muddy lane from the cottage and knew their condition. That had her back on her feet in a trice, lest she mark the linen.


“Well, is it as your grandmother said it would be?”


Emma bobbed another curtsy. “It is, your ladyship. I pray that one day I shall own such a thing.”


“Perhaps you shall, child. Now you’d best run along. I know my husband, and I’ll wager your mother is already looking out for you.”
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Chapter One

AN ALMOST INTOLERABLE EXCITEMENT had replaced Horatio Nelson’s melancholy at parting from his family. From King’s Lynn to London, it had chafed for two whole days in his gut, but he had suppressed it to avoid his father’s disapproval. Edmund Nelson, dark of countenance and pessimistic by nature, could not abide agitation, and constantly bemoaned the duty that had forced him to leave Bath and the curative waters he claimed made his life tolerable to see his son safely through the perils of the metropolis. It gave him scant pleasure to deliver him into the Navy, which he knew to be full of sin and temptation. Yet he could see no other way to advance Horatio in life. Even with the income of three clerical livings he had too many children to support.

The boy’s excitement survived a night in Kentish Town, a modest dinner, and ample advice heaped upon him by his uncle William Suckling, an official in the Customs Service who claimed to “know a thing or two about the Navy.” He was now alone atop a coach on the London–Chatham road. And, by the time the coachman yelled that they’d arrived in the courtyard of the Angel, the itch that could not be scratched had turned to pangs of hunger.

The wind whipped through the narrow streets to swirl round the cobbled courtyard, but for a time the activity served to ward off the cold. However, as the coachman unloaded the luggage and the crowd thinned, Nelson realised that not one of the people left in the courtyard was naval, and that, of those who were still present, no one had the slightest interest in him. That was worrying: his father had assured him that he would be greeted warmly and whisked aboard his ship, that he would not need much money—which he would only waste, given half a chance.

“You never can leave that there!” barked the man in the streaked leather cap and apron, as Horatio stepped down and headed for the door of the inn.

Turning, the boy looked into the battered purple face. “It will only be for a moment. I must go inside.”

That earned him a hiss of censure from a mouth that seemed to contain only one yellowing tooth. “As you say, young sir. Why, that’s time enough for me to take a tumble and break my neck. Can’t have any cove that fancies leaving his boxes about. Many’s the time Ah’ve found myself flat on my back, with only the good God to thank for bein’ whole.” The porter’s face was only a few inches from Horatio’s and the smell of stale beer on the man’s breath almost made him retch. “But I don’t s’pose a young gent would give two hoots for that!”

“I would, sir, I would,” Horatio protested, stepping back two decent paces, suddenly aware that being free of a parental overseer had pitfalls as well as advantages. “But I believe that I am to be met. I must look for the person who’s been sent for me.”

Two fingers squeezed the cratered nose, and a loud blast of air served to clear it, sending a flurry of yellow mucus onto the cobbles. “An’ two seconds is what it takes to lose it, boy, what with the villains we have round here.”

“If I may be allowed just a moment, sir, to enquire?”

“Not half a second, that is lest you want me to guard it fer you?”

Horatio was just about to say yes when he saw the gleam in the man’s rheumy eyes. “Twopence will see it safe.”

“That’s more than I can spare.”

“Then you’d best take it along with you.”

Horatio’s pleading glance did nothing to soften the porter’s stance. He bent down and took hold of the new rope straps fitted to the battered old sea chest. Perhaps it was the cold, but it seemed so much heavier now than when he had tried to lift it at home.

“If I take an end it will only run you to a ha’penny.”

Horatio shook his head and heaved, the brass edge moving an inch, scraping across the cobbles. By the time he had dragged the chest to the back door of the Angel, the thick dark clouds, which had layered the sky since first light, began to pour forth the rain they had been promising all morning. Looking back, Horatio saw the porter standing as the water cascaded off his leather cap, silently cursing.

“Look at Alfred Mace a-chunterin’ out there,” said a light, pleasant voice behind him. “That rain five minutes afore would have been worth a shilling of ale.”

“Then thank Christ it held off,” snapped a stocky girl. She had come close to Horatio to peer through the thick panes of glass. “Too much ale frisks him. My arse is black and blue from his drunken nippings.”

“Excuse me, miss?” The girl looked down at Horatio, her round face red from the heat of the taproom. “Would it be possible for me to leave my chest here while I look for someone?”

“No need to look so fessed, lad,” she replied. “As long as it’s out of the way.”

“I can’t afford to pay.”

“Why, what are you bletherin’ about? There’s no need for to pay, young sir. How much did that sod Mace try to dun you for?”

“Twopence.”

“Miserable old bugger, he is,” she retorted, which made Horatio blush. “I’d damn ’im to hell if I didn’t think that Old Nick would send him right back twice as nasty.”

The lobby was full of people and smoke, some blowing out from the logs on the fire, even more from long clay pipes. The taproom was heaving, abuzz with loud talk, and the fug was so dense it was hard to see. Several men in naval uniform sat there, though not one spared Horatio a sideways look. It would be rude, he thought, to interrupt their earnest conversations and enquire if they had come to meet a Mr Nelson.

He went outside again, through the front entrance into the street, which only increased his confusion. The road was teeming with people, carts, horses, running dogs, and a dozen coaches fighting to make their way through the throng. Horatio was sure he’d never seen such a crush, nor heard such a babble of sound. His questions as to the whereabouts of HMS Raisonable were met with stony incomprehension.

“Must be a ship,” barked one man, the fifth he had asked.

“She is, sir. A 64-gun line-of-battle ship.”

“Then it be a waste seeking for that in the middle of the King’s highway. You’d best make your way to Anchor Wharf.”

The directions that followed, accompanied by much pointing, were complex. The youngster knew he had gained little more than a general direction but he offered his thanks. He set off, crossing the main thoroughfares, and more enquiries sent him downhill, through narrow, stinking lanes of tall, wood-framed houses, with workshops on the ground and homes above, concentrating on keeping his feet out of the stream of sewage that overflowed the central gutter, while keeping a sharp eye out to avoid the contents of a chamber pot that might suddenly be emptied above his head.

Eventually he could see the River Medway. Broad and tidal, it was full of boats of all shapes and sizes, but none from what he could tell looked anything like a King’s ship. The prints of warships he had studied had been specific enough. None of the vessels in the basin, floating or tipped over on the mud banks, had any trace of the array of flags, rigging, and guns he remembered.

The gates of the great naval dockyard, surmounted by the royal arms carved in stone, produced no more help than the streets of Chatham. It was late afternoon now, even colder. There had been several heavy showers so it was a wet, bedraggled young man who spoke to the marine sentries, only to be told in no uncertain terms that they were not employed as guides for lost sailors.

Disconsolate, Horatio turned to walk back towards the Angel, wondering if he had enough funds to pay for a night’s lodging in the hayloft. His shoulders were hunched and the bottom of his cloak soaked and stained with every trace of Chatham filth. His spirits were so low he was close to sobbing.

“Did I hear you enquire for Raisonable, young fellow?”

Horatio looked up, hope welling in his breast. The man before him, tall and erect, was most certainly a naval officer. The shape of his hat said so, as well as the gold braid on the blue coat that showed through his open cloak. More than that, he was smiling in a way that exuded genuine concern.

“I am, sir,” Horatio stuttered, trying to control his trembling, frozen limbs. “I’m assigned to join that vessel, which is commanded by my uncle Maurice.”

“You are nephew to Captain Suckling?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Raisonable lies beside my own ship, out at Saltpan Reach.” Horatio’s incomprehension was evident. “You do not know where that is?”

“No, sir,” Horatio replied, shuddering once more.

The man put a hand on his shoulder. “I daresay you would like me to show you where she’s moored?”

“Yes, please, sir.”

“I will, if you wish, take you out to her. My ship is tied up no more than a cable’s length from her mooring. But I think such a journey would be ill advised before we’ve dried you out and fed you.”

“I must retrieve my sea chest.”

“Which is where?”

“I left it at the Angel, the inn where the coach stopped.”

Looking down, Frears could see that those bright blue eyes were close to despair, brought on by weariness and cold. But this young fellow was biting his lip in a vain attempt to restrain any notion that he might be a charity case. It would have been a bravura performance if he hadn’t been shaking so much.

“Then that, young fellow, is where we will go. They have as good a fire as you will find in Kent, and the food is passing edible, certainly better than anything you will get aboard ship.”

“As long as it is within my reach, sir, I’d be obliged. But if it is not, I would be happy to wait upon your pleasure.”

Frears was thinking, you would too, boy. You’d wait out in the cold and rain rather than admit to need. And, no doubt, you’d haul your chest through the streets even if you risked collapse. He wasn’t sure if that was admirable or foolish.

“I, young sir,” he said, finally, “will stand you dinner.”

“B—but…” Horatio stammered.

“And quell your anxieties. I was in your shoes myself not many years back. I remember it well, mostly for the hollow feeling I always seemed to carry in my gut. It will give me pleasure to treat you to a meal, and engage someone to porter your chest. And who knows? One day, when you’re a lieutenant like me, you may be able to return the compliment. Now, what’s your name?”

“Horatio Nelson, sir, but my family call me Horace.”

“Nelson of the Raisonable. It has a pleasing ring to it. I am Lieutenant Frears.”

“Of which ship, sir?”

“Victory.”

The rain stopped before they reached the Angel where a table was quickly procured in the warm, smoke-filled room that had seemed so unfriendly just a few hours before. Without his hat the lieutenant seemed less imposing than hitherto. He had jug handles for ears, a soft, fleshy face, and a permanent worried frown for which, perhaps, there was good cause: Horatio learnt that Frears had just enough interest with influential acquaintances to keep himself in employment, if the ship to which he was assigned wasn’t ready for sea. Victory, built ten years earlier, had never been commissioned, which suited him fine.

“Better to be laid up, young feller, with no yards crossed and an empty sail locker, than stuck on the beach! Any berth has the legs on half-pay.” He was also the father of three boys, whom he hoped one day would follow him into the Navy.

Frears had listened with understanding to the youngster’s tale of himself and his family, of his father, a widower who showed little inclination to remarry despite his brood, and the need for a man on a clerical stipend to place his children where they might prosper, taking advantage of a family relationship to get his third son a naval berth.

The sky had cleared to reveal twinkling stars by the time they hired a wherry from the naval dockyard. Out in the main channel, close to the point where the Medway joined the River Thames, a whole fleet lay moored. Horatio Nelson had never seen a ship-ofthe-line close to, so the size of the great warships was astounding. The boat swept him past the Victory as Frears reeled off details about her size, complement when commissioned, and armament. A hundred guns, displacing two and a half thousand tons fully rigged and supplied, she was enormous, towering above the little boat he had hired to bring them out. “There’s your vessel, young Nelson,” Frears said, finger pointing past the oarswomen, square-faced brutes with bad skin and arms like tree trunks. He was indicating a ship just visible in the gathering gloom as they ran under the gilded decor of the Victory’s stern.

Raisonable lacked the third deck that made Frears’s ship so impressive, yet up close she seemed even bigger. Horatio understood a fraction of what he was being told about her crossed yards and the standing rigging. That was partly through ignorance, but more because the knot of anxiety in his stomach made it difficult to concentrate. The rowers, pipes clamped firmly in their mouths, took their wherry deftly in a long arc, and swung it in expertly to touch against the platform at the bottom of the long, sloping gangway.

“You will visit me, I hope, young man,” said Frears, as a rope appeared and was lashed to Horatio’s chest, which disappeared into the night air. “And pray be so good as to mention me to your uncle, Captain Suckling.”

Horatio nodded to the older man and, with some assistance from the hard-faced Medway women, stepped over the counter from the bobbing boat on to the empty, floating platform. Climbing the gangway brought him to the entry port, which led on to a long, dark, deserted main deck spliced by two sets of open stairways that led aloft. From the bottom of the nearest he could see starlight, and ascending that he rejoined his chest where it had been dropped. The men who had hauled it aboard were nowhere to be seen.

The upper deck was empty and Raisonable rocked gently, creaking and groaning. Occasionally someone would appear from a companionway and walk to another part of the ship, but they didn’t acknowledge him, and he was left to pace back and forth, once more shivering and a victim of the penetrating cold.

Horatio wondered if he was forever to be a deserted soul in an unfamiliar landscape. Did the jolly tars he had been led to expect, the decorated fellows singing and dancing that were the stuff of naval legend, really exist? Was that image a myth? Could this be the reality? A cold, harsh, indifferent world that made him long for the comfort of home?

A man emerged from a door aft. Looking at an hourglass he stepped towards the carved belfry that enclosed the ship’s bell, which he rang with little enthusiasm. Then he murmured, “All’s well.”

“Excuse me, sir. I’m looking for Captain Suckling.”

“He’s not ’ere,” the man replied, as he turned to go back whence he had come. “Ain’t been aboard the last fortnight, an’ not like to be back this comin’ week.”

He disappeared, and Horatio felt more bereft than ever. His father had told him the sea was a hard occupation, but nothing had prepared him for this. He sat on a pile of neatly coiled ropes and leant against the hard metal of a still-warm chimney, close to tears, until eventually his eyes fluttered and closed.

The fitful dreaming that followed, continually interrupted by the bell, as well as the need to move around and keep warm, meant that when the drummer came on deck to herald the dawn, Horatio was fast asleep. The new midshipman lay crumpled in his cloak on the deck planking with his head on his hat. He slept through the long, soft drum roll that saw the sky turn from black to grey, jerked but remained still when the Port Admiral’s gun fired from distant Sheerness. The eight bells of the middle watch that summoned the crew failed to disturb him; the noise of the master at arms, rousing men from their hammocks, demanding that they “show a leg,” was muted by the wood of the deck. But the hard kick on the sole of his shoe woke him immediately.

“Who the devil are you?”

Horatio tried to stand up quickly, to respond to the officer, but his limbs were stiff. When he gained his feet, having stooped quickly to grab his falling hat, he was momentarily unsteady.

“Are you drunk, sir?”

The man who asked this was no older than Horatio’s brother, Maurice, but his tone and the way he held himself had an authority that belied a five-year difference.

“No, sir,” he protested weakly.

One pair of bare feet made little noise on wooden planking, but there was no missing the growing sound of a hundred pairs, or of men being harried on to the deck by the harsh yells of the petty officers.

“You will oblige me by getting out of the way,” the officer barked. “You’re in danger of interfering with the running of the ship.” He added, “And smartly!” but this was unnecessary, for Horatio was faced with a wall of sailors rushing towards him. Being small, he could slip between a pair, as they made to ram the long round bundles of their rolled hammocks into the nets that lined the ship’s side. Not many noticed him, and those who did were only prepared to glare, especially at his sea chest, which was in the way. A convenient gap existed between a mast and those nettings. He dragged both the chest and himself clear, and from that vantage-point watched in the grey dawn light as the ship came to life.

Buckets were thrown over the side, to be filled with sea-water, which was cast before men with large mops. They worked behind the sweeper, who in turn followed a line of sailors on their knees, with blocks of wood in their hands, grinding them over a thin line of sand. The ensemble was brought up at the rear by a line of men flogging the deck dry with cloths.

“And who, sir, for the second time, are you?” demanded the officer.

“I’m Nelson, sir. Horatio Nelson.”

All around him sailors were carrying out tasks, some mysterious, others obvious, like the hauling aboard of fresh greens or casks that had been fetched from the shore. Their laughing, joking, and cursing made it hard to concentrate on his interrogator. He was hungry and fearful, but curious too.

“That means nothing to me,” the officer barked. “Nor did I ask for your name. I am more determined to root out your purpose.”

A cask that had been lifted high inboard suddenly dropped towards the deck, seeming certain to smash to pieces. Horatio held his breath, then let it escape as the cask halted on its rope, the planking no more than a hair’s breath away.

“Well?”

Horatio dragged his eyes back to the puce-faced officer. “I have come aboard to serve, sir, which my uncle, the Captain, will confirm.”

The eyes widened, and the face reddened even more. “Captain Suckling is your uncle?”

“He is.”

He had expected the man’s tone to mellow at this but quite the opposite happened. “You are telling me you’re related to the Captain when you don’t have the faintest idea of how to present yourself aboard his ship?”

Horatio gave something between a nod and a shake of the head, which did nothing to improve the impression he had created. “You report to the premier, that is the first lieutenant, Mr Fonthill. He, and he alone, will decide whether to let you stay aboard, or tell you to sling your hook.”

“Can you tell me where I’ll find him, sir?” Horatio enquired, looking first at the poop, then at the bows.

“Officers reside abaft the mainmast. And I don’t suppose you know which is aft and which is forrard?”

Two of the men labouring close by laughed, which earned them a glare.

“You will proceed down on to the main deck. Then make your way aft to the wardroom, and stop once you encounter the marine sentry—hard to miss since he is coated in bright red. There you will ask for the premier. You will say to him that the officer of the watch sent you. You will then introduce yourself, and throw yourself upon his tender mercy.”

That produced another laugh, and a reprise of the previous glare. “Belay that damned noise.”

A lack of certainty ensured slow progress, and every time he stopped it appeared he stood in someone’s way. He was jostled on his way down the companionway and an object of curiosity on the main deck, which he followed aft to where the promised marine stood, his back to a door set into a wall of panelling.

What to ask for, premier or first lieutenant? He reckoned them the same, two appellations for the one rank, but in a mood of some confusion certainty was at a premium. In the end he asked for Mr Fonthill.

“It’s customary to come aboard with letters of introduction!”

Fonthill was a tall, gangling man, every feature on his bony frame, from nose to throat, clearly defined by the lantern that cast a faint glow around his crowded cabin.

“My father led me to believe my uncle Suckling would be here, sir.”

“Then your father was mistaken. And, since you have no letters, how do I know that you are who you say? The purser won’t thank me for another mouth to feed, especially one that’s not on the books.”

Only the fear of being slung off the ship gave him the courage to reply. “But I am, sir. My uncle wrote to inform my father that I was entered as captain’s servant on January the first.”

“Were you, by damn?” Lieutenant Fonthill replied, though the expletive was muted. He reached for the muster book, a thick, leatherbound volume in a deep shelf behind his head, opened it, and flicked through. His lips moved along with his finger as he ran it down the list of names, until finally he said, “Nelson, Horatio. That’s a damned awkward appendage.”

The boy squared his shoulders and gave a reply that would have pleased his father, who never feared to advise a stranger of the family bloodline. “It comes to me through my Walpole relations, sir, ennobled as the earls of Orford.”

It didn’t please Fonthill. He gave Horatio a hard look, which made his thin eyebrows quite threatening. “It don’t do to go boasting of your connections, young man.”

“I didn’t—”

He got no further, and was treated to such a fine piece of sophistry that he wondered if he was back at school. “Silence. Do not speak unless spoken to.”

“Sir.”

“Proceed to the gunner’s quarters, and there introduce yourself to his wife.”

“I’ll need some help with my chest.”

Fonthill leant forward, his face screwed up in distaste, every feature sharper still as he was right below the lantern. “You’re a poor specimen, Nelson, runtish in fact, with a tendency to flaunt your relations in the hope of impressing. But you are, for your sins, a young gentleman. As such, you do not carry your own dunnage. You may tell the officer of the watch to have your chest taken below. He will detail some hands to oblige.”

“And the gunner’s quarters, sir?”

“Damn you, boy!” Fonthill barked. “Do you expect me to sketch you a map of the ship?”

He was out of the premier’s cabin before Fonthill had finished the sentence.








Chapter Two

EMMA LYON LOOKED FORWARD to Thursdays, to the weekly journey to Chester market. It was the one day, barring Sunday, that she was free of the burden of learning. Attending classes at the curate’s house, she had soon discovered, was a misery; a dozen children at the mercy of a grubby creature who was free with his cane and never sounded as though he had much of interest to say. For all that, being quick, in three months she had got to grips with writing and counting, though with the former she had run up against the twin obstacles of spelling and grammar.

Home was little better. The Steps was a thatched cottage, old and draughty, with whitewashed walls and leaded windows streaked with the effect of wind and weather. It stood on rising ground on the edge of the muddy road that led out of Hawarden village. To get away from both, in the company of Grandma Kidd, was a treat to savour, even if a seat on the box of an unsprung cart was an uncomfortable way to travel.

She left behind her not just schooling but the constant laments of her elders. They never varied, nor were they ever resolved, just set aside to be raised at the next encounter. Grandpa moaned daily about his lot, stuck out in his shallow pit, rusting musket in hand, there to stop the local dogs from attacking the sheep he was employed to watch; this while Uncle Willy lay about all day, setting off disputes every time he claimed that he hadn’t been born to work. The two unmarried aunts, who knew as well as anyone that there was little to spare in coin, wailed about the difficulty of snaring a husband with nothing to offer but passable looks. And Grandma Kidd herself, chief breadwinner and undoubted ruler of the roost, silenced them all by reminding them of every fault they possessed.

“Stop fidgeting, girl!” Grandma Kidd was sucking hard on her clay pipe, which, in a toothless mouth, robbed the admonishment of any force. Not that she was often fierce: the indulgence shown to Emma was another ongoing source of family strife. She hauled on the tarpaulin that had been laid on the box seat to keep the girl clean. “That there dress’ll be streaked with coal dust if you don’t set still.”

The road from Hawarden ran across the flat landscape of Salt-ney Marsh, the ramparts of the medieval castle plain now, jutting up into the bright blue sky. Emma loved Chester; the arched gates that had once been shut against invaders; the bustle in the narrow streets that promised both danger and safety. Best of all was the market, quiet now in the early morning, soon to be teeming with trade. Her grandma knew the value of a pretty little girl, tidily dressed, for attracting custom. Not that Emma was tied down: having taken the horse to the livery stable, she would run around to talk with other children and extract favours from the vendors—sweetmeats perhaps, or an occasional bit of ribbon or lace.

“How’s the dipping, Fred Stavely?” she squealed.

“Ssh!” Fred responded, putting a grubby finger to his lips. “You’ll get me hung by the thumbs.”

Five years older than Emma, he was smaller, a stunted orphan who worked the square on market day. Many was the time she had seen Fred filch a handkerchief or sometimes even a purse from some unsuspecting mark. Small, bright-eyed, like a bird of prey, Fred would steal anything, even fish or poultry, but only after it had been bought and paid for. He couldn’t keep it, of course: he had to hand it over to the two villains who controlled the crime.

Brand and Potts, they were called, low-looking coves who bribed the market steward to leave them in peace. Everybody knew them, and some of the bigger stallholders paid them a regular stipend to protect their steady customers from the likes of Fred Stavely. They had approached Grandma Kidd with their demands, only to be sent away with a flea in their ear. Although Fred might work under their control, he wasn’t like them. He was the type to share his good fortune with someone he thought of as a friend.

“I got my eye on that fat goat over yonder, the one with the flat round hat. He’s wearing a watch and chain, an’ keeps hooking his thumbs in his waistcoat pockets so that all can observe his prosperity.”

The market was getting crowded and Emma had to look hard to see who Fred had his eye on. Every stall had an awning, as well as a cart covered in produce of every colour imaginable. Orange carrots vied with dark brown potatoes, which sat next to deep green cabbages. On the cloth stalls the rainbow was represented in all its hues, which contrasted with burnished brass, dank pewter, and bright iron. The noise was distracting too, the babble of vendors set against the arguments that went with every notion that a purchase might be made.

“There,” Fred said, breaking a dip’s rule and pointing at his mark. Emma looked along his finger to the fellow he had targeted. Even through the crowd, with all that noise, he oozed pomposity. The object Fred had spotted was his watch, on open display. “He’s asking to have it lifted,” she said, trying to sound adult.

Fred grinned, his puckish face creased in delight and puzzlement. “You sounded just like Brand then. He would see me strung up on the Chester gibbet just to get his hands on a piece like that.”

“I don’t want you strung up, Fred.”

“I know you don’t,” he replied, giving her a gentle push as his mark turned towards them, the sunlight glinting on the chain across his belly. “And nor are you like to see such a thing. Now you just go and stand over by Hargreaves’ wet fish stall an’ watch me work.”

Emma had heard her grandmother rail about pickpockets often enough, with many a warning of what to look out for or avoid. Working alone, as Fred Stavely did, was unusual. Dips normally worked in teams of three or four, using their numbers and quick transfers to avoid being nabbed. The knowledge that what Fred was about to attempt was dangerous thrilled Emma rather than alarmed her. As he had asked, she sidled over to the fish stall, her nose wrinkling at the familiar smell.

Fred’s mark was bargaining loudly for some French lace, tugging at his own jabot, insisting that it was of a far superior quality to what was on offer and demanding that the vendor should drop his price. Florid of face, his belly was prominent under his watch chain, and his clothes, though of good quality, were well worn, the velvet on both coat-collar and elbows showing thread. He looked like a tenant farmer, who had his hunting horse, enough coin to finance his alehouse boastings, and sufficient pride to wear his watch on market day so that folks could see his worth.

Fred was running now, darting through the shoppers, matching his pace and course to the state of the continuing bargaining, trying to time his arrival at the point when the loud transaction would have gathered the curious, without creating a throng that would impede him. Being so small in a crowd where only the costermongers knew him, Fred was taken for a child at play, afforded the odd impatient look yet never challenged. Just as the mark, with an imperious, dismissive wave, turned away from his bargaining, Fred barged into him with enough force to bring forth a shocked “Damnation!”

Fred, as if hurt, fell at his feet, then hauled himself up by his mark’s legs. The man swung his hand but his thick coat handicapped the force of the blow. However, it was enough to send Fred flying. He glared after the child, too triumphant to notice that his watch and chain had gone. That didn’t last. Once again he poked his thumbs into his waistcoat pockets.

Fred was three feet from Emma when the roar went up. She could see the shock on his face, knew that he could sense what she could observe, as the bull-like victim began to push his way in pursuit, elbowing people aside as he yelled, “Stop thief!” The shock of the cold metal in her hand, as Fred brushed past, was total, and the chain started to slip through her fingers. She caught the watch just before it hit the ground and, for lack of anywhere else to hide it, pushed it up under her skirt and jammed it between her thighs.

Fred ran behind the fish stall, emerged from the other side, and went straight for his mark, aiming to pass him by, just like the innocent he now was. The large, rough hand took him by the collar and lifted him bodily, bringing forth a strangled cry from the boy’s throat. Emma, feeling the metal against her inner thighs, acted instinctively to cover her own presence. She turned to the fishmonger and asked for half a dozen dabs, then made a show of searching for the means to pay. “I’ve gone an’ left the money and the sack with my Nan, Mr Hargreaves,” she piped, her face contorted with worry.

“Don’t you worry about that, Emma girl,” the fishmonger replied, his red, beery face beaming kindly as he pulled a precious piece of paper from under the counter. “You just take them over to Mrs Kidd and tell her to send you back with a sixpence and this here brown paper.” They were wrapped and handed to Emma before the nearby commotion really registered with her. It took the owner of the watch little time to search the two pockets on Fred’s thread-bare jacket, but since he knew the ways of dips, he was soon looking round for an accomplice. His eyes traced the route Fred had taken, to alight on the little girl in the long dress, brown paper parcel in her hands.

With a dozen huge strides he was towering over her and pointing, shaking Fred with the other hand. The curious came with him, surrounding the stall in such numbers that Hargreaves threw a piece of canvas over his wares lest they be pilfered in the mêlée.

“What’s in that parcel?” the man demanded of Emma.

“Fish, sir,” she replied, meekly, head bent.

“Liar!”

“Hold your wheest, there,” barked the fishmonger. “I sold her them dabs not a minute past, and she’s telling truth.”

Fred’s victim shook him again, producing numerous squeals and requests to be spared. So fearful did Fred look, eyes rolling and a dribble of spit running down his chin, that Emma nearly laughed, but the seriousness of the situation put paid to that notion. Fred had dropped her right in it, and the consequences were almost too terrible to contemplate. She could recall the names of half a dozen girls her age who’d been condemned to the stocks, gaol, or even transportation for what she would stand accused of. Offering up the watch and chain was no solution; that would see her taken up for certain.

The gruff voice of the mark, as he spat back at Hargreaves, made her look up. “You, sir, will mind your own, and this creature will unravel that paper and show me the contents.”

The metal of both watch and chain was warm now, digging into her tender flesh as she pressed her legs together to stop her knees trembling. Timidly, she offered up the parcel, which he grabbed. Half of the dabs fell to the ground as it was opened and, slowly Emma bent to pick them up.

“You know this villain?” the man demanded, throwing the rest of the dabs, still in their paper, at her feet.

She looked up, the big green eyes luminous with assent. “Everybody knows Fred Stavely, your honour, what with him bein’ a mite witless, an’ all.”

“Witless?”

Emma tapped the side of her head with one finger, while Fred, responding like a natural, rolled his eyes and muttered gibberish. The man pushed him away, as if the taint of madness might be transferred by touch.

“Fred Stavely, you say?”

“That’s him,” Emma replied, nodding to the creature now rolling on the ground. The mark looked at the fishmonger for confirmation, which came with a sharp nod. “Check it with the Charlies of the watch, if you like, sir. They knows about him well enough.”

“I’ll do that!” he barked, then turned away. The crowd who had followed him watched as he elbowed his way through, to return to the lace stall and investigate further. Emma slipped the paper to the edge of her dress, fell on to her knees so that it was covered, opened her thighs, and let the watch and chain fall silently on to the remaining dabs. The rest, grimy from the cobbles, were quickly laid on top.

“You can give over writhing, Fred Stavely,” said Hargreaves, sharply, as he uncovered his fish. “An’ don’t think if that fat sod asks me again I’ll lie for you. If he hadn’t been so bloody stuck up I wouldn’t have done it once.”

“You’re a right gent, Mr Hargreaves,” Fred replied, his grin given carefully, lest anyone should see his sudden recovery.

Hargreaves leant forward, without taking his eyes off Fred, and spat on the cobbles.

“You fuckin’ near did for me, Fred Stavely!” Emma hissed. They had taken refuge in a narrow doorway and the echo doubled the pleasure she took in using forbidden language.

“Right sorry I am, girl, but it was that or the Tollbooth. Those bastards Brand and Potts wouldn’t pay so much as a brass farthing to get me free.”

But Fred’s troubles were of little concern to Emma: she had enough of her own to worry about. “I’ve got sixpennyworth of dabs here that need settling. What am I goin’ to tell if’n my Nan finds out what I did?”

Fred unwrapped the parcel. Watch and chain nestled amongst the grubby fish. He took it by one end and lifted it out. Not much light penetrated the deep doorway, but what did flashed on the polished metal. “I wish you hadn’t used my name, Emma. If that fat bugger goes to the watchman I’m done for, even if I have got rid this. And if he’s asked, Hargreaves might tell him more truths than he did afore.”

“Sixpence!” Emma demanded, holding out her hand.

It was as if Fred hadn’t heard her. “Brand and Potts will give me precious little for this, even if’n it is worth a decent bit o’ coin.”

“They’ll give you enough to pay me back.”

Even in the gloom she could see that he wasn’t listening. Those bright bird-like eyes were looking past her, as if she didn’t exist, and his voice, when he spoke, was wistful. “I’ve been reckonin’ to make a move afore this. Things is gettin’ hot round here, and they grant me less an’ less for what I do lift.”

“Fred!”

He looked at her at last and smiled. “I ain’t got sixpence, Emma, and if I had I would need to hold it hard to see me on my way.”

“Way to where?”

“I will head south, I reckon. Who knows? I might end up in London town, dipping the pockets of German George hisself.” Seeing the look in Emma’s eye, he spoke more quickly. “Tell your Nan that you fancied the dabs for supper. She’s so soft on you she’ll pay out even if she does bark. Maybe Hargreaves’ll take one of her rabbits instead of coin.”

He lifted a hand to chuck her under the chin. “I’ll recall you kindly, Emma. We was friends even afore what happened today.”

“You’re not goin’ right off.”

“What’s to stay for?” he replied, holding up the watch and chain once more. “I ain’t got no one to say farewell to, “’ceptin’ you. Brand and Potts will have heard about this bein’ lifted soon enough, and if my name’s mentioned they’ll be looking for me to take it.”

Fred turned once, then spun back, his eyes hard in a way that she had never seen before. “They two sods have been at your Nan for money, right?”

“She told ’em to bugger off.”

“They won’t. It’s not their way. If you was to ask around you’d hear that when Brand and Potts get refused, they’re like to wait on a lonely road, takin’ by force what folks won’t part with willin’. An’ I heard them discussin’ your Nan not a day past, and sayin’ as how she needed to be taught her place.” Emma put her hand to her mouth. “Best tell Mrs Kidd that, and say it comes from me. Now, wish me good fortune, lass. And remember, should you ever come to London, look into every coach and four, “’cause, like as not, you’ll find Fred Stavely, Esquire, alolling on velvet cushions like the cock of the walk.”

There was a rattle as Fred gathered the watch and chain into his hand. Then, with a final smile, he turned round and strode off.

He might have thought that Grandma Kidd was soft enough on Emma to forgive her, and maybe she would have done so if the fish had been clean. But the grubby offering, “with half the muck of the market on it,” was not accepted. Emma spent the rest of the day under her baleful looks with sharp reminders about the state of the Kidd finances, though in honour, before they packed up to go home, she sent to Hargreaves the money he was owed.

As always, it took an age to get out of the town, carts clogging up to leave through the narrow gateways. So it was under a darkening sky, full of low, troubled clouds, on Saltney Marsh, that Emma first spied the men loitering by the side of the road. She knew her Nan had seen them too, just by the way she stiffened up. That was the moment she chose to tell her what Fred had hinted at.

“Your eyes is better ’an mine, child. Is that Brand and Potts up ahead?”

“I think it is. The tall one is so like Brand.”

They had chosen a good spot in the middle of the marsh with only this one road. And the fading light was security against anyone seeing what they were about from a distance.

“Get in the back, girl,” said Mrs Kidd, sharply.

“But—”

“Do as you’re bade for once this day.”

Emma climbed over on to the flat bed of the cart, her heel going over on the coal that her grandmother had failed to sell. “What will you do, Nan?”

“I’ll not part with a penny, that’s for certain.”

“Fred told it like they were prepared to offer violence.”

“Happen,” Mrs Kidd replied enigmatically.

They were close now, the features distinct of the pair of villains. Both stepped out at once, barring the narrow road, with the taller one, Brand, holding up his hand. Grandma Kidd flicked her whip to get the nag moving faster. One of the cartwheels dropped into a pothole, which made Emma stagger and fall to her knees. Putting out both of her hands to save herself, she grasped two sizeable pieces of coal. Potts stepped forward, hands outstretched to take hold of the horse’s head-collar. As soon as he got close, Grandma Kidd was on her feet, the whip flashing out in front of the horse’s nose, to drive Potts backwards.

“You get away from there, Ismail Potts,” she shouted, “or for certain I’ll mark you.”

“You had best hold up,” shouted Brand, lifting a heavy stick. “I’ll do no such thing,” the old lady replied, applying the whip to the horse’s hindquarters.

“We’ve come only for what’s due,” yelled Potts, reaching out to catch the traces again.

The whip took him right across the face, making him duck as he yelled in pain. Emma was on her feet, the two lumps of coal sent forth, not with any real force, but enough to make Brand move back instead of forwards. The whip drove him back another step. Now they were abreast of the wagon, Emma rained lumps of coal at them, ignoring her grandmother’s command to get back on the box and take the reins. One lump caught Brand on the temple and he spun away to join Potts, who was holding his cheek and swearing in pain and anger. But he was standing still, making no attempt to pursue the bucking cart.

Chest heaving, Emma’s face was full of triumph. She and her Nan, two females with forty years between them, had seen off two of the biggest rogues around, proving that they were nowt but stuffed bullies of no true account. She had seen a picture once, at the curate’s lessons, of a man in a chariot after winning some ancient biblical fight. That was what she felt like now.

“Get back on the box, girl, this instant!”

Brought back to reality with a bump, Emma obliged, glancing at her dress, which was covered in streaks of coal dust. Grandma Kidd, transferring the whip, sat down herself. Her free hand took Emma round the shoulders.

“I’m sorry for the state I’m in, Nan.”

“You’ll do for me, lass, clean or dirty,” the old lady said, as she hauled her granddaughter hard to her so that she could give her a kiss. “An’ even stinkin’ of fish.”








Chapter Three

MRS KILLANNAN, WIFE TO HMS Raisonable’s gunner, was a substantial woman. Rosy-cheeked, broad in the hip, and with huge breasts, she terrified not only her husband but most of the officers as well. She would bend in knee and spirit to the premier, and to the second lieutenant at a pinch. But no one inferior to that dared challenge her, especially when it came to the behaviour of her charges in the midshipmen’s berth. She had two precepts that were paramount: cleanliness in both body and mind, so that as long as the boys stayed spruce, and were attentive to their prayers, she left them to their own devices. She believed, quite wrongly, that even with a touch of wildness, her “boys” were too in awe of her to countenance disobedience.

“This ’ere is Mr Nelson,” she said, to the assembled mids who occupied a space no bigger than eight feet by twelve. “Now, he is nephew to the captain, but that don’t signify ’cause you know that he’s a man who would shudder to see special treatment afforded.”

In the dim lantern light, here below the waterline, it was possible to make out with certainty only the faces of the half dozen closest to him. Yet each person had some feature that marked him out as an individual, even if in one case it was a face so bland as to be remarkable for that alone. A square chin here, a prominent nose there: the looks of indifference that were real contrasted with those more contrived. One, with the dark stubble of a heavy growth, seemed older than the lieutenant who had discovered him asleep on deck. Another’s face was so round and cherubic that he had the appearance of an overgrown baby. The only thing it seemed that they all had in common was a determination to ignore him, as though the arrival of a new member of the mess was an everyday occurrence.

Although unaware of it, Horatio Nelson was likewise the object of surreptitious examination. Those he had joined saw a slight youth, thin, handsome but pale, with very fair hair and grey-blue eyes that were slightly hooded and shielded whatever thoughts he harboured. His skin was clear, his lips slightly feminine in their fullness, with no trace of the flickering tongue that denoted nerves.

He had been in this situation before, suddenly required to face a potentially hostile group, with which he would have to co-exist. But he had attended school in the company of his elder brother, and although that had provided little in the way of physical defence, at least he had had someone to associate with until he found his own friends. This, he knew, as the gunner’s wife began the introductions, was different.

“Now this here is Mr Dobree,” she said, patting the fellow with the dark chin, “and he is senior in this mess. So you will bide with what he says. He answers to me, an’ answers well.”

“What peril would I risk if I failed to respond to you, dear lady?” Dobree asked, his voice soft and supplicating, an odd look in his watery, chestnut eyes as he leant forward into the light.

That was nothing to the warmth of the response from Mrs Killannan. The apple cheeks reddened a touch more and the hard countenance melted fleetingly, like that of a mother looking upon a favourite son. Yet Nelson could see the insincerity in Dobree’s expression and picked up a hint, from the nods and winks that rippled through the other members of the berth, that this was a game they enjoyed.

“You will find, Nelson,” Dobree added, his voice silky, “that your own dear mother would struggle to match the grace and comfort afforded us by Mrs Killannan.”

“My mother is dead,” the newcomer replied quickly, only real-ising after the words were out of his mouth that, in some way, he had failed his new shipmates, several of whom frowned at him for dampening a situation that clearly amused them. The next words were blurted out and, judging by the stony faces, did nothing for his standing. “I am sure you are right.”

Dobree’s expression hadn’t changed, and his moist eyes were locked on those of the gross-faced gunner’s wife. He put out a hand to brush her thick forearm. “You may look here for comfort, sir. That is, if you feel the need.”

The face that pushed past that of Mrs Killannan was as gaunt as hers was fat, a comedic combination, framed by the curtain, which produced suppressed sniggers. “Where’s this chest to be let down?”

“I’ll leave you to square that away, Mr Dobree,” the lady said, spinning round, her sheer bulk enough to force the man who had fetched the chest to jump back. His eyes still fixed on the other members of the mess, Nelson heard her curse the carrier, bidding him shift out of her way in a voice full of venom.

“Leave it outside for the present,” Dobree said, as the thin face appeared again, his voice much harder now. He stood up, too tall to complete the motion, even bent his head brushing the deck beams above. He towered over the newcomer, who tensed. There was a pregnant pause, before Dobree spoke in the same silky tone he had used with Mrs Killannan.

“Well, Mr Nelson, do you have a brain in that limited top hamper of yours?”

The softness of the voice did nothing to help the youngster relax. Instead he bunched his fists, which didn’t go unnoticed. Every member of the berth seemed to edge forward slightly in anticipation.

“Why we have a gamecock in our midst,” the senior midshipman crowed.

“Get on with it, Dobree,” said another voice, almost as deep, from just outside the range of the lantern. As he spoke, its owner leant forward to show a square, broken-veined face, with thick, widespread eyes, and a button for a nose. His mere presence caused all the others to withdraw to the edge of the lanternlight, like tortoises seeking the shelter of their shell.

Horatio Nelson didn’t relax. If anything this new voice added to his anxieties. He knew that his every action, every expression on his face, would be judged by those present against patterns of which he knew nothing. All he could do was maintain his stance until things became clearer. Dobree didn’t turn to face the voice, but an expression bordering on distaste crossed his face.

“That’s Rivers, Nelson. You must mind out for him, since his morals are as thin as his patience. But that is as nothing to the needs of his belly, though I regret to say he’s not singular in his hunger. Now, you must, in all conscience, have some food in that chest of yours?”

He did, and his willingness to share gained him a place at the table, which was a board suspended from two hooks in the deck beams above and removed at night so they could use the space to sleep. That first night was strange: his futile attempts, a cause of much hilarity, as he tried and failed to get into his unfamiliar hammock. Rivers and Dobree eventually hoisted him in so that they could get some sleep, the former making much play of goosing him in the process before killing the lanterns and plunging the berth into Stygian blackness.

There was an element of terror in the dark, which was full of strange sounds and what seemed like surreptitious movements, the creaking of the ship as it moved on the tide removing any similarity to his old school dormitory or to his bedroom at home. He lay, eyes open, thinking of his family, the two brothers and four sisters who had always seemed like a shield against any hostility in the world. The image of his mother floated in and out of his mind, sometimes smiling, at other times scowling, warning him never to do anything to shame her.

The word “shame” conjured up the face of his father: dark, stern, and pessimistic. It was a word he was much given to using, as though it represented a fate he struggled against in vain, the knowledge that it was only a matter of time before one of his moth-erless brood let him down. He presided over a cold house, due to parental frugality in the matter of wood, where meals were a purgatory of short commons and sharp-eyed fatherly observation. No laxity was allowed either in posture or table manners: a Nelson back touching a chair was held sinful, and meals were consumed with a posture that would not have shamed a Prussian grenadier.

Greed was a sin too, so the natural hunger of a boy who had been out in the fresh air all day had to be kept in check so that only his share of the family repast made it to his plate, and that was never enough. All the while his father dominated the table from his position at the head. The Reverend Edmund Nelson was no storyteller, which rendered his sermons as dull as his conversation. For all that, Horatio missed his family, father, sisters and brothers, as well as the Parsonage, and had to fight now to stop himself sobbing with homesickness.

He couldn’t recall what he had been thinking about when sleep took him, but he did know, when he woke up, that he had had the most vivid of dreams, all centred on home and family. What had been the name of that cowherd? It was ten years ago and Horatio had been only four…

“That looks a likely tree, young Mr Nelson. You can see the lapwings a flying in and out, and ahovering o’er the edge building it up. Now that means there’s eggs in that there nest, an’ all it will take is a leg up from old Dan…”

“Dan,” he hissed to himself. “That was his name, Dan.”

He had met him in a field close to his grandmother’s house and, with the innocence of childhood, had just started talking. Old Dan must have taken to him, because they were soon off into the woods nesting, with Dan saying that it was never too early to start a collection of eggs. That a gentleman, which he most certainly must grow up to be, should collect them, and butterflies, and press flowers in a book so that he would always have a memory of his countryside childhood to hand.

He recalled how Dan had lifted him up on to that lower branch. “Now, watch how you go, young sir, allus make sure ye has a hand-hold, ’cause that will save you from a fall. And don’t go right near that nest when the birds are about, ’cause their flapping will see you tumbling.”

Coached inch by inch he had made his way up several branches till he could put a hand into the nest. His size had driven the lap-wings away, regardless of old Dan’s warning. It was easy to get the eggs out.

“There’s four and they’re warm,” he squeaked.

“Don’t take ’em all, lad. Leave a pair for them to raise. That way there’s a nest for someone else to look into in the future.”

Getting down took twice as long as getting up and old Dan, as he said, “had to go about his occasions.” Taking the boy, who now cradled his treasures in his shirt, to the edge of the wood, he pointed across a deep grass meadow. “See that oak tree yonder, standing solitary like it were there to hang a poacher? That be your way home. There’s a stream t’other side, which you can wade. You’ll see your grandma’s house from there.”

“Can I come again, Dan?”

“If you can find me, lad. I don’t stay in one field for long.” Now he could smell his way across the meadow, the sharp scent that tickled his nostrils as he crushed grass and meadow flowers on his passage. They came up to his chest, and as he looked back he could just see how his route marked a deep trail, made dark and obvious by the dropping sun. He was picking flowers too, a posy for his grandmother, because he knew she would be pleased. A happy grandmother meant a mincemeat tart.

It was the stream that had flummoxed him. Old Dan might say to wade it, but to his four-year-old eyes it had looked deep and menacing, clear water that showed a bottom made up of grasses that bent in the current and, as he looked hard, the occasional darting fish. Unsure of how to cross he sat down, not unhappy since the sun was still warm, content to arrange his posy and wait for the stream to go away.

That was how they found him, sitting there in the dark, the posy sagging sorrowfully, his father angry, and not mollified by his childish explanation that he had gone nesting with old Dan, or even the evidence of the eggs.

“Do you not fear to wander off with strangers?” his father demanded.

“I don’t know fear, Papa. What does it look like?”

No wonder his brother William had called him a pious little turd. But that had been over the theft of the pears from Classic Jones’s garden. Every boy in the school had eyed them as ripe for plunder, but Jones, the headmaster, was so free with the birch sapling that no one was brave enough to act. Each, though, seemed stalwart enough to accuse every other boy in the room of being a scaredy-cat, an accusation that the younger Nelson could not countenance.

“I’ll go.”

“Shut up, Horace,” said William.

“I will not, brother. I make a genuine offer. If you and the others will aid me in the manufacture of a rope I will pinch Jones’s pears.”

“You don’t like pears,” William muttered.

But he was too late. Others, less fearful that the younger Nelson might get a good flogging, had already set to with their bed sheets, twisting and knotting them to make the rope necessary to lower him from the first-floor window. Within five minutes he was out, hands clasped hard over one of the knots, being eased down to the ground.

A windowful of heads and whispered jabbering watched him climb the pear tree. Hands shot out to direct him to the most fecund branches. His pillowcase was full when he descended, and was sent aloft before the thief, who arrived in the room to see that a goodly half of his haul had tooth marks in them already.
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