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The sails of a semare-rigged ship, bung ount te dry in a calm.

1 - Flying jib 2 — Jib 3 - Fore topmast staysail 4 - Fore staysail 5 - Foresail or course

6 - Fore topsail 7 - Fore topgallant 8 — Mamstaysail 9 - Mantopmast staysail

10 - Middle staysail 11 - Main topgallant staysail 12 - Mainsail or cowrse 13 - Maintopsail
14 - Mam topgallant 15 - Mizzen staysail 16 - Mizzen topmast staysail

17 - Mizzen topgallant staysail 18 - Mizzen sail 19 — Spanker 20 - Mizzen topsail

21 - Mizzen topgallant



Post Captain by Patrick O'Brian

CHAPTER ONE

At first dawn the swathes of rain drifting eastwards across the Channel parted long
enough to show that the chase had altered course. The Charwell had been in her wake
most of the night, running seven knots in spite of her foul bottom, and now they were not
much above a mile and a half apart. The ship ahead was turning, turning, coming up into
the wind; and the silence along the frigate's decks took on a new quality as every man
aboard saw her two rows of gun-ports come into view. This was the first clear sight they
had had of her since the look-out hailed the deck in the growing darkness to report a ship
hull-down on the horizon, one point on the larboard bow. She was then steering north-
north-east, and it was the general opinion aboard the Charwell that she was either one of
a scattered French convoy or an American blockade-runner hoping to reach Brest under
cover of the moonless night.

Two minutes after that first hail the Charwell set her fore and main topgallants - no great
spread of canvas, but then the frigate had had a long, wearing voyage from the West
Indies: nine weeks out of sight of land, the equinoctial gales to strain her tired rigging to
the breaking-point, three days of lying-to in the Bay of Biscay at its worst, and it was
understandable that Captain Griffiths should wish to husband her a little. No cloud of sall,
but even so she fetched the stranger's wake within a couple of hours, and at four bells in
the morning watch the Charwell cleared for action. The drum beat to quarters, the
hammocks came racing up, piling into the nettings to form bulwarks, the guns were run
out; and the warm, pink, sleepy watch below had been standing to them in the cold rain
ever since - an hour and more to chill them to the bone.

Now in the silence of this discovery one of the crew of a gun in the waist could be heard
explaining to a weak-eyed staring little man beside him, 'She's a French two-decker, mate.
A seventy-four or an eighty: we've caught a tartar, mate.’

'Silence there, God damn you,' cried Captain Griffiths. 'Mr Quarles, take that man's name.'
Then the grey rain closed in. But at present everyone on the crowded quarterdeck knew
what lay behind that drifting, formless veil: a French ship of the line, with both her rows of
gun-ports open. And there was not one who had missed the slight movement of the yard
that meant she was about to lay her foresail to the mast, heave to and wait for them.

The Charwell was a 32-gun 12-pounder frigate, and if she got close enough to use the
squat carronades on her quarterdeck and forecastle as well as her long guns she could
throw a broadside weight of metal of 238 pounds. A French line-of-battle ship could not
throw less than 960. No question of a match, therefore, and no discredit in bearing up and
running for it, but for the fact that somewhere in the dim sea behind them there was their



consort, the powerful 38-gun 18-pounder Dee. She had lost a topmast in the last blow,
which slowed her down, but she had been well in sight at nightfall, and she had responded
to Captain Griffiths's signal to chase: for Captain Griffiths was the senior captain. The two
frigates would still be heavily outgunned by the ship of the line, but there was no doubt
that they could take her on: she would certainly try to keep her broadside to one of the
frigates and maul her terribly, but the other could lie on her bow or her stern and rake her -
a murderous fire right along the length of her decks to which she could make almost no
reply. It could be done: it had been done. In '97, for example, the Indefatigable and the
Amazon had destroyed a French seventy-four. But then the Indefatigable and the Amazon
carried eighty long guns between them, and the Droits de

I'Homme had not been able to open her lower-deck ports

- the sea was running too high. There was no more than

a moderate swell now; and to engage the stranger the

Charwell would have to cut her off from Brest and fight

her for - for how long?

‘Mr - Mr Howell," said the captain. 'Take a glass to the masthead and see what you can
make of the Dee.’

The long-legged midshipman was half-way to the mizentop before the captain had
finished speaking, and his 'Aye-aye, sir' came down through the sloping rain. A black
squall swept across the ship, pelting down so thick that for a while the men on the
quarterdeck could scarcely see the forecastle, and the water ran spouting from the lee-
scuppers. Then it was gone, and in the pale gleam of day that followed there came the
hail. 'On deck, sir. She's hull-up on the leeward beam. She's fished her. .

'Report,’ said the captain, in a loud, toneless voice. 'Pass the word for Mr Barr.'

The third lieutenant came hurrying aft from his station. The wind took his rain-soaked
cloak as he stepped on to the quarterdeck, and he made a convulsive gesture, one hand
going towards the flapping cloth and the other towards his hat.

‘Take it off, sir," cried Captain Griffiths, flushing dark red. 'Take it right off your head. You
know Lord St Vincent's order - you have all of you read it - you know how to salute. . . 'He
snapped his mouth shut; and after a moment he said, 'When does the tide turn?'

'I beg your pardon, sir," said Barr. 'At ten minutes after eight o'clock, sir. It is almost the
end of slack-water now, sir, if you please.'

The captain grunted, and said, 'Mr Howell?'

'‘She has fished her main topmast, sir,’ said the midshipman, standing bareheaded, tall
above his captain. 'And has just hauled to the wind.'

The captain levelled his glass at the Dee, whose topgallant-sails were now clear above
the jagged edge of the



sea: her top-sails too, when the swell raised both the frigates high. He wiped the
streaming objective-glass, stared again, swung round to look at the Frenchman, snapped
the telescope shut and gazed back at the distant frigate. He was alone there, leaning on
the rail, alone there on the holy starboard side of the quarterdeck; and from time to time,
when they were not looking at the Frenchman or the Dee, the officers glanced thoughtfully
at his back.

The situation was still fluid; it was more a potentiality than a situation. But any decision
now would crystallize it, and the moment it began to take shape all the succeeding events
would follow of themselves, moving at first with slow inevitability and then faster and
faster, never to be undone. And a decision must be made, made quickly -at the Charwell's
present rate of sailing they would be within range of the two-decker in less than ten
minutes. Yet there were so many factors . . . The Dee was no great sailer close-hauled on
a wind; and the turning tide would hold her back - it was right across her course; she might
have to make another tack. In half an hour the French 36-pounders could rip the guts out
of the Charwell, dismast her and carry her into Brest - the wind stood fair for Brest. Why
had they seen not a single ship of the blockading squadron? They could not have been
blown off, not with this wind. It was damned odd. Everything was damned odd, from this
Frenchman's conduct onwards. The sound of gunfire would bring the squadron up. . .
Delaying tactics.

The feeling of those eyes on his back filled Captain Griffiths with rage. An unusual number
of eyes, for the Charwell had several officers and a couple of civilians as passengers, one
set from Gibraltar and another from Port of Spain. The fire-eating General Paget was one
of them, an influential man; and another was Captain Aubrey, Lucky Jack Aubrey, who
had set about a Spanish 36-gun xebec-frigate not long ago with the Sophie, a 14-gun brig,
and had taken her. The Cacafuego. It had been the talk of

the fleet some months back; and it made the decision no less difficult.

Captain Aubrey was standing by the aftermost larboard carronade, with a completely
abstracted, non-committal look upon his face. From that place, being tall, he could see the
whole situation, the rapidly, smoothly changing triangle of three ships; and close beside
him stood two shorter figures, the one Dr Maturin, formerly his surgeon in the Sophie, and
the other a man in black - black clothes, black hat and a streaming black cloak - who
might have had intelligence agent written on his narrow forehead. Or just the word spy,
there being so little room. They were talking in a language thought by some to be Latin.
They were talking eagerly, and Jack Aubrey, intercepting a furious glance across the
deck, leant down to whisper in his friend's ear, 'Stephen, will you not go below? They will
be wanting you in the cockpit any moment now.'

Captain Griffiths turned from the rail, and with laboured calmness he said, 'Mr Berry, make
this signal. | am about to. .

At this moment the ship of the line fired a gun, followed by three blue lights that soared
and burst with a ghostly effulgence in the dawn: before the last dropping trail of sparks
had drifted away downwind she sent up a succession of rockets, a pale, isolated Guy
Fawkes' night far out in the sea.



'What the devil can she mean by that?' thought Jack Aubrey, narrowing his eyes, and the
wondering murmur along the frigate's decks echoed his amazement.

'On deck,' roared the look-out in the foretop, 'there's a cutter pulling from under her lee.’
Captain Griffiths's telescope swivelled round. 'Duck up,' he called, and as the clewlines
plucked at the main and foresails to-give him a clear view he saw the cutter, an English
cutter, sway up its yard, fill, gather speed, and come racing over the grey sea, towards the
frigate.

'Close the cutter,’ he said. 'Mr Bowes, give her a gun.'

At last, after all these hours of frozen waiting, there came the quick orders, the careful
laying of the gun, the crash of the twelve-pounder, the swirl of acrid smoke eddying briefly
on the wind, and the cheer of the crew as the ball skipped across the cutter's bows. An
answering cheer from the cutter, a waving of hats, and the two vessels neared one
another at a combined speed of fifteen miles an hour.

The cutter, fast and beautifully handled - certainly a smuggling craft - came to under the
Charwell's lee, lost her way, and lay there as trim as a gull, rising and falling on the swell.
A row of brown, knowing faces grinned up at the frigate's guns.

'I'd press half a dozen prime seamen out of her in the next two minutes,' reflected Jack,
while Captain Griffiths hailed her master over the lane of sea.

'‘Come aboard," said Captain Griffiths suspiciously, and after a few moments of backing
and filling, of fending-off and cries of 'Handsomely now, God damn your soul," the master
came up the stern ladder with a bundle under his arm. He swung easily over the taffrail,
held out his hand and said, 'Wish you joy of the peace, Captain.’

'Peace?’ cried Captain Griffiths.

'Yes, sir. | thought | should surprise you. They signed not three days since. There's not a
foreign-going ship has heard yet. I've got the cutter filled with the newspapers, London,
Paris and country towns - all the articles, gentlemen, all the latest details," he said, looking
round the quarterdeck. 'Half a crown a go.'

There was no disbelieving him. The quarterdeck looked utterly blank. But the whispered
word had flown along the deck from the radiant carronade-crews, and now cheering broke
out on the forecastle. In spite of the captain's automatic 'Take that man's name, Mr
Quarles,' it flowed back to the mainmast and spread throughout the ship, a full-throated
howl of joy - liberty, wives and sweethearts, safety, the delights of land.

And in any case there was little real ferocity in Captain Griffiths's voice: anyone looking
into his close-set eyes would have seen ecstasy in their depths. His occupation was gone,
vanished in a puff of smoke; but now no one on God's earth could ever know what signal
he had been about to make, and in spite of the severe control that he imposed upon his
face there was an unusual urbanity in his tone as he invited his passengers, his first
lieutenant, the officer and the midshipman of the watch to dine with him that afternoon.



'It is charming to see how sensible the men are - how sensible of the blessings of peace,’
said Stephen Maturin to the Reverend Mr Hake, by way of civility.

'‘Aye. The blessings of peace. Oh, certainly," said the chaplain, who had no living to retire
to, no private means, and who knew that the Charwell would be paid off as soon as she
reached Portsmouth. He walked deliberately out of the wardroom, to pace the quarterdeck
in a thoughtful silence, leaving Captain Aubrey and Dr Maturin alone.

'| thought he would have shown more pleasure,’ observed Stephen Maturin.

‘It's an odd thing about you, Stephen,’ said Jack Aubrey, looking at him with affection. "You
have been at sea quite some time now, and no one could call you a fool, but you have no
more notion of a sailor's life than a babe unborn. Surely you must have noticed how glum
Quarles and Rodgers and all the rest were at dinner? And how blue everyone has always
looked this war, when there was any danger of peace?'

‘| put it down to the anxieties of the night - the long strain, the watchfulness, the lack of
sleep: | must not say the apprehension of danger. Captain Griffiths was in a fine flow of
spirits, however.'

'Oh,' said Jack, closing one eye. 'That was rather different; and in any case he is a post-
captain, of course.

He has his ten shillings a day, and whatever happens he goes up the captains' list as the
old ones die off or get their flag. He's quite old - forty, | dare say, or even more

- but with any luck he'll die an admiral. No. It's the others I'm sorry for, the lieutenants with
their half-pay and very little chance of a ship - none at all of promotion; the poor wretched
midshipmen who have not been made and who never will be made now - no hope of a
commission. And of course, no half-pay at all. It's the merchant service for them, or
blacking shoes outside St James's Park. Haven't you heard the old song? I'll tip you a
stave.' He hummed the tune, and in a discreet rumble he sang.

'Says Jack, "There is very good news, there is peace both by land and by sea,;
Great guns no more shall be used, for we all disbanded be,"

Says the Admiral, "That's very bad news;" says the captain, "My heart will break;"
The lieutenant cries, "What shall | do? For | know not what course for to take."
Says the doctor, "I'm a gentleman too, I'm a gentleman of the first rank;

I will go to some country fair, and there I'll set up mountebank.”

Ha, ha, that's for you, Stephen - ha, ha, ha -Says the midshipman, "I have no trade; | have
got my trade for to choose,

I will go to St James's Park gate, and there I'll set black of shoes;

And there | will set all day, at everybody's call, And everyone that comes by, 'Do you want
my nice shining balls?™"

Mr Quarles looked in at the door, recognized the tune



and drew in a sharp breath; but Jack was a guest, a superior officer - a master and
commander, no less, with an epaulette on his shoulder - and he was broad as well as tall.
Mr Quarles let his breath out in a sigh and closed the door.

'| should have sung softer," said Jack, and drawing his chair closer to the table he went on
in a low voice, 'No, those are the chaps | am sorry for. I'm sorry for myself too, naturally -
no great likelihood of a ship, and of course no enemy to cruise against if | do get one. But
it's nothing in comparison of them. We've had luck with prize-money, and if only it were
not for this infernal delay over making me post | should be perfectly happy to have a six
months' run ashore. Hunting. Hearing some decent music. The opera - we might even go
to Vienna! Eh? What do you say, Stephen? Though | must confess this slowness irks my
heart and soul. However, it's nothing in comparison of them, and | make no doubt it will be
settled directly." He picked up The Times and ran through the London Gazette, in case he
should have missed his own name in the first three readings. 'Toss me the one on the
locker, will you?' he said, throwing it down. "The Sussex Courier.'

"This is more like it, Stephen,' he said, five minutes later. 'Mr Savile 'S hounds will meet at
ten o'clock on Wednesday, the sixth of November 1802, at Champflower Cross. | had
such a run with them when | was a boy: my father's regiment was in camp at Rainsford. A
seven-mile point - prodigious fine country if you have a horse that can really go. Or listen
to this: a neat gentleman's residence, standing upon gravel, is to be let by the year, at
moderate terms. Stabling for ten, it says.'

‘Are there any rooms?’

'Why, of course there are. It couldn't be called a neat gentleman's residence, without there
were rooms. What a fellow you are, Stephen. Ten bedrooms. By God, there's a lot to be
said for a house, not too far from the sea, in that sort of country.’

'Had you not thought of going to Woolhampton - of going to your father's house?'

'Yes . .. yes. | mean to give him a visit, of course. But there's my new mother-in-law, you
know. And to tell you the truth, | don't think it would exactly answer.' He paused, trying to
remember the name of the person, the classical person, who had had such a trying time
with his father's second wife; for General Aubrey had recently married his dairy-maid, a
fine black-eyed young woman with a moist palm whom Jack knew very well. Actaeon,
Ajax, Aristides? He felt that their cases were much alike and that by naming him he would
give a subtle hint of the position: but the name would not come, and after a while he
reverted to the advertisements. 'There's a great deal to be said for somewhere in the
neighbourhood of Rainsford - three or four packs within reach, London only a day's ride
away, and neat gentlemen's residences by the dozen, all standing upon gravel. You'll go
snacks with me, Stephen? We'll take Bonden, Killick, Lewis and perhaps one or two other
old Sophies, and ask some of the youngsters to come and stay. We'll lay in beer and
skittles



- it will be Fiddler's Green!'

‘I should like it of all things,' said Stephen. 'Whatever the advertisements may say, it is a
chalk soil, and there are some very curious plants and beetles on the downs. | am with
child to see a dew-pond.’

Polcary Down and the cold sky over it; a searching air from the north breathing over the
water-meadows, up across the plough, up and up to this great sweep of open turf, the
down, with the covert called Rumbold's Gorse sprawling on the lower edge of it. A score of
red-coated figures dotted round the Gorse, and far away below them on the middle slope
a ploughman standing at the end of his furrow, motionless behind his team of Sussex
oxen, gazing up as Mr Savile's hounds worked

their way through the furze and the brown remnants of the bracken.

Slow work; uncertain, patchy scent; and the foxhunters had plenty of time to drink from
their flasks, blow on their hands, and look out over the landscape below them -the river
winding through its patchwork of fields, the towers or steeples of Hither, Middle, Nether
and Savile Champflower, the six or seven big houses scattered along the valley, the
whale-backed downs one behind the other, and far away the lead-coloured sea.

It was a small field, and almost everyone there knew everyone else: half a dozen farmers,
some private gentlemen from the Champflowers and the outlying parishes, two militia
officers from the dwindling camp at Rainsford, Mr Burton, who had come out in spite of his
streaming cold in the hope of catching a glimpse of Mrs St John, and Dr Vining, with his
hat pinned to his wig and both tied under his chin with a handkerchief. He had been led
astray early in his rounds - he could not resist the sound of the horn - and his conscience
had been troubling him ever since the scent had faded and died. From time to time he
looked over the miles of frigid air between the covert and Mapes Court, where Mrs
Williams was waiting for him. 'There is nothing wrong with her," he observed. 'My physic
will do no good; but in Christian decency | should call. And indeed | shall, unless they find
again before | can tell a hundred.' He put his finger upon his pulse and began to count. At
ninety he paused, looking about for some reprieve, and on the far side of the covert he
saw a figure he did not know. 'That is the medical man they have been telling me about,
no doubt," he said. 'lIt would be the civil thing to go over and say a word to him. A rum-
looking cove. Dear me, a very rum-looking cove.’

The rum-looking cove was sprawling upon a mule, an unusual sight in an English hunting-
field; and quite apart from the mule there was a strange air about him

- his slate-coloured small-clothes, his pale face, his pale

eyes and even paler close-cropped skull (his hat and wig were tied to his saddle), and the
way he bit into a hunk of bread rubbed with garlic. He was calling out in a loud tone to his



companion, in whom Dr Vining recognized the new tenant of Melbury Lodge. 'l tell you
what it is, Jack," he was saying, 'l tell you what it is. .

'You sir - you on the mule," cried old Mr Savile's furious voice. 'Will you let the God-
damned dogs get on with their work? Hey? Hey? Is this a God-damned coffee-house? |
appeal to you, is this an infernal debating society?'

Captain Aubrey pursed his lips demurely and pushed his horse over the twenty yards that
separated them. 'Tell me later, Stephen,' he said in a low voice, leading his friend round
the covert out of the master's sight. "Tell me later, when they have found their fox.'

The demure look did not sit naturally upon Jack Aubrey's face, which in this weather was
as red as his coat, and as soon as they were round the corner, under the lee of a wind-
blown thorn, his usual expectant cheerfulness returned, and he looked eagerly up into the
furze, where an occasional heave and rustle showed the pack in motion.

'‘Looking for a fox, are they?' said Stephen Maturin, as though hippogriffs were the more
usual quarry in England, and he relapsed into a brown study, munching slowly upon his
bread.

The wind breathed up the long hillside; remote clouds passed evenly across the sky. Now
and then Jack's big hunter brought his ears to bear; this was a recent purchase, a
strongly-built bay, quite up to Jack's sixteen stone. But it did not much care for hunting,
and then like so many geldings it spent much of its time mourning for its lost stones: a
discontented horse. If the moods that succeeded one another in its head had taken the
form of words they would have run, 'Too heavy - sits too far forward when we go over a
fence - have carried him far enough for one day - shall have him off presently, see if |
don't. | smell

a mare! A mare! Oh!" Its flaring nostrils quivered, and it stamped.

Looking round Jack saw that there were newcomers in the field. A young woman and a
groom came hurrying up the side of the plough, the groom mounted on a cob and the
young woman on a pretty little high-bred chestnut mare. When they reached the post and
rail dividing the field from the down the groom cantered on to open a gate, but the girl set
her horse at the rail and skipped neatly over it, just as a whimpering and then a bellowing
roar inside the covert gave promise of great things.

The noise died away: a young hound came out and stared into the open. Stephen Maturin
moved from behind the close-woven thorn to follow the flight of a falcon overhead, and at
the sight of the mule the chestnut mare began to caper, flashing her white stockings and
tossing her head.

'‘Get over, you - ,' said the girl, in her pure clear young voice. Jack had never heard a girl
say - before, and he turned to look at her with a particular interest. She was busy coping
with the mare's excitement, but after a moment she caught his eye and frowned. He
looked away, smiling, for she was the prettiest thing - indeed, beautiful, with her
heightened colour and her fine straight back, sitting her horse with the unconscious grace
of a midshipman at the tiller in a lively sea. She had black hair and blue eyes; a certain
ram-you-damn-you air that was slightly comic and more than a little touching in so slim a
creature. She was wearing a shabby blue habit with white cuffs and lapels, like a naval



lieutenant's coat, and on top of it all a dashing tricorne with a tight curl of ostrich-feather. In
some ingenious way, probably by the use of combs, she had drawn up her hair under this
hat so as to leave one ear exposed; and this perfect ear, as Jack observed when the mare
came crabwise towards him, was as pink as.. .

There is that fox of theirs,' remarked Stephen, in a

conversational tone. 'There is that fox we hear so much about. Though indeed, it is a
vixen, sure.'

Slipping quickly along a fold in the ground the leaf-coloured fox went slanting down across
them towards the plough. The horses' ears and the mule's followed it, cocked like so many
semaphores. When the fox was well clear Jack rose in his stirrups, held up his hat and
holla'd it away in a high-seas roar that brought the huntsman tearing round, his horn going
twang-twang-twang, and hounds racing from the furze at all points. They hit the scent in
the sheltered hollow and they were away with a splendid cry. They poured through the
fence; they were half-way across the unploughed stubble, a close-packed body - such
music - and the huntsman was right up there with them. The field came thundering round
the covert:

someone had the gate open and in a moment there was an eager crowd jostling to get
through, for it was a devilish unpleasant downhill leap just here. Jack held hard, not
choosing to thrust his first time out in a strange country, but his heart was beating to
guarters, double-time, and he had already worked out the line he would follow once the
press had thinned.

Jack was the keenest of fox-hunters: he loved everything about the chase, from the first
sound of the horn to the rancid smell of the torn fox, but in spite of a few unwelcome spells
without a ship, he had spent two thirds of his life at sea - his skill was not all he thought it
was.

The gate was still jammed - there would be no chance of getting through it before the pack
was in the next field. Jack wheeled his horse, called out, 'Come on, Stephen," and put it at
the rail. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the chestnut flash between his friend and the
crowd in the gate. As his horse rose Jack screwed round to see how the girl would get
over, and the gelding instantly felt this change of balance. It took the rail flying high and
fast, landed with its head low, and with a cunning twist of its

shoulder and an upward thrust from behind it unseated its rider.

He did not fall at once. It was a slow, ignominious glide down that slippery near shoulder,
with a fistful of mane in his right hand; but the horse was the master of the situation now,
and in twenty yards the saddle was empty.

The horse's satisfaction did not last, however. Jack's boot was wedged in his near stirrup;
it would not come free, and here was his heavy person jerking and thumping along at the
gelding's side, roaring and swearing horribly. The horse began to grow alarmed - to lose



its head - to snort - to stare wildly - and to run faster and faster across those dark, flint-
strewn, unforgiving furrows.

The ploughman left his oxen and came lumbering up the hill, waving his goad; a tall young
man in a green coat, a foot-follower, called out 'Whoa there, whoa there,' and ran towards
the horse with his arms spread wide; the mule, the last of the vanishing field, turned and
raced back to cut the gelding off, swarming along in its inhuman way, very close to the
ground. It outran the men, crossed the gelding's path, stood firm and took the shock: like a
hero Stephen flung himself off, seized the reins and clung there until Green Coat and the
ploughman came pounding up.

The oxen, left staring half-way along their furrow, were so moved by all this excitement
that they came very nearly to the point of cutting a caper on their own. But before they had
made up their minds it was over. The ploughman was leading the shamefaced horse to
the side of the field, while the other two propped raw bones and bloody head between
them, listening gravely to his explanations. The mule walked behind.

Mapes Court was an entirely feminine household - not a man in it, apart from the butler
and the groom. Mrs Williams was a woman, in the natural course of things; but she was a
woman so emphatically, so totally a woman,

that she was almost devoid of any private character. A vulgar woman, too, although her
family, which was of some importance in the neighbourhood, had been settled there since
Dutch William's time.

It was difficult to see any connection, any family likeness, between her and her daughters
and her niece, who made up the rest of the family. Indeed, it was not much of a house for
family likeness: the dim portraits might have been bought at various auctions, and
although the three daughters had been brought up together, with the same people around
them, in the same atmosphere of genteel money-worship, position-worship and suffused
indignation - an indignation that did not require any object for its existence, but that could
always find one in a short space of time; a housemaid wearing silver buckles on Sunday
would bring on a full week's flow - they were as different in their minds as they were in
their looks.

Sophia, the eldest, was a tall girl with wide-set grey eyes, a broad, smooth forehead, and
a wonderful sweetness of expression - soft fair hair, inclining to gold: an exquisite skin.
She was a reserved creature, living much in an inward dream whose nature she did not
communicate to anyone. Perhaps it was her mother's unprincipled rectitude that had given
her this early disgust for adult life; but whether or no, she seemed very young for her
twenty-seven years. There was nothing in the least degree affected or kittenish about this:
rather a kind of ethereal quality - the quality of a sacrificial object. Iphigeneia before the
letter. Her looks were very much admired; she was always elegant, and when she was in
looks she was quite lovely. She spoke little, in company or out, but she was capable of a
sudden dart of sharpness, of a remark that showed much more intelligence and reflection
than would have been expected from her rudimentary education and her very quiet
provincial life. These remarks had a much greater force, coming from an amiable, pliant,
and as it were sleepy reserve, and before now they had startled men who



did not know her well - men who had been prating away happily with the conscious
superiority of their sex. They dimly grasped an underlying strength, and they connected it
with her occasional expression of secret amusement, the relish of something that she did
not choose to share.

Cecilia was more nearly her mother'se daughter: a little goose with a round face and china-
blue eyes, devoted to ornament and to crimping her yellow hair, shallow and. foolish
almost to simplicity, but happy, full of cheerful noise, and not yet at all ill-natured. She
dearly loved the company of men, men of any size or shape. Her younger sister Frances
did not: she was indifferent to their admiration - a long-legged nymph, still given to
whistling and shying stones at the squirrels in the walnut-tree. Here was all the
pitilessness of youth intact; and she was perfectly entrancing, as a spectacle. She had her
cousin Diana's black hair and great dark blue misty pools of eyes, but she was as unlike
her sisters as though they belonged to another sex. All they had in common was youthful
grace, a good deal of gaiety, splendid health, and ten thousand pounds apiece. -

With these attractions it was strange that none of them should have married, particularly
as the marriage-bed was never far from Mrs Williams's mind. But the paucity of men, of
eligible bachelors, in the neighbourhood, the disrupting effects of ten years of war, and
Sophia's reluctance (she had had several offers) explained a great deal; the rest could be
accounted for by Mrs Williams's avidity for a good marriage settlement, and by an
unwillingness on the part of the local gentlemen to have her as a mother-in-law.

Whether Mrs Williams liked her daughters at all was doubtful: she loved them, of course,
and had 4sacrificed everything for them', but there was not much room in her composition
for liking - it was too much taken up with being right (Hast thou considered my servant Mrs
Williams, that there is none like her in the earth, a perfect

and an upright woman?), with being tired, and with being ill-used. Dr Vining, who had
known her all her life and who had seen her children into the world, said that she did not;
but even he, who cordially disliked her, admitted that she truly, whole-heartedly loved their
interest. She might damp all their enthusiasms, drizzle grey disapproval from one year's
end to another, and spoil even birthdays with bravely-supported headaches, but she
would fight parents, trustees and lawyers like a tigress for 'an adequate provision'. Yet still
she had three unmarried daughters, and it was something of a comfort to her to be able to
attribute this to their being overshadowed by her niece. Indeed, this niece, Diana Villiers,
was as good-looking in her way as Sophia. But how unlike these two ways were: Diana
with her straight back and high-held head seemed quite tall, but when she stood next to
her cousin, she came no higher than her ear, they both had natural grace in an eminent
degree, but whereas Sophia's was a willowy, almost languorous flowing perfection of
movement, Diana's had a quick, flashing rhythm - on those rare occasions when there
was a ball within twenty miles of Mapes she danced superbly; and by candlelight her
complexion was almost as good as Sophia’s.



Mrs Villiers was a widow: she had been born, in the same year as Sophia, but what a
different life she had led; at fifteen, after her mother's death, she had gone out to India to
keep house for her expensive, raffish father, and she had lived there in splendid style
even after her marriage to a penniless young man, her father's aide-dc-camp, for he had
moved into their rambling great palace, where the addition of a husband and an extra
score of servants passed unnoticed. It had been a foolish marriage on the emotional plane
- both too passionate, strong, self-willed, and opposed in every way to do anything but
tear one another to pieces - but from the worldly point of view there was a great deal to be
said for it. It did bring her a handsome husband, and it might have brought her

a deer-park and ten thousand a year as well, for not only was Charles Villiers well-
connected (one sickly life between him and a great estate) but he was intelligent,
cultivated, unscrupulous and active - particularly gifted on the political side: the very man
to make a brilliant career in India. A second Clive, maybe, and wealthy by the age of thirty-
odd. But they were both killed in the same engagement against Tippoo Sahib, her father
owing three lakhs of rupees and her husband nearly half that sum.

The Company allowed Diana her passage home and fifty pounds a year until she should
remarry. She came back to England with a wardrobe of tropical clothes, a certain
knowledge of the world, and almost nothing else. She came back, in effect, to the
schoolroom, or something very like it. For she at once realized that her aunt meant to
clamp down on her, to allow her no chance of queering her daughters' pitch; and as she
had no money and nowhere else to go she determined to fit into this small slow world of
the English countryside, with its fixed notions and its strange morality.

She was willing, she was obliged, to accept a protectorate, and from the beginning she
resolved to be meek, cautious and retiring; she knew that other women would regard her
as a menace, and she meant to give them no provocation. But her theory and her practice
were sometimes at odds, and in any case Mrs Williams's idea of a protectorate was much
more like a total annexation. She was afraid of Diana, and dared not push her too far, but
she never gave up trying to gain a moral superiority, and it was striking to see how this
essentially stupid woman, unhampered by any principle or by any sense of honour,
managed to plant her needle where it hurt most.

This had been going on for years, and Diana's clandestine or at least unavowed
excursions with Mr Savile's hounds had a purpose beyond satisfying her delight in riding.
Returning now she met her cousin Cecilia in the

hail, hurrying to look at her new bonnet in the pier-glass between the breakfast-room
windows.

‘Thou looks't like Antichrist in that lewd hat," she said in a sombre voice, for the hounds
had lost their fox and the only tolerable-looking man had vanished.



'Oh! Oh!'" cried Cecilia, 'what a shocking thing to say! It's blasphemy, I'm sure. | declare
I've never had such a shocking thing said to me since Jemmy Blagrove called me that
rude word. | shall tell Mama.’

'‘Don't be a fool, Cissy. It's a quotation - literature

- the Bible.'

'Oh. Well, | think it's very shocking. You are covered with mud, Di. Oh, you took my
tricorne. Oh, what an ill-natured thing you are - | am sure you spoilt the feather. | shall tell
Mama." She snatched the hat, but finding it unhurt she softened and went on, 'Well: and
so you had a dirty ride. You went along Gallipot Lane, | suppose. Did you see anything of
the hunt? They were over there on Polcary all the morning with their horrid howling and
yowling.'

'| saw them in the distance,’ said Diana.

'You frightened me so with that dreadful thing you said about Jesus,' said Cecilia, blowing
on the ostrich-feather, 'that | almost forgot the news. The Admiral is back!

'‘Back already?'

'Yes. And he will be over this very afternoon. He sent Ned with his compliments and might
he come with Mama's Berlin wool after dinner. Such fun! He will tell us all about these
beautiful young men! Men, Diana!'

The family had scarcely gathered about their tea before Admiral Haddock walked in. He
was only a yellow admiral, retired without hoisting his flag, and he had not been afloat
since 1794, but he was their one authority on naval matters and he had been sadly
missed ever since the unexpected arrival of a Captain Aubrey of the Navy -a captain who
had taken Melbury Lodge and who was therefore within their sphere of influence, but
about whom

they knew nothing and upon whom (he being a bachelor) they, as ladies, could not call.
'Pray, Admiral,’ said Mrs Williams, as soon as the Berlin wool had been faintly praised,
peered at with narrowed eyes and pursed lips, and privately condemned as useless

- nothing like a match, in quality, colour or price. 'Pray, Admiral, tell us about this Captain
Aubrey, who they say has taken Melbury Lodge.’

'‘Aubrey? Oh, yes,' said the Admiral, running his dry tongue over his dry lips, like a parrot,
‘I know all about him. | have not met him, but | talked about him to people at the club and
in the Admiralty, and when | came home | looked him up in the Navy List. He is a young
fellow, only a master and commander, you know -'

'Do you mean he is pretending to be a captain?' cried Mrs Williams, perfectly willing to
believe it.

'‘No, no,' said Admiral Haddock impatiently. "We always call commanders Captain So-and-
So in the Navy. Real captains, full captains, we call post-captains - we say a man is made
post when he is appointed to a sixth-rate or better, an eight-and-twenty, say, or a thirty-
two-gun frigate. A post-ship, my dear Madam.’

'Oh, indeed,' said Mrs Williams, nodding her head and looking wise.

'Only a commander: but he did most uncommon well in the Mediterranean. Lord Keith
gave him cruise after cruise in that little old quarter-decked brig we took from the
Spaniards in ninety-five, and he played Old Harry with the shipping up and down the



coast. There were times when he well-nigh filled the Lazaretto Reach in Mahon with his
prizes - Lucky Jack Aubrey, they called him. He must have cleared a pretty penny - a most
elegant penny indeed. And he it was who took the Cacafuego! The very man,' said the
Admiral with some triumph, gazing round the circle of blank faces. After a moment's pause
of unbroken stupidity on their part he shook his head, saying, 'You never even heard of
the engagement, | collect?'

No, they had not. They were sorry to say that they had not heard of the Cacafuego - was it
the same as the Battle of St Vincent? Perhaps it had happened when they were so busy
with the strawberries. They had put up two hundred pots.

'‘Well, the Cacafuego was a Spanish xebec-frigate of two and thirty guns, and he went for
her in this little fourteen-gun sloop, fought her to a standstill, and carried her into Minorca.
Such an action! The service rang with it. And if it had not been for some legal quirk about
her papers, she being lent to the Barcelona merchants and not commanded by her regular
captain, which meant that technically she was not for the moment a king's ship but a
privateer, he would have been made post and given command of her. Perhaps knighted
too. But as it was - there being wheels within wheels, as | will explain at another time, for it
is not really suitable for young ladies - she was not bought into the service; and so far he
has Snot been given his step. What is more, | do not think he ever will be. He is a vile
ranting dog of a Tory, to be sure - or at least his father is

- but even so, it was shameful. He may not be quite the thing, but | intend to take
particular notice of him - shall call tomorrow - to mark my sense of the action: and of the
injustice.’

'So he is not quite the thing, sir?" asked Cecilia.

'Why no, my dear, he is not. Not at all the thing, they tell me. Dashing he may be! indeed,
he is; but disciplined - pah! That is the trouble with so many of your young fellows, and it
will never do in the service

- will never do for St Vincent. Many complaints about his lack of discipline -
independence - disobeying orders. No future in the service for that kind of officer, above
all with St Vincent at the Admiralty. And then | fear he may not attend to the fifth
commandment quite as he should." The girls' faces took on an inward look as they
privately ran over the Decalogue: in order of intelligence a little frown appeared on each
as its owner reached the part about

Sunday travelling, and then cleared as they carried on to the commandment the Admiral
had certainly intended. 'There was a great deal of talk about Mrs - about a superior
officer's wife, and they say that was at the bottom of the matter. A sad rake, | fear; and
undisciplined, which is far worse. You may say what you please about old Jarvie, but he
will not brook undisciplined conduct. And he does not love a Tory, either.'

‘Is Old Jarvie a naval word for the Evil One, sir?' asked Cecilia.

The admiral rubbed his hands. 'He is Earl St Vincent, my dear, the First Lord of the
Admiralty.’



At the mention of authority Mrs Williams looked grave and respectful; and after a reverent
pause she said, 'l believe you mentioned Captain Aubrey's father, Admiral?'

'Yes. He is that General Aubrey who made such a din by flogging the Whig candidate at
Hinton.'

'How very disgraceful. But surely, to flog a member of parliament he must be a man of
considerable estate?'

'Only moderate, ma'am. A moderate little place the other side of Woolhampton; and much
encumbered, they tell me. My cousin Hanmer knows him well.'

'And is Captain Aubrey the only son?'

'Yes, ma'am. Though by the bye he has a new mother-in-law: the general married a girl
from the village some months ago. She is said to be a fine sprightly young woman.’

'‘Good heavens, how wicked!" said Mrs Williams. '‘But | presume there is no danger? |
presume the general is of a certain age?'

‘Not at all, ma'am," said the admiral. 'He cannot be much more than sixty-five. Were | in
Captain Aubrey's shoes, | should be most uneasy.’

Mrs Williams brightened. 'Poor young man," she said placidly. 'l quite feel for him, |
protest.’

The butler carried away the tea-tray, mended- the fire and began to light the candles. 'How
the evenings are

drawing in," said Mrs Williams. 'Never mind the sconces by the door. Pull the curtains by
the cord, John. Touching the cloth wears it so, and it is bad for the rings. And now,
Admiral, what have you to tell us of the other gentleman at Melbury Lodge, Captain
Aubrey's particular friend?'

'Oh, him," said Admiral Haddock. 'l do not know much about him. He was Captain Aubrey's
surgeon in this sloop. And | believe | heard he was someone's natural son. His name is
Maturin.'

'If you please, sir,' said Frances, 'what is a natural son?'

'Why. . . 'said the admiral, looking from side to side.

'Are sons more natural than daughters, pray?'

'Hush, my dear," said Mrs Williams.

'Mr Lever called at Melbury,' said Cecilia. 'Captain

Aubrey had gone to London - he is always going to

London, it appears - but he saw Dr Maturin, and says

that he is quite strange, quite like a foreign gentleman.

He was cutting up a horse in the winter drawing-room.’

'How very undesirable,’ said Mrs Williams. 'They will have to use cold water for the blood.
Cold water is the only thing for the marks of blood. Do not you think, Admiral, that they
should be told they must use cold water for the marks of blood?"

'I dare say they are tolerably used to getting rid of stains of that kind, ma'am,' said the
admiral. 'But now | come to think of it,” he went on, gazing round the room 'what a capital
thing it is for you girls, to have a couple of sailors with their pockets full of guineas, turned



ashore and pitched down on your very doorstep. Anyone in want of a husband has but to
whistle, and they will come running, ha, ha, ha!

The admiral's sally had a wretched reception; not one of the young ladies joined in his
mirth. Sophia and Diana looked grave, Cecilia tossed her head, Frances scowled, and Mrs
Williams pursed up her mouth, looked down her nose and meditated a sharp retort.
'However,' he continued, wondering at the sudden chill

in the room 'it is no go, no go at all, now that | recollect. He told Trimble, who suggested a
match with his sister-in-Law, that he had quite given up women. It seems that he was so
unfortunate in his last attachment, that he has quite given up women. And indeed he is an
unlucky wight, whatever they may call him: there is not only this wretched business of his
promotion and his father's cursed untimely marriage, but he also has a couple of neutral
prizes in the Admiralty court, on appeal. | dare say that is why he is perpetually fagging up
and down to London. He is an unlucky man, no doubt; and no doubt he has come to
understand it. So he has very rightly given up all thoughts of marriage, in which luck is
everything - has quite given up women.'

"It is perfectly true,' cried Cecilia. 'There is not a single woman in the house! Mrs Burdett,
who just happened to be passing by, and our Molly, whose father's cottage is directly
behind and can see everything, say there is not a woman in the house! There they live
together, with a parcel of sailors to look after them. La, how strange! And yet Mrs Burdett,
who had a good look, you may be sure, says the window-panes were shining like
diamonds, and all the frames and doors had been new-painted white.'

'How can they hope to manage?' asked Mrs Williams. 'Surely, it is very wrong-headed and
unnatural. Dear me, | should not fancy sitting down in that house. | should wipe my chair
with my handkerchief, | can tell you.'

'Why, ma'am,’ cried the admiral, 'we manage tolerably well at sea, you know.'

'Oh, at sea. . . 'said Mrs Williams with a smile.

'What can they do for mending, poor things?' asked Sophia. 'l suppose they buy new.'

'| can just see them with their stockings out at heel,' cried Frances, with a coarse whoop,
'pegging away with their needles - Doctor, may | trouble you for the blue

worsted? After you with the thimble, if you please.” Ha, ha, ha, ha!'

'| dare say they can cook,' said Diana. 'Men can broil a steak; and there are always eggs
and bread-and-butter.’

'But how wonderfully strange,’ cried Cecilia. 'How romantic! As good as a ruin. Oh, how |
long to see 'em.’



CHAPTER TWO

The acquaintance was not slow in coming. With naval promptness Admiral Haddock
invited the ladies of Mapes to dine with the newcomers, and presently Captain Aubrey and
Dr Maturin were asked to dinner at Mapes; they were pronounced excellent young men,
most agreeable company, perfectly well-bred, and a great addition to the neighbourhood.
It was clear to Sophia, however, that poor Dr Maturin needed feeding properly: 'he was
quite pale and silent,' she said. But even the tenderest heart, the most given to pity, could
not have said the same for Jack. He was in great form from even the beginning of the
party, when his laugh was to be heard coming up the drive, until the last repeated
farewells under the freezing portico. His fine open battle-scarred countenance had worn
either a smile or a look of lively pleasure from the first to the last, and although his blue
eye had dwelt a little wistfully upon the stationary decanter and the disappearing remains
of the pudding, his cheerful flow of small but perfectly amiable talk had never faltered. He
had eaten everything set before him with grateful voracity, and even Mrs Williams felt
something like an affectionate leaning towards him.

'‘Well," she said, as their hoof-beats died away in the night, 'l believe that was as
successful a dinner-party as | have ever given. Captain Aubrey managed a second
partridge - but then they were so very tender. And the floating island looked particularly
well in the silver bowl:

there will be enough for tomorrow. And the rest of the pork will be delicious, hashed. How
well they ate, to be sure: | do not suppose they often have a dinner like that. | wonder at
the admiral, saying that Captain Aubrey was not quite the thing. | think he is very much the
thing. Sophie,

my love, pray tell John to put the port the gentlemen left into a small bottle at once, before
he locks up: it is bad for the decanter to leave port-wine in it.'

'Yes, Mama.'

'Now, my dears,' whispered Mrs Williams, having left a significant pause after the closing
of the door, 'l dare say you all noticed Captain Aubrey's great interest in Sophia -he was
quite particular. | have little doubt that - | think it would be very nice if we were all to leave
them alone together as much as possible. Are you attending, Diana?'

'Oh, yes, ma'am. | understand you perfectly well,' said Diana, turning back from the
window. Far over in the moonlit night the pale road wound between Polcary and Beacon
Down, and the horsemen were walking briskly up it.

‘I wonder, | wonder," said Jack, 'whether there is any goose left at home, or whether those
infernal brutes have eaten it up. At all events, we can have an omelette and a bottle of
claret. Claret. Have you ever known a woman that had any notion of wine?'

'l have not.'

'‘And damned near with the pudding, too. But what charming girls they are! Did you notice
the eldest one, Miss Williams, holding up her wine-glass and looking at the candle through
it? Such grace . . . The taper of her wrist and hand - long, long fingers.' Stephen Maturin



was scratching himself with a dogged perseverance; he was not attending. But Jack went
on, 'And that Mrs Villiers, how beautifully she held her head: lovely colouring. Perhaps not
such a perfect complexion as her cousin - she has been in India, | believe - but what deep
blue eyes! How old would she be, Stephen?’

'‘Not thirty.'

'I remember how well she sat her horse.. . By God, a year or two back | should have - .
How a man changes. But even so, | do love being surrounded by girls - so very different
from men. She said several handsome things about

the service - spoke very sensibly - thoroughly understood the importance of the weather-
gage. She must have naval connections. | do hope we see her again. | hope we see them
all again.’

They saw her again, and sooner than they had expected. Mrs Williams too just happened
to be passing by Melbury, and she directed Thomas to turn up the well-known drive. A
deep and powerful voice the other side of the door was singing

You ladies of lubricity

That dwell in the bordello
Ha-ha ha-ha, ha-ha ha-bee
For! am that kind of fellow,

but the ladies walked into the hail quite unmoved, since not one of them except Diana
understood the words, and she was not easily upset. With great satisfaction they noticed
that the servant who let them in had a pigtail half-way down his back, but the parlour into
which he showed them was disappointingly trim - it might have been spring-cleaned that
morning, reflected Mrs Williams, drawing her finger along the top of the wainscot. The only
thing that distinguished it from an ordinary Christian parlour was the rigid formation of the
chairs, squared to one another like the yards of a ship, and the bell-pull, which was three
fathoms of cable, wormed and served, and ending in a brass-bound top-block.

The powerful voice stopped, and it occurred to Diana that someone's face must be going
red; it was indeed highly coloured when Captain Aubrey came hurrying in, but he did not
falter as he cried, 'Why, this is most neighbourly

- truly kind - a very good afternoon to you, ma'am. Mrs Villiers, Miss Williams, your servant
- Miss Cecilia, Miss Frances, how happy | am to see you. Pray step into the...'

'‘We just happened to be passing by,' said Mrs Williams,

‘and | thought we might just stop for a moment, to ask how the jasmin is thriving.'
‘Jasmin?' cried Jack.
'Yes,' said Mrs Williams, avoiding her daughters' eyes.



'‘Ah, the jasmin. Pray step into the drawing-room. Dr Maturin and | have a fire in there: and
he is the fellow to tell you all about jasmin.’

The winter drawing-room at Melbury Lodge was a handsome five-sided room with two
walls opening on to the garden, and at the far end there stood a light-coloured pianoforte,
surrounded by sheets of music and covered by many more. Stephen Maturin rose from
behind the piano, bowed, and stood silently watching the visitors. He was wearing a black
coat so old that it was green in places, and he had not shaved for three days: from time to
time he passed his hand over his rasping jaw.

‘Why, you are musicians, | declare!" cried Mrs Williams. 'Violins - a 'cello! How | love
music. Symphonies, cantatas! Do you touch the instrument, sir?' she asked Stephen. She
did not usually notice him, for Dr Vining had explained that naval surgeons were often
poorly qualified and always badly paid; but she was feeling well-disposed today.

'I have just been picking out this piece, ma'am,’ said Stephen. 'But the piano is sadly out of
tune.'

‘| think not, sir,’ said Mrs Williams. 'lt was the most expensive instrument to be had - a
Clementi. | remember its coming by the waggon as though it were yesterday.'

'Pianos do go out of tune, Mama," murmured Sophia.

'‘Not Clementi's pianos, my dear,’ said Mrs Williams with a smile. 'They are the most
expensive in London. Clementi supplies the Court,’ she added, looking reproachful, as
though they had been wanting in loyalty. 'Besides, sir,' she said, turning to Jack, 'it was my
eldest daughter who painted the case! The pictures are in the Chinese taste.’

‘That clinches it, ma'am,' cried Jack. 'It would be an ungrateful instrument that fell off,
having been decorated

by Miss Williams. We were admiring the landscape with the pagoda this morning, were we
not, Stephen?'

'Yes,' said Stephen, lifting the adagio of Hummel's D major sonata off the lid. "This was the
bridge and tree and pagoda that we liked so much.' It was a charming thing, the size of a
tea-tray - pure, sweet lines, muted, gentle colours that might have been lit by an innocent
moon.

Embarrassed, as she so often was, by her mother's strident voice, and confused by all this
attention, Sophia hung her head: with a self-possession that she neither felt nor seemed
to feel she said, 'Was this the piece you was playing, sir? Mr Tindall has made me practise
it over and over again.'

She moved away from the piano, carrying the sheets, and at this point the drawing-room
was filled with activity. Mrs Williams protested that she would neither sit down nor take any
refreshment whatsoever; Preserved Killick and John Witsoever, able seamen, brought in
tables, trays, urns, more coal; Frances whispered 'What ho, for ship's biscuit and a swig of
rum,” to make Cecilia giggle; and Jack slowly began shepherding Mrs Williams and
Stephen out of the room through the french windows in the direction of what he took to be
the jasmin.

The true jasmin, however, proved to be on the library wall; and so it was from outside the
library windows that Jack and Stephen heard the familiar notes of the adagio, as silvery



and remote as a musical-box. It was absurd how the playing resembled the painting: light,
ethereal, tenuous. Stephen Maturin winced at the flat A and the shrill C; and at the
beginning of the first variation he glanced uneasily at Jack to see whether he too was
jarred by the mistaken phrasing. But Jack seemed wholly taken up with Mrs Williams's
account of the planting of the shrub, a minute and circumstantial history.

Now there was another hand on the keyboard. The adagio came out over the sparse
wintery lawn with a fine ringing tone, inaccurate, but strong and free; there was

harshness in the tragic first variation - a real understanding of what it meant.

'How well dear Sophia plays," said Mrs Williams, leaning her head to one side. 'Such a
sweetly pretty tune, too.'

'Surely that is not Miss Williams, ma'am?' cried Stephen.

'Indeed it is, sir,’ cried Mrs Williams. ‘Neither of her sisters can go beyond the scales, and |
know for a fact that Mrs Villiers cannot read a note. She would not apply herself to the
drudgery.' And as they walked back to the house through the mud Mrs Williams told them
what they should know about drudgery, taste, and application.

Mrs Villiers started up from the piano, but not so quickly as to escape Mrs Williams's
indignant eye - an eye so indignant that it did not lose its expression for the rest of the
visit. It even outlasted Jack's announcement of a ball in commemoration of the Battle of
Saint Vincent, and the gratification of being the first guests to be bespoke.

'You recall Sir John Jervis's action, ma'am, off Cape Saint Vincent? The fourteenth of
February, ninety-seven. Saint Valentine's day.'

‘Certainly | do, sir: but' - with an affected simper -'of course my girls are too young to
remember anything about it. Pray, did we win?'

'Of course we did, Mama,' hissed the girls.

'Of course we did," said Mrs Williams. 'Pray sir, was you there - was you present?'

'Yes, ma'am," said Jack. 'l was third of the Orion. And so | always like to celebrate the
anniversary of the battle with all the friends and shipmates | can bring together. And
seeing there is a ballroom here -,

'You may depend upon it, my dears,' said Mrs Williams, on the way home, 'that this ball is
being given in compliment to us - to me and my daughters - and | have no doubt that
Sophie will open it with Captain Aubrey. Saint

Valentine's day, la! Frankie, you have dribbled chocolate all down your front; and if you eat
so many rich pastries you will come out in spots, and then where will you be? No man will
look at you. There must have been a dozen eggs and half a pound of butter in that smaller
cake: | have never been so surprised in my life.'



Diana Villiers had been taken, after some hesitation, partly because it would have been
indecent to leave her behind and partly because Mrs Williams thought there was no
possible comparison between a woman with ten thousand pounds and one without ten
thousand pounds; but further consideration, the pondering of certain intercepted looks, led
Mrs Williams to think that the gentlemen of the Navy might not be so reliable as the local
squires and their hard-faced offspring.

Diana was aware of most of the motions of her aunt's mind, and after breakfast the next
day she was quite prepared to follow her into her room for 'a little chat, my dear'. But she
was quite unprepared for the bright smile and the repeated mention of the word 'horse’.
Hitherto it had always meant Sophia's little chestnut mare. 'How good-natured of Sophie to
lend you her horse again. | hope it is not too tired this time, poor thing." But now the
suggestion, the downright offer, wrapped in many words, was of a horse for herself. It was
a clear bribe to leave the field clear: it was also meant to overcome Sophia's reluctance to
deprive her cousin of the mare, and thus to go riding with Captain Aubrey or Dr Maturin
herself. Diana accepted the bait, spat out the hook with contempt, and hurried away to the
stables to consult with Thomas, for the great horse-fair at Marston was just at hand.

On the way she saw Sophia coming along the path that led through the park to Grope,
Admiral Haddock's house. Sophia was walking fast, swinging her arms and muttering
'‘Larboard, starboard," as she came. 'Yo ho, shipmate,’ called Diana over the hedge, and

she was surprised to see her cousin blush cherry-pink. The chance shot had gone straight
home, for Sophia had been browsing in the admiral's library, looking at Navy Lists, naval
memoirs, Falconer's Dictionary of the Marine, and the Naval Chronicle; and the admiral,
coming up behind her in his list slippers had said, 'Oh, the Naval Chronicle, is it? Ha, ha!
This is the one you want," - pulling out the volume for 1801. 'Though Miss Di has been
before you - forestalled you long ago - made me explain the weather-gage and the
difference between a xebec and a brig. There is a little cut of the action, but the fellow did
not know what he was about, so he put in a great quantity of smoke to hide the rigging,
which is most particular in a xebec. Come, let me find it for you.'

'Oh no, no, no,' said Sophia in great distress. 'l only wanted to know a little about - 'Her
voice died away.

The acquaintance ripened; but it did not mature, it did not progress as fast as Mrs Williams
would have liked. Captain Aubrey could not have been more friendly -perhaps too friendly;
there was none of that languishing she longed to see, no pallor, nor even any marked
particularity. He seemed to be as happy with Frances as he was with Sophia, and
sometimes Mrs Williams wondered whether he really were quite the thing - whether those
strange tales about sea-officers might possibly be true in his case. Was it not very odd
that he should live with Dr Maturin? Another thing that troubled her was Diana's horse, for
from what she heard and from what little she could understand, it seemed that Diana rode
better than Sophia. Mrs Williams could hardly credit this, but even so she was heartily
sorry that she had ever made the present. She was in a state of anxious doubt: she was



certain that Sophia was moved, but she was equally certain that Sophia would never
speak to her of her feelings, just as she was certain that Sophia would

never follow her advice about making herself attractive to the gentlemen - putting herself
forward a little, doing herself justice, reddening her lips before she came into the room.
Had she seen them out one day with young Mr Edward Savile's pack she would have
been more anxious still. Sophia did not really care for hunting: she liked the gallops, but
she found the waiting about dull and she minded terribly about the poor fox. Her mare had
spirit but no great stamina, whereas Diana's powerful, short-coupled bay gelding had a
barrel like a vault of a church and an unconquerable heart; he could carry Diana's eight
stone from morning till night, and he loved to be in at the kill.

They had been hunting since half past ten, and now the sun was low. They had killed two
foxes, and the third, a barren vixen, had led them a rare old dance, right away into the
heavy country beyond Plimpton with its wet plough, double oxers, and wide ditches. She
was now only one field ahead, failing fast and heading for a drain she knew. At the last
check Jack had a lucky inspiration to bear away right-handed, a short-cut that brought him
and Sophia closer to hounds than anyone in the field; but now there was a bank, a
towering fence, mud in front of it and the gleam of broad water beyond. Sophia looked at
the jump with dismay, put her tired horse at it without any real wish to reach the other side,
and felt thankful when the mare refused it. She and her mount were quite done up; Sophia
had never felt so tired in her life; she dreaded the sight of the fox being torn to pieces, and
the pack had just hit off the line again. There was a deadly implacable triumph in the voice
of the old bitch that led them. 'The gate, the gate,' called Jack, wheeling his horse and
cantering to the corner of the field. He had it half open - an awkward, sagging, left-handed
gate - when Stephen arrived. Jack heard Sophia say 'should like to go home - pray, pray
go on - know the way perfectly.' The

piteous face wiped away his look of frustration; he lost his fixed 'boarders away'
expression, and smiling very kindly he said, 'l think | will turn back too: we have had
enough for today.’

"I will see Miss Williams home,’ said Stephen.

'No, no, please go on,' begged Sophia, with tears brimming in her eyes. 'Please, please - |
am perfectly -,

A quick drumming of hooves and Diana came into the field. Her whole being was
concentrated on the fence and what lay beyond it, and she saw them only a vague group
muddling in a gate. She was sitting as straight and supple as if she had been riding for no
more than half an hour: she was part of her horse, completely unaware of herself. She
went straight at the fence, gathered her horse just so, and with a crash and a spray of
mud they were over. Her form, her high-held head, her contained joy, competent, fierce
gravity, were as beautiful as anything Jack or Stephen had ever seen. She had not the
slightest notion of it, but she had never looked so well in her life. The men's faces as she
flew over, high and true, would have made Mrs Williams more uneasy by far.



Mrs Williams longed for the day of the ball; she made almost as many preparations as
Jack, and Mapes Court was filled with gauze, muslins and taffeta. Her mind was filled with
stratagems, one of which was to get Diana out of the way for the intervening days. Mrs
Williams had no defined suspicions, but she smelt danger, and by means of half a dozen
intermediaries and as many letters she managed to have a mad cousin left unattended by
his family. She could not do away with the invitation, publicly given and accepted,
however, and Diana was to be brought back to Champflower by one of Captain Aubrey's
guests on the morning of February the fourteenth.

'Dr Maturin is waiting for you, Di,' said Cecilia. 'He is walking his horse up and down in a
fine new bottle-green coat with a black collar. And he has a new tie-wig. | suppose that is
why he went up to London. You have made

another conquest, Di: he used to be quite horrid, and all unshaved.’

'Stop peering from behind that curtain like a housemaid, Cissy. And lend me your hat, will
you?'

'Why, he is quite splendid now," said Cecilia, peering still and puckering the gauze. 'He
has a spotted waistcoat too. Do you remember when he came to dinner in carpet
slippers? He really would be almost handsome if he held himself up.’

‘A fine conquest,' said Mrs Williams, peering too. ‘A penniless naval surgeon, somebody's
natural son, and a Papist. Fie upon you, Cissy, to say such things.’

'‘Good morning, Maturin," said Diana, coming down the steps. 'l hope | have not kept you
waiting. What a neat cob you have there, upon my word! You never found him in this part
of the world.

'‘Good morning, .Villiers. You are late. You are very late.’

‘It is the one advantage there is in being a woman. You do know | am a woman, Maturin?'
‘I am obliged to suppose it, since you affect to have no notion of time - cannot tell what
o'clock it is. Though why the trifing accident of sex should induce a sentient being, let
alone such an intelligent being as you, to waste half this beautiful clear morning, | cannot
conceive. Come, let me help you to mount. Sex - sex. .

'Hush, Maturin. You must not use words like that here. It was bad enough yesterday.’
'Yesterday? Oh, yes. But | am not the first man to say that wit is the unexpected
copulation of ideas. Far from it. It is a commonplace.’

'‘As far as my aunt is concerned you are certainly the first man who ever used such an
expression in public.’

They rode up Heberden Down: a still, brilliant morning with a little frost; the creak of
leather, the smell of horse, steaming breath. 'l am not in the least degree interested in
women as such,’ said Stephen. 'Only in persons. There is



Polcary,’ he added, nodding over the valley. 'That is where I first saw you, on your cousin's
chestnut. Let us ride over there tomorrow. | can show you a remarkable family of
particoloured stoats, a congregation of stoats.'

‘I must cry off for tomorrow," said Diana. 'l am so sorry, | have to go to Dover to look after
an old gentleman who is not quite right in the head, a sort of cousin.’

'‘But you will be back for the ball, sure?' cried Stephen.

'Oh, yes. It is all arranged. A Mr Babbington is to take me up on his way. Did not Captain
Aubrey tell you?'

'I was back very late last night, and we hardly spoke this morning. But | must go to Dover
myself next week. May | come and beg for a cup of tea?'

'Indeed you may. Mr Lowndes imagines he is a teapot; he crooks one arm like this for the
handle, holds out the other for the spout, and says, "May | have the pleasure of pouring
you a cup of tea?" You could not come to a better address. But you also have to go to
town again, do you not?"

'l do. From Monday till Thursday.'

She reined in her horse to a walk, and with a hesitation and a shyness that changed her
face entirely, giving it a resemblance to Sophia's, she said, 'Maturin, may | beg you to do
me a kindness?'

‘Certainly,’ said Stephen, looking straight into her eyes and then quickly away at the sight
of the painful emotion in them.

'You know something of my position here, | believe Would you sell this bit of jewellery for
me? | must

have something to wear at the ball.’

‘What must | ask for it?'

'Would they not make an offer, do you think? If | could get ten pounds, | should be happy.
And if they should give so much, then would you be even kinder and tell Harrison in the
Royal Exchange to send me this list immediately? Here is a pattern of the stuff. It could
come

by the mail-coach as far as Lewes, and the carrier could pick it up. | must have something
to wear.'

Something to wear. Unpicked, taken in, let out, and folded in tissue-paper, it lay in the
trunk that stood waiting in Mr Lowndes's hall on the morning of the fourteenth.

'Mr Babbington to see you, ma'am,’ said the servant.

Diana hurried into the parlour - her smile faded -she looked again, and lower than she
would have thought possible she saw a figure in a three-caped coat that piped, 'Mrs
Villiers, ma‘am? Babbington reporting, if you please, ma'am.’

'Oh, Mr Babbington, good morning. How do you do? Captain Aubrey tells me you will be
so very kind as to take me with you to Melbury Lodge. When do you please to start? We
must not let your horse take cold. | have only a little trunk - it is ready by the front door.
You will take a glass of wine before we leave, sir? Or | believe you sea-officers like rum?'
'A tot of rum to keep out the cold would be prime. You will join me, ma'am? It's uncommon
parky, out.'



‘A very little glass of rum, and put a great deal of water in it,” whispered Diana to the
servant. But the girl was too flustered by the presence of a strange dogcart in the
courtyard to understand the word 'water’, and she brought a dark-brown brimming tumbler
that Mr Babbington drank off with great composure. Diana's alarm increased at the sight of
the tall, dashing dogcart and the nervous horse, all white of eye and laid-back ears.
'‘Where is your groom, sir?' she asked. 'ls he in the kitchen?'

There ain't a groom in this crew, ma'am,’ said Babbington, now looking at her with open
admiration. 'l navigate myself. May | give you a leg up? Your foot on this little step and
heave away. Now this rug - we make it fast aft, with these beckets. All a-tanto? Let go by
the head," he called to the gardener, and they dashed out of the forecourt, giving the
white-painted post a shrewd knock as

they passed. -

Mr Babbington's handling of the whip and the reins raised Diana's dismay to a new pitch;
she had been brought up among horse-soldiers, and she had never seen anything like this
in her life. She wondered how he could possibly have come all the way from Arundel
without a spill. She thought of her trunk behind and when they left the main road, winding
along the lanes, sometimes mounting the bank and sometimes shaving the ditch's edge,
she said, "It will never do. This young man will have to be taken down.’

The lane ran straight up hill, rising higher and higher, with God knows what breakneck
descent the other side. The horse slowed to a walk - the bean-fed horse, as it proved by a
thunderous, long, long fart.

'| beg your pardon,' said the midshipman in the silence.

'Oh, that's all right," said Diana coldly. 'l thought it was the horse." A sideways glance
showed that this had settled Babbington's hash for the moment. 'Let me show you how we
do it in India," she said, gathering the reins and taking his whip away from him. But once
she had established contact with the horse and had him going steadily along the path he
should follow, Diana turned her mind to winning back Mr Babbington's kindness and good
will. Would he explain the blue, the red, and the white squadrons to her? The weather-
gage? Tell her about life at sea in general? Surely it must be a very dangerous,
demanding service, though of course so highly and so rightly honoured - the country's
safeguard. Could it be true that he had taken part in the famous action with the
Cacafuego? Diana could not remember a more striking disparity of forces. Captain Aubrey
must be very like Lord Nelson.

'Oh yes, ma'am!' cried Babbington. 'Though | doubt even Nelson could have brought it off
so handsome. He is a prodigious man. Though by land, you know, he is quite different.
You would take him for an ordinary person -not the least coldness or distance. He came
down to our place to help my uncle in the election, and he was as jolly



as a grig - knocked down a couple of Whigs with his stick. They went down like ninepins -
both of them poachers and Methodies, of course. Oh, it was such fun, and at Melbury he
let me and old Pullings choose our horses and ride a race with him. Three times round the
paddock and the horse to be ridden upstairs into the library for a guinea a side and a
bottle of wine. Oh, we all love him, ma'am, although he's so taut at sea.’

‘Who won?'

'Oh, well," said Babbington, 'we all fell off, more or less, at different times. Though | dare
say he did it on purpose, not to take our money.'

They stopped to bait at an inn, and with a meal and a pint of ale inside him Babbington
said, 'l think you are the prettiest girl | have ever seen. You are to change in my room,
which | am very glad of, now; and if | had known it was you, | should have bought a
pincushion and a large bottle of scent.'

'You are a very fine figure of a man, too, sir,’ said Diana. 'l am so happy to be travelling
under your protection.’

Babbington's spirits mounted to an alarming degree; he had been brought up in a service
where enterprise counted for everything, and presently it became necessary to occupy his
attention with the horse. She had meant to allow him only the dash up the drive, but in the
event he held the reins all the way from Newton Priors to the door of Melbury Lodge,
where he handed her down in state, to the admiration of two dozen naval eyes.

There was something about Diana, a certain piratical dash and openness, that was very
attractive to sea-officers; but they were also much attracted by the two Miss Simmonses'
doll-like prettiness, by Frances dancing down the middle with the tip of her tongue
showing as she kept the measure, by Cecilia's commonplace, healthy good looks, and by
all the other charms that were displayed under the blaze of candles in the long handsome
ballroom. And they were moon-struck by Sophia's grace as she and Captain

Aubrey opened the ball: Sophia had on a pink dress with a gold sash, and Diana said to
Stephen Maturin, 'She is lovely. There is not another woman in the room to touch her.
That is the most dangerous colour in the world, but with her complexion it is perfect. |
would give my eye-teeth for such a skin.’

"The gold and the pearls help," said Stephen. "The one echoes her hair and the other her
teeth. | will tell you a thing about women. They are superior to men in this, that they have
an unfeigned, objective, candid admiration for good looks in other women - a real pleasure
in their beauty. Yours, too, is a most elegant dress: other women admire it. | have
remarked this. Not only from their glances, but most positively, by standing behind them
and listening to their conversation.'

It was a good dress, a light, flimsy version of the naval blue, with white about it - no black,
no concessions to Mrs Williams, for it was understood that at a ball any woman was
allowed to make the best of herself; but where taste, figure and carriage are equal, a
woman who can spend fifty guineas on her dress will look better than one who can only
spend ten pounds.

'We must take our places,’ said Diana a little louder as the second violins struck in and the
ballroom filled with sound. It was a fine sight, hung with bunting in the naval way - the
signal engage the enemy more closely, among other messages understood by the sailors
alone -shining with bees-wax and candlelight, crowded to the doors, and the lane of



dancing figures: pretty dresses, fine coats, white gloves, all reflected in the french
windows and in the tall looking-glass behind the band. The whole neighbourhood was
there, together with a score of new faces from Portsmouth, Chatham, London, or
wherever the peace had cast them on shore; they were all in their best clothes; they were
all determined to enjoy themselves; and so far they were succeeding to admiration.
Everyone was pleased, not only by the rarity of a ball (not above three in

the season in those parts, apart from the Assembly), but by the handsome, unusual way in
which it was done, by the seamen in their blue jackets and pigtails, so very unlike the
greasy hired waiters generally to be seen, and by the fact that for once there were more
men than women - men in large numbers, all of them eager to dance.

Mrs Williams was sitting with the other parents and chaperons by the double doors into
the supper-room, where she could rake the whole line of dancers, and her red face was
nodding and smiling - significant smiles, emphatic nods - as she told her cousin Simmons
that she had encouraged the whole thing from the beginning. Crossing over in the dance,
Diana saw her triumphant face: and the next face she saw, immediately in front of her,
was Jack's as he advanced to hand her about 'Such a lovely ball, Aubrey," she said, with a
flashing smile. He was in gold-laced scarlet, a big, commanding figure: his forehead was
sweating and his eyes shone with excitement and pleasure. He took her in with
benevolent approval, said something meaningless but kind, and whirled her about.

'‘Come and sit down,' said Stephen, at the end of the second dance. 'You are looking pale.’
'Am |?' she cried, looking intently into a mirror. 'Do | look horrible?'

'You do not. But you must not get over-tired. Come and sit down in a fresher air. Come
into the orangery.'

'I have promised to stand up with Admiral James. | will come after supper.'

Deserting the supper-table, three sailors, including Admiral James, pursued Diana into the
orangery; but they withdrew when they saw Stephen waiting for her there with her shawl.

‘| did not think the doctor had it in him," said Mowett. 'In the Sophie we always looked on
him as a sort of monk.’

‘Damn him," said Pullings. 'l thought 'l was getting on so well.'

'You are not cold?' asked Stephen, tucking the shawil

round her shoulders; and as though the physical contact between his hand and her bare
flesh established a contact, sending a message that had no need of words, he felt the
change of current. But in spite of the intuition he said, 'Diana...’

Tell me," she said in a hard voice, cutting right across him, 'is that Admiral James
married?’

'He is.’

'l thought so. You can smell the enemy a great way off.'

'Enemy?’



'Of course. Don't be a fool, Maturin. You must know that married men are the worst
enemies women can have. Get me something to drink, will you? | am quite faint with all
that fug.'

‘This is Sillery; this iced punch.’

‘Thank you. They offer what they call friendship or some stuff of that kind - the name don't
matter - and all they want in return for this great favour is your heart, your life, your future,
your - | will not be coarse, but you know very well what | mean. There is no friendship in
men: | know what | am talking about, believe me. There is not one round here, from old
Admiral Haddock to that young puppy of a curate, who has not tried it: to say nothing of
India. Who the devil do they think | am?' she exclaimed, drumming on the arm of her chair.
"The only honest one was Southampton, who sent an old woman from Madras to say he
would be happy to take me into keeping; and upon my honour, if I had known what my life
in England, in this muddy hole with nothing but beer-swilling rustics, was going to be, |
should have been tempted to accept. What do you think my life is like, without a sou and
under the thumb of a vulgar, pretentious, ignorant woman who detests me? What do you
think it is like, looking into this sort of a future, with my looks going, the only thing | have?
Listen, Maturin, | speak openly to you, because | like you; | like you very much, and |
believe you have a kindness for me - you are almost the

only man | have met in England | can treat as a friend -trust as a friend.’

'You have my friendship, sure,' said Stephen heavily. After a long pause he said with a fair
attempt at lightness, "You are not altogether just. You look as desirable as you can - that
dress, particularly the bosom of that dress, would inflame Saint Anthony, as you know
very well. It is unjust to provoke a man and then to complain he is a satyr if the
provocation succeeds. You are not a miss upon her promotion, moved by unconscious
instinctive...'

‘Do you tell me | am provocative?' cried Diana.

‘Certainly | do. That is exactly what | am saying. But | do not suppose you know how much
you make men suffer. In any case, you are arguing from the particular to the general: you
have met some men who wish to take advantage of you, and you go too far Not all French
waiters have red hair'

‘They all have red hair somewhere about them, and it shows sooner or later But | do
believe you are an exception, Maturin, and that is why | confide in you | cannot tell you
what a comfort it is. | was brought up among intelligent men - they were a loose lot on the
Madras side and worse in Bombay, but they were intelligent, and oh how | miss them. And
what a relief it is to be able to speak freely, after all this swimming in namby-pamby.’

'Your cousin Sophia is intelligent.’

‘Do you really think so? Well, there is a sort of quickness, if you like; but she is a girl-we do
not speak the same language. | grant you she is beautiful. She is really beautiful, but she
knows nothing - how could she? - and | cannot forgive her her fortune. It is so unjust. Life



is so unjust." Stephen made no reply, but fetched her an ice. 'The only thing a man can
offer a woman is marriage,’ she went on. 'An equal marriage. | have about four or five
years, and if | cannot find a husband by then, | shall ... And where can one be found in this
howling

wilderness? Do | disgust you very much? | mean to put you off, you know.'

'Yes, | am aware of your motions, Villiers. You do not disgust me at all - you speak as a
friend. You hunt; and your chase has a beast in view.'

‘Well done, Maturin.'

'You insist upon an equal marriage?'

‘At the very least. | shall despise a woman so poor-spirited, so wanting in courage, as to
make a mésalliance. There was a smatrt little whippersnapper of an attorney in Dover that
had the infernal confidence to make me an offer. | have never been so mortified in my life.
| had rather go to the stake, or look after the Teapot for the rest of my days.’

'Define your beast.'

'I am not difficult. He must have some money, of course - love in a cottage be damned. He
must have some sense; he must not be actually deformed, nor too ancient. Admiral
Haddock, for example, is beyond my limit, | do not insist upon it, but | should like him to be
able to sit a horse and not fall off too often; and | should like him to be able to hold his
wine. You do not get drunk, Maturin; that is one of the things | like about you. Captain
Aubrey and half the other men here will have to be carried to bed.’

'‘No, | love wine, but | do not find it often affects my judgment: not often. | drank a good
deal this evening, however. As far as Jack Aubrey is concerned, do you not think you may
be a little late in the field? | have the impression that tonight may be decisive.’'

'Has he told you anything? Has he confided in you?'

'You do not speak as you have just spoken to a tattle-tale of a man, | believe. As far as
your knowledge of me goes, it is accurate.’

'In any case, you are wrong. | know Sophie. He may make a declaration, but she will need
a longer time than this. She need never fear being left on the shelf - it never

occurs to her at all, | dare say - and she is afraid of marriage. How she cried when | told
her men had hair on their chests! And she hates being managed - that is not the word |
want. What is it, Maturin?'

‘Manipulated.

'Exactly. She is a dutiful girl - a great sense of duty:

1 think it rather stupid, but there it is - but still she finds the way her mother has been
arranging and pushing and managing and angling in all this perfectly odious. You two
must have had hogsheads of that grocer's claret forced down your throats. Perfectly
odious: and she is obstinate



- strong, if you like - under that bread-and-butter way of hers. It will take a great deal to
move her; much more than the excitement of a ball.’

'She is not attached?'

'‘Attached to Aubrey? | do not know; | do not suppose she knows herself. She likes him;
she is flattered by his attentions; and to be sure he is a husband any woman would be
glad to have - well-off, good-looking, distinguished in his profession and with a future
before him, unexceptionable family, cheerful, good-natured. But she is entirely unsuited to
him - | am persuaded she is, with her secretive, closed, stubborn nature. He needs
someone much more awake, much more alive: they would never be happy.'

'She may have a passionate side, a side you know nothing about, or do not choose to
see.'

'Stuff, Maturin. In any case, he needs a different woman and she needs a different man: in
a way you might be much more suited to her, if you could stand her ignorance.’

'So Jack Aubrey might answer?’

'Yes, | like him well enough. | should prefer a man more - what shall | say? More grown
up, less of a boy

- less of a huge boy.’

'He is highly considered in his profession, as you said yourself, just now.'

"That is neither here nor there. A man may be brilliant

in his calling and a mere child outside it. | remember a mathematician - they say he was
one of the best in the world - who came out to India, to do something about Venus; and
when his telescope was taken away from him, he was unfit for civilized life. A blundering
schoolboy! He clung to my hand all through one tedious, tedious evening, sweating and
stammering. No: give me the politicoes -they know how to live; and they are all reading
men, more or less. | wish Aubrey were something of a reading man. More like you - |
mean what | say. You are very good company: | like being with you. But he is a handsome
fellow. Look," she said, turning to the window, 'there he is, figuring away. He dances quite
well, does he not? It is a pity he wants decision.’

'You would not say that if you saw him taking his ship into action.'

‘I mean in his relations with women. He is sentimental. But still, he would do. Shall | tell
you something that will really shock you, although you are a medical man? | was married,
you know - | am not a girl - and intrigues were as common in India as they are in Paris.
There are times when | am tempted to play the fool, terribly tempted. | dare say | should,
too, if I lived in London and not in this dreary hole.’

"Tell me, have you reason to suppose that Jack is to your way of thinking?'

'‘About our suitability? Yes. There are signs that mean a lot to a woman. | wonder he ever
looked seriously at Sophie. He is not interested, | suppose? Her fortune would not mean a
great deal to him? Have you known him long? But | suppose all you naval people have
known one another, or of one another, for ever.’

'Oh, | am no seaman, at all. | first met him in Minorca,

in the year one, in the spring of the year one. | had taken

a patient there, for the Mediterranean climate - he died



- and | met Jack at a concert. We took a liking to one
another, and he asked me to sail with him as his surgeon. |

agreed, being quite penniless at the time, and we have been together ever since. | know
him well enough to say that as for being interested, concerned for a woman's fortune,
there never was a man more unworldly than Jack Aubrey. Maybe | will tell you a thing
about him.'

'Go on, Stephen.’

'Some time ago he had an unhappy affair with another officer's wife. She had the dash,
the style and the courage he loves, but she was a hard, false woman, and she wounded
him very deeply. So virginal modesty, rectitude, principle, you know? have a greater
charm for him than they might otherwise have had.'

'Ah? Yes, | see. | see now. And you have a béguin for her too? It is no use, | warn you.
She would never do a thing without her mother's consent, and that is nothing to do with
her mother's being in control of her fortune: it is all duty. And you would never bring my
aunt Williams round in a thousand years. Still, you may feel on Sophie's side.'

'| have the greatest liking and admiration for her.'

'‘But no tendre?'

‘Not as you would define it. But | am averse to giving pain, Villiers, which you are not.’

She stood up, as straight as a wand. 'We must go in. | have to dance this next bout with
Captain Aubrey,' she said, kissing him. 'l am truly sorry if | hurt you, Maturin.'

CHAPTER THREE

For many years Stephen Maturin had kept a diary in a crabbed and characteristically
secret shorthand of his own. It was scattered with anatomical drawings, descriptions of
plants, birds, moving creatures, and if it had been deciphered the scientific part would
have been found to be in Latin; but the personal observations were all in Catalan, the
language he had spoken most of his youth. The most recent entries were in that tongue.
'February 15. .. then when she suddenly kissed me, the strength left my knees, quite
ludicrously, and | could scarcely follow her into the ball-room with any countenance. | had
sworn to allow no such thing again, no strong dolorous emotion ever again: my whole
conduct of late proves how I lie. | have done everything in my power to get my heart under
the harrow.

'February 21. | reflect upon Jack Aubrey. How helpless a man is, against direct attack by a
woman. As soon as she leaves the schoolroom a girl learns to fend off, ward off wild love;
it becomes second nature; it offends no code; it is commended not only by the world but
even by those very men who are thus repulsed. How different for a man! He has no such
accumulated depth of armour; and the more delicate, the more gallant, the more



"honourable” he is the less he is able to withstand even a remote advance. He must not
wound: and in this case there is little inclination to wound.

'When a face you have never seen without pleasure, that has never looked at you without
a spontaneous smile, remains cold, unmoving, even inimical, at your approach, you are
strangely cast down: you see another being and you are another being yourself. Yet life
with Mrs W can be no

party of pleasure; and magnanimity calls for understanding. For the moment it calls in
vain. There are depths of barbarity, possibilities | did not suspect. Plain common sense
calls for a disengagement.

'‘JA is uneasy, discontented with himself, discontented with Sophia's reluctance - coyness
is no word to use for that dear sweet pure affectionate young woman's hesitation. Speaks
of wincing fillies and their nonsense: he has never been able to bear frustration. This in
part is what Diana Villiers means by his immaturity. If he did but know it the evident mutual
liking between him and DV is in fact good for his suit. Sophia is perhaps the most
respectable girl | have known, but she is after all a woman. JA is not percipient in these
matters. Yet on the other hand he is beginning to look at me with some doubt. This is the
first time there has been any reserve in our friendship; it is painful to me and | believe to
him. | cannot bring myself to look upon him with anything but affection; but when | think of
the possibilities, the physical possibilities | say, why then -'DV insists upon my inviting her
to Melbury to play

billiards: she plays well, of course - can give either of us twenty in a hundred. Her
insistence is accompanied by an ignoble bullying and an ignoble pretty pretty cajolery, to
which | yield, both of us knowing exactly what we are about. This talk of friendship
deceives neither of us; and yet it does exist, even on her side, | believe. My position would
be the most humiliating in the world but for the fact that she is not so clever as she thinks:
her theory is excellent, but she has not the control of her pride or her other passions to
carry it into effect. She is cynical, but not nearly cynical enough, whatever she may say. If
she were, | should not be obsessed. Quo me rapis? Quo indeed. My whole conduct,
meekness, mansuetude, voluntary abasement, astonishes me.

'‘Quaere: is the passionate intensity of my feeling for Catalan independence the cause of
my virile resurrection

or its effect? There is a direct relationship, | am sure. Bartolomeu's report should reach
England in three days if the wind holds.’

'Stephen, Stephen, Stephen!" Jack's voice came along the corridor, growing louder and
ending in a roar as he thrust his head into the room. 'Oh, there you are. | was afraid you
had gone off to your stoats again. The carrier has brought you an ape.’



'What sort of an ape?' asked Stephen.

‘A damned ill-conditioned sort of an ape. It had a can of ale at every pot-house on the
road, and it is reeling drunk. It has been offering itself to Babbington.’

‘Then it is Dr Lloyd's lewd mangabey. He believes it to be suffering from the furor uterinus,
and we are to open it together when | return.’

Jack looked at his watch. 'What do you say to a hand of cards before we go?'

‘With all my heart.’

Piquet was their game. The cards flew fast, shuffled, cut, and dealt again: they had played
together so long that each knew the other's style through and through. Jack's was a
cunning alternation of risking everything for the triumphant point of eight, and of a steady,
orthodox defence, fighting for every last trick. Stephen’s was based upon Hoyle, Laplace,
the theory of probabilities, and his knowledge of Jack's character.

‘A point of five,' said Jack.

‘Not good.’

‘A quart.’

‘To what?'

"The knave.'

‘Not good.’

‘Three queens.’

‘Not good.’

They played. 'The rest are mine,’ said Stephen, as the

singleton king fell to his ace. 'Ten for cards, and capot. We must stop. Five guineas, if you
please; you shall have your revenge in London.'

‘If I had not thrown away my hearts,' said Jack, 'l should have had you on toast. What
amazing cards you have held these last few weeks, Stephen.’

'Skill enters into this game.

"It is luck, all luck! You have the most amazing luck with cards. | should be sorry, was you
in love with anyone.'

The pause lasted no more than a second before the door opened and the horses were
reported alongside, but its effect hung about them for miles as they trotted through the
cold drizzle along the London road.

However, the rain stopped while they were eating their dinner at the Bleeding Heart, their
half-way point, a cheerful sun came out, and they saw the first swallow of the year, a blue
curve skimming over the horse-pond at Edenbridge. Long before they walked into
Thacker's, the naval coffeehouse, they were far back in their old easy ways, talking
without the least constraint about the sea, the service, the possibility of migrant birds
navigating by the stars at night, of an Italian violin that Jack was tempted to buy, and of
the renewal of teeth in elephants.

'‘Aubrey, so it is!' cried Captain Fowler, rising from his shadowy box in the far end of the
room. 'We were just talking about you. Andrews was here until five minutes ago, telling us
about your ball in the country - in Sussex. He said it was the finest thing - girls by the



dozen, fine women, such a ball! He told us all about it. Pray,' he said, looking arch, ‘are we
to congratulate you?'

'‘Not - not exactly, sir, thank you very much however. Perhaps a little later, if all goes well.’
'‘Clap on, clap on! Else you will regret it when you are old - damnably mouldy a hundred
years hence. Am not | right, Doctor? How do you do? Am | not right? If only he will clap
on, we may see him a grandfather yet. My grandson has six teeth! Six teeth in his head
already!"

'I shall not spend long with Jackson, | just want a little ready money - you have stripped
me with your infernal run of luck - and the latest news from the prize-court," said Jack,
referring to his prize-agent and man of business. '‘And then | shall go to Bond Street. It is a
prodigious sum to pay for a fiddle, and | do not think | could square it with my conscience.
| am not really a good enough player. But | should just like to handle it again, and tuck it
under my chin.'

‘A good fiddle would bring you into bloom, and you earned an Amati by every minute you
spent on the deck of the Cacafuego. Certainly you must have your fiddle. Any innocent
pleasure is a real good: there are not so many of them."

'‘Must I1? | have a great respect for your judgment, Stephen. If you are not long at the
Admiralty, perhaps you would step round and give me your opinion of its tone.'

Stephen walked into the Admiralty, gave his name to the porter, and was shown straight
past the notorious waiting-room, where an anxious, disconsolate and often shabby crowd
of shipless officers were waiting for an interview, an almost certainly hopeless interview.
He was received by an elderly man in a black coat -received with marked consideration
and begged to take a seat. Sir Joseph would be with them as soon as the Board rose;
they had been sitting an hour longer than had been expected; and in the mean time Black
Coat would be happy to deal with certain main heads. They had received Bartolomeu's
report.

'‘Before we begin, sir,' said Stephen, 'may | suggest that

| should use another entrance or that our meetings should

take place in another house? There was a fellow lounging

about by the hazard on the other side of Whitehall whom |

have seen in the company of Spaniards from the embassy.

I may be mistaken; it may be mere chance; but -

Sir Joseph hurried in. 'Dr Maturin, | do apologize for keeping you. Nothing but the Board
would have prevented me from. . . How do you do, sir? It is most exceedingly good of you
to come up at such short notice. We have received Bartolomeu's report, and we urgently
wish to consult you upon several points that arise. May we go through it, head by head?
His lordship particularly desired me to let him have the results of our conversation by
tonight.'



The British government was well aware that Catalonia, the Spanish province or rather
collection of provinces that contained most of the wealth and the industry of the kingdom,
was animated by a desire to regain its independence; the government knew that the
peace might not last -Bonaparte was building ships as fast as he could - and that a divided
Spain would greatly weaken any coalition he might bring into an eventual war. The various
groups of Catalan autonomists who had approached the government had made this plain,
though it was obvious before: this was not the first time England had been concerned with
Catalonia nor with dividing her potential enemies. The Admiralty, of course, was interested
in the Catalan ports, shipyards, docks, naval supplies and industries; Barcelona itself
would be of incalculable value, and there were many other harbours, including Port Mahon
in Minorca, the British possession, so strangely given up by the politicians when they
negotiated the recent peace-treaty. The Admiralty, following the English tradition of
independent intelligence agencies with little or no communication between them, had their
own people dealing with this question. But few of them could speak the language, few
knew much about the history of the nation, and none could evaluate the claims of the
different bodies that put themselves forward as the true representatives of the country's
resistance. There were some Barcelona merchants, and a few from Valencia; but they
were limited men, and the long war had kept them out of touch with their friends; Dr
Maturin was the Admiralty's most esteemed adviser. He

was known to have had revolutionary contacts in his younger days, but his integrity, his
complete disinterestedness were never called into question. The Admiralty also had a
touching respect for scientific eminence, and no less a person than the Physician of the
Fleet vouched for Stephen Maturin's. 'Dr Maturin's Tar-Water Reconsidered and his
remarks on suprapubic cystotomy should be in every naval surgeon's chest: such acuity of
practical observation..." Whitehall had a higher opinion of him than Champflower:

Whitehall knew that he was a physician, no mere surgeon; that he was a man of some
estate in Lérida; and that his Irish father had been connected with the first families of that
kingdom. Black Coat and his colleagues also knew that in his character as a physician, a
learned man of standing perfectly at home in both Catalan and Spanish, he could move
about the country as freely as any native

- an incomparable agent, sure, discreet, deeply covered:

a man of their own kind. And from their point of view his remaining tinge of Catholicism
was but one advantage more. They would have wrung and squeezed their secret funds to
retain him, and he would take nothing: the most delicate sounding produced no hint of an
echo, no gleam in his purse's eye.

He left the Admiralty by a side door, walked through the park and up across Piccadilly to
Bond Street, where he found Jack still undecided. 'l tell you what it is, Stephen,’ he said. 'l
do not know that | really like its tone. Listen-'

'If the day were a little warmer, air," said the shopman, ‘it would bring out its fruitiness. You
should have heard Mr Galignani playing it when we still had the fire going, last week.'
‘Well, | don't know,' said Jack. 'l think | shall leave it for today. Just put up these strings in
a paper for me, will you, together with the rosin. Keep the fiddle, and I will let you know



one way or the other by the end of the week. Stephen,’ he said, taking his friend's arm and
guiding him across the busy street, 'l must have been playing that fiddle

a good hour and more, and I still don't know my own mind. Jackson was not in the way,
nor his partner, so | came straight here. It was odd, damned vexing and odd, for we had
appointed to meet. But he was not at home: just this fool of a clerk, who said he was out of
town - they expected him, but could not tell when. | shall pay my respects to Old Jarvie,
just to keep myself in mind, and then we can go home. | shall not wait for Jackson.’

They rode back, and where they had left the rain there they found it again, rain, and a
fierce wind from the east. Jack's horse lost a shoe, and they wasted the best part of the
afternoon finding a smith, a surly, awkward brute who sent his nails in too deep. It was
dark when they reached Ashdown Forest; by this time Jack's horse was lame, and they
still had a long ride before them.

'‘Let me look to your pistols,’ said Jack, as the trees came closer to the road. "You have no
notion of hammering your flints.'

‘They are very well," said Stephen, unwilling to open his holsters (a teratoma in one, a
bottled Arabian dormouse in the other). ‘Do you apprehend any danger?'

‘This is an ugly stretch of road, with all these disbanded soldiers turned loose. They made
an attempt upon the mail not far from Aker's Cross. Come, let me have your pistols. |
thought as much: what is this?'

‘A teratoma,’ said Stephen sulkily.

'What is a teratoma?' asked Jack, holding the object in his hand. 'A kind of grenado?'

It is an inward wen, a tumour we find them, occasionally, in the abdominal cavity
Sometimes they contain long black hair, sometimes a set of teeth this has both hair and
teeth. It belonged to a Mr Elkins of the City, an eminent cheese-monger. | prize it much.’
'‘By God,' cried Jack, thrusting it back into the holster and wiping his hand vehemently
upon the horse, 'l do wish you would leave people's bellies alone. So you have no pistols
at all, | collect?'

'If you wish to be so absolute, no, | have not.’

'"You will never make old bones, brother," said Jack, dismounting and feeling the horse's
leg. 'There is an inn, not a bad inn, half a mile off the side-road: what do you say to lying
there tonight?'

"Your mind is much disturbed by the thought of these robbers, highwaymen, footpads?'

'I tremble so that | can hardly sit on my horse. It would be stupid to get knocked on the
head, to be sure, but I am thinking more of my horse's legs. And then again,’ he said, after
a pause, 'l have a damned odd feeling: | do not much care to be home tonight. Strange,
because | had looked forward to it - lively as a libertyman this morning -and now | do not
care for it so much. Sometimes at sea you have that feeling of a lee-shore. Dirty weather,
close-reefed top-sails, not a sight of the sun, not an observation for days, no idea of where
you are to within a hundred miles or so, and at night you feel the loom of the shore under
your lee:



you can see nothing, but you can almost hear the rocks grinding out your bottom.'
Stephen made no reply, but wound his cloak higher against the biting wind.

Mrs Williams never came down to breakfast; and quite apart from this the breakfast-room
at Mapes was the most cheerful in the house; it looked south-east, and the gauze curtains
waved gently in the sun, letting in the smell of spring. It could not have been a more
feminine room -pretty white furniture, a green sprigged carpet, delicate china, little rolls
and honey, a quantity of freshly-washed young women drinking tea.

One of these, Sophie Bentinck, was giving an account of a dinner at the White Hart which
Mr George Simpson, to whom she was engaged to be married, had attended. 'So then the
toasts went round, and when George gave "Sophia" up starts your Captain Aubrey. "Oh,"
cries he,

"l will drink that with three times three. Sophie is a hame very dear to my heart." And it
could not have been me, you know, for we have never met." She gazed about her with the
benevolence of a good-natured girl who has a ring on her finger and who wishes
everybody to be as happy as herself.

'‘And did he drink it with three times three?' asked Sophia, looking amused, pleased and
conscious.

‘It was the name of his ship, you know, his first command,’ said Diana quickly.

'Of course | know it," said Sophia with an unusual flush. 'We all know it.'

‘"The post!" shrieked Frances, rushing out of the room. An expectant pause, a temporary
truce. 'Two for my mother, one for Sophie Bentinck with a sweet blue seal of a cupid

- no, it's a goat with wings - and one for Di, franked. | can't make out the frank. Who's it
from, Di?'

'Frankie, you must try to behave more like a Christian, sweetheart," said her eldest sister.
"You must not take notice of people's letters: you must pretend to know nothing about 'em.’
'‘Mama always opens ours, whenever we get any, which isn't often.’

'I had one from Jemmy Blagrove's sister after the ball,’ said Cecilia, 'and she said he said
she was to say | danced like a swan. Mama was in a horrid wax - correspondence most
improper, and anyhow swans did not dance, because of their webbed feet: they sang. But
I knew what he meant. So your Mama allows you to correspond?' she said, turning to
Sophie Bentinck.

'Oh, yes. But we are engaged, you know, which is quite different,’ said Sophie, looking
complacently at her hand.

"Tom Postman does not pretend to know nothing about peoples letters,' said Frances. 'He
said he could not make out Di's frank either. But the letters he is taking to Melbury are
from London, Ireland and Spain. A double letter from Spain, with a vast sum to be paid!



The breakfast-room at Melbury was cheerful too, but in a different way. Sombre
mahogany, Turkey carpet, ponderous chairs, the smell of coffee, bacon and tobacco and
wet men: they had been fishing since dawn and now they were half-way through the
breakfast to which they were entitled, a breakfast that reached all over the broad white
table-cloth: chafing dishes, coffee-pots, toast-racks, a Westphalian ham, a raised pie as
yet untouched, the trout they had caught that morning.

"This was the one from under the bridge," said Jack.

'Post, sir, if you please,’ said his servant, Preserved Killick.

'From Jackson," said Jack. 'And the other from the proctor. Forgive me, Stephen. | will just
see what they have to say - what excuse.

'My God,' he cried, a moment later. 'It can not be true.’

Stephen looked up sharply. Jack passed him the letter. Mr Jackson, his prize-agent, one
of the most respectable men in the profession, had failed. He had bolted, run off to
Boulogne with what remained of the firm's cash, and his partner had filed his petition in
bankruptcy, with no hope of paying sixpence in the pound.

'‘What makes it so very bad,’' said Jack in a low, troubled voice, 'is that | told him to put all
Sophie's prize-money into the funds as it came in. Some ships take years to be finally
condemned, if the owners appeal. He did not do it. He gave me sums he said were
interest from funds, but it was not true. He took it all as it came in, kept it in his own hands.
It is gone, every last farthing.' He stared out of the window for some time, poising the other
letter in his hand.

"This one is from the proctor. It will be about the two neutrals that were on appeal,’ he said,
breaking the seal at last. 'l am almost afraid to open it. Yes: just so. Here is my lee-shore.
The verdict is reversed: | am to pay back eleven thousand pounds. | do not possess
eleven thousand pence. A lee-shore. . . how can | claw off? There is only one thing for it: |
will give up my claim to be made post

and beg for a sloop as a commander. A ship | must have. Stephen, lend me twenty
pounds, will you? | have no ready money. | shall go up to the Admiralty today. There is not
a moment to lose. Oh, | have promised to ride with Sophia:

but | can still do it in the day.'

"Take a post-chaise. You must not arrive fagged out.'

‘That is what | shall do - you are quite right, Stephen. Thank you. Killick!"

'Sir?'

'‘Cut along to the Goat and tell them to have a chaise here at eleven. Pack my valise for a
couple of nights: no, a week.'

‘Jack," said Stephen urgently, when the servant had left the room, ‘do not speak of this to
anyone yet, | beg you.'

'You are looking terribly pale, Captain Aubrey,' said Sophia. 'l do hope you have not had
another fall? Come in; please come in and sit down on a chair. Oh dear, | am sure you
ought to sit down.’



'‘No, no, | promise you | have not fallen off my horse this last week," said Jack, laughing.
'‘Let us make the most of this burst of sun; we shall get a ducking if we wait. Look at the
clouds in the south-west. What a fine habit you are wearing.'

‘Do you like it? It is the first time | have put it on. But,' she said, still looking anxiously into
his face, which was now an unhealthy red, ‘are you sure you would not like a cup of tea? It
could be made in a moment.'

'Yes, yes, do step in and have a cup of tea,’ cried Mrs Williams from the window, clutching
a yellow garment to her throat. 'It will be ready directly, and there is a fire in the small
sitting-room. You can drink it together - so cosy. | am sure Sophie is dying for a cup of tea.
She would love a cup of tea with you, Captain Aubrey, would you not, Sophie?'

Jack smiled and bowed and kissed her hand, but his

iron determination not to stay prevailed, and in time they rode off along the Foxdene road
to the edge of the downs.

'‘Are you quite sure you did not have a fall?' asked Sophie again, not so much from the
idea that he had not noticed it and might recall it with application, as from a desire to
express her real concern.

'‘No," said Jack, looking at that lovely, usually remote face now gazing at him with such
tenderness, such a worried and as it were proprietorial tenderness. 'But | did have a
knock-down blow just now. A damned unlooked-for blow. Sophie - | may call you Sophie,
mayn't 1? | always think of you so - when | was in my Sophie, my sloop, | took a couple of
neutrals sailing into Marseilles. Their papers said they were from Sicily for Copenhagen,
laden with brimstone. But they were in the very act of running into Marseilles: | was within
reach of that battery on the height. And the brimstone was meant for France.’

For Sophia brimstone was something to be mixed with treacle and given to children on
Fridays: she could still feel the odious lumps between her teeth. This showed in her face,
and Jack added, 'They have to have it to make gunpowder. So | sent both these ships into
Port Mahon, where they were condemned as lawful prize out of hand, a glaring breach of
neutrality; but now at length the owners have appealed, and the court has decided they
were not lawful prize at all, that their masters' tale of merely taking shelter from the
weather was true. Weather! There was no weather. Scarcely a riffle on the sea, and we
stood in under our royals, stuns'ls either side, and the thirty-six-pounders up on the hill
making rings in the still water a quarter of a mile wide.’

'Oh, how unjust!" cried Sophie in extreme indignation. 'What wicked men, to tell such lies!
You must have risked your life to bring those ships out from under the battery. Of course
the brimstone was meant for France. | am sure

they will be punished. What can be done? Oh, what can be done?’



'‘As for the verdict, nothing at all. It is final, | am afraid. But | must go up and see what
other measures -what | can wring out of the Admiralty. | must go today, and | may be
away for some time. That is why | bore you with my affairs, to make it plain that | do not go
away from Sussex of my own free will, nor with a light heart.'

'Oh, you do not bore - you could not bore me -everything to do with the Navy is - but did
you say today? Surely you cannot go today. You must lie down and rest.’

Today it must be, alas.’

"Then you must not ride. You must take a chaise and post up.’

'Yes. That is just what Stephen said. | will do it:

| have ordered one from the Goat.'

'What a dear good man he is: he must be such a comfort to you. Such a good friend. But
we must turn back at once, this minute. You must have all the rest you can before your
journey.'

When they parted she gave him her hand and said, with an insistent pressure, 'l do pray
you have the best of fortune, everything you deserve. | suppose there is nothing an
ignorant girl in the country can do, but -'

'‘Why there you are, you two,' cried Mrs Williams.

'‘Chatting away like a couple of inseparables. Whatever can you be talking about all this
time? But hush, | am indiscreet. La! And have you brought her back safe and sound, quite
intact?'

Two secretaries, one sure if another failed, wrote as fast as their pens would drive.

"To the Marquis Cornwallis My Lord,

With every disposition to pay the most prompt attention to your Lordship's wishes in favour
of Captain Bull, | have greatly to lament that it is not at present in my powers to comply
with them.

| have the honour to be, etc.

are you there, Bates?'
'Yes, my lord.’

"To Mrs Paulett

Madam,

Although | cannot admit the force of your argument in favour of Captain Mainwaring, there
is something so amiable and laudable in a sister contending for the promotion of her
brother, that no apology was needed for your letter of the twenty-fourth, which I lose no
time in acknowledging. -

| am, Madam, etc.

"To Sir Charles Grey, KB.
My dear Sir Charles,



Lieutenant Beresford has been playing a game to get to Ireland, which has lowered him
much in my opinion. He is grave and enterprising, but, like the rest of the aristocracy, he
thinks he has, from that circumstance, a right to promotion, in prejudice of men of better
service and superior merit; which | will never submit to.

Having refused the Prince of Wales, Duke of Clarence, Duke of Kent, and Duke of
Cumberland, you will not be surprised that | repeat the impossibility of departing from my
principle, which would let in such an inundation upon me as would tend to complete the
ruin of the Navy.

Yours very sincerely

"To the Duchess of Kingston, Madam,

Your Grace is largely correct in the character of Captain Hallows of the Frolic; he has zeal
and conduct, and were it not for a certain independence and want of willing submission to
his superiors that may be cured by the passage of time, as well as certain blemishes of a
family nature, | should, exclusive of the interest your Grace has taken in his fortunes, be
very glad to do justice to his merit, were | not precluded from doing so by the incredible
number of meritorious commanders senior to him, upon half pay, who have prior claims to
any of the very few ships that offer.

| beg leave to assure your Grace that | shall be happy in an occasion to mark the respect
with which | have the honour to be, Madam,

Your most obedient, humble servant

So much for the letters. Who is upon the list?'

'‘Captains Saul, Cunningham, Aubrey and Small. Lieutenants Roche, Hampole. . .

'I shall have time for the first three.

'Yes, my Lord.'

Jack heard the stentorian laughter as the First Lord and his old shipmate Cunningham
parted with a gun-room joke, and he hoped he might find St Vincent in a good mood.

Lord St Vincent, deep in his attempts to reform the dockyards, hamstrung by politics,
politicians, and his party's uncertain majority in the House, was not much given to good
moods however, and he looked up with an unwelcoming, cold and piercing eye. 'Captain
Aubrey, | saw you here last week. | have very little time. General Aubrey has written forty
letters to me and other members of the Board and he has been told that it is not in

contemplation to promote you for the action with the Cacafuego.’

'I have come here for another purpose, my Lord. To drop my claim to post rank in the
hope of another sloop. My prize-agent has failed; two neutral owners have won their
appeal against me; and | must have a ship.’

Lord St Vincent's hearing was not good, and in this innermost shrine of the Navy Jack had
lowered his voice; the old gentleman did not quite catch his meaning. 'Must! What is this
must?' he cried. 'Do commanders walk into the Admiralty nowadays and state that they



must be given a ship? If you must be given a ship, sir, what the devil do you mean by
parading Arundel with a cockade the size of a cabbage in your hat, at the head of Mr
Babbington's supporters, knocking honest freeholders about with a bludgeon? if | had
been there, sir, | should have committed you for a brawl, disorderly conduct, and we
should have none of this talk of must. God damn your impudence, sir.'

'‘My Lord, | have expressed myself badly. With respect, my Lord, by that unhappy word |
meant, that Jackson's failure puts me in the obligation of soliciting your Lordship for a
command, sinking my other claim. He has ruined me.’

‘Jackson? Yes. However,' said St Vincent coldly, 'if your own imprudence has lost you the
fortune your command allowed you to win, you must not expect the Admiralty to feel
responsible for finding you another. A fool and his money are soon parted, and in the end
it is just as well. As for the neutrals, you know perfectly well, or you ought to know
perfectly well, that it is a professional risk:

you touch '‘em at your peril, and you must make proper provision against an appeal. But
what do you do in the event? You fling your money about - ducks and drakes

- you talk about marriage, although you know, or ought to know, that it is death to a sea-
officer's career, at least until he is made post - you lead drunken parties at a Tory by-
election - you come here and say you must have a ship. And meanwhile your friends
pepper us with letters to say

that you must be made post. That was the very word the Duke of Kent thought fit to use,
put up to it by Lady Keith. It was not an action that entitled you to post rank. What is all
this talk about "giving up your claim"? There is no claim.’

"The Cacafuego was a thirty-two gun xebec-frigate, my Lord.’

'She was a privateer, sir.'

'Only by a damned lawyer's quibble,’ said Jack, his voice rising.

'‘What the fucking hell is this language to me, sir? Do you know who you are talking to, sir?
Do you know where you are?'

‘| beg your pardon, my Lord.'

'You took a privateer commanded by God knows who, with a well-manned King's sloop at
the loss of three men, and you come here prating about your claim to post rank.’

'And eight wounded. If an action is to be rated according to the casualty-list, my Lord, |
beg leave to remind you that your flagship at the Battle of St Vincent had one killed and
five wounded.'

‘Do you presume to stand there and compare a great fleet action with a -,

'With a what, sir?' cried Jack, a red veil appearing in his eye.

The angry voices stopped abruptly. A door opened and closed, and the people in the
corridor saw Captain Aubrey stride past, hurry down the stairs and vanish into the
courtyard.

'May 3. | did beg him not to speak of all this: yet it is known throughout the countryside. He
knows nothing about women except as objects of desire (oh quite honourable desire at
times): no sisters, a mother who died when he was very young, and has no conception of



the power and diabolical energy of a Mrs W. She certainly wrung her information out of
Sophia with her customary lack of

scruple, and has spread it abroad with malignant excitement and busyness - the same
indecent busyness that she displayed in whirling the girls off to Bath. This transparent
blackmail of her health: playing on Sophia's tender heart and sense of duty - what easier?
All arrangements made in two days. None of her usual slow complaining muddle and
whining vacillation for a month, nor yet a week, but two days' strong activity: packed and
gone. If this had happened even a week later, with an understanding between them, it
would not have mattered. Sophie would have held to her engagement "come Hell or high
water". As it is, the circumstances could not be worse. Separation, inconstancy (JA's
strong animal spirits, any young man's strong animal spirits), absence, the feeling of
neglect.

'What a barbarous animal that Williams is. | should have known nothing of their unseemly
departure but for Diana's notes and that sweet child's troubled, furtive visit. | call her child,
although she is no younger than DV, whom | look upon in quite another light: though
indeed she too must have been exquisite as a child - not unlike Frances, | believe: the
same ruthless, innocent cruelty. Gone. What a silence. How am | to tell JA of all this? | am
tormented by the thought of striking him in the face.’

Yet the telling was simple enough. He said, 'The girls have gone. Mrs Williams took them
away to Bath last Tuesday sennight. Sophia came to see me and said she regretted it
extremely.'

'Did she leave a message for me?' asked Jack, his sad face brightening.

'She did not. In direct terms, she did not. At times it was difficult to follow her in her
agitation. Miss Anna Coluthon, overcome by her position - an unattended girl calling upon
a single gentleman. Champflower has not seen such a thing. But | do not mistake when |
state that in substance she told me you were to know that she did not leave Sussex of her
own free will, nor with a light heart.'

‘Do you think | might write to her, under cover to

Diana Villiers?' asked Jack.

‘Diana Villiers is still here. She does not go to Bath:

she stays at Mapes Court,’ said Stephen coldly.

The news spread. The decision on the prizes was public knowledge, having been reported
in the London papers; and there were enough naval officers in the neighbourhood, some
of whom were affected by the agent's defection, to make the extent of the disaster clear.
The announcement 'at Woolhampton, on the 19th instant, to the lady of General Aubrey, a
son' merely rounded out the anecdote.

Bath was filled with Mrs Williams's triumph. 'It is certainly a divine retribution, my dears.
We were told he was a sad rake, and you will remember | never liked him from the first: |



said there was something wrong about his mouth. My instinct is never mistaken. | did not
like his eye, neither.'

'Oh, Mama,' cried Frances, 'you said he was the most gentleman-like man you had ever
seen, and so handsome.’

'Handsome is as handsome does,’ cried Mrs Williams. 'And you may leave the room, Miss
Pert. You shall have no pudding, for want of respect.’

It was soon found that other people had never liked Jack either: - his mouth, chin, eyes,
lavish entertainment, horses, plans for a pack of hounds, all came in for adverse
comment. Jack had seen this process before; he had an outsider's knowledge of it; but
although his condemnation was neither gross nor universal, he found it more painful than
he had expected - the first cautious reserve of the tradesmen, a certain easiness and
assumption in the country gentlemen, an indefinable want of consideration.

He had taken Melbury for a year, the rent was paid, the house could not be sublet; there
was no point in removing. He retrenched, sold his hunters, told his men that although it
grieved him they must part as soon as they could find places, and stopped giving dinners.
His horses were fine animals and he sold one for as much as he had

given for it; this satisfied the immediate local duns, but it did not re-establish his credit, for
although Champflower was willing to believe in any amount of cloudy wealth (and Jack's
fortune had been reckoned very high), it had poverty weighed up to within a pound or two.
Invitations fell off, for not only was he much taken up with his affairs, but he had become
prickly, over-sensitive to the least unintentional slight; and presently Mapes was the only
place where he dined. Mrs Villiers, supported by the parson, his wife and sister, could
perfectly well invite Melbury Lodge.

It was after one of these dinners that they rode back, stabled the cob and the mule and
said good night to one another.

'You would not care for a hand of cards, | suppose?' said Jack, pausing on the stairs and
looking down into the hall.

'l would not," said Stephen. 'My mind is turned elsewhere.’

His person, too. He walked fast through the night over Polcary Down, carefully skirted a
group of poachers in Gole's Hanger, giving them a wide berth, and paused under a clump
of elms that stood, swaying and creaking in the wind, over against Mapes Court. The
house was of some antiquity, irregular in spite of its modern alterations, and the oldest
wing ended in a blunt square tower:

one window lit. He passed quickly through the kitchen-garden, his heart beating, beating,
so that when he stood at the little door deep in the base of the tower he could hear it, a
sound like the hoarse panting of a dog. His face set in a steady, unmoved acceptance of
defeat as he reached for the handle. 'l take my happiness in my hands every time | come
to this door," he said, not trying it for a moment. He felt the lock's silent response: turned it
slowly.

He walked up the spiral staircase to the first floor, where Diana lived: a little sitting-room
with her bedroom opening out of it, the whole communicating with the rest of the house by
a long corridor that opened into the



main staircase. There was no one in the sitting-room. He sat down on the sofa and looked
attentively at the gold-thread embroidery of a sari that was being turned into a European
dress. Under the golden light of the lamp gold tigers tore a Company's officer lying on the
spotted ground with a brandy-bottle in his hand: sometimes in his right hand, sometimes in
his left, for the pattern had many variations.

'How late you are, Maturin,' said Diana, coming in from her bedroom; she was wearing two
shawls over her peignoir and her face was tired - no welcome. 'l was going to bed.
However, sit down for five minutes. Eugh, your shoes are covered with filth.'

Stephen took them off and set them by the door. 'There was a gang with lurchers over by
the warren. 1 stepped off the road. You have a singular gift for putting me at a
disadvantage, Villiers.'

'So you walked again? Are you not allowed out at night? Anyone would think you were
married to that man. How are his affairs, by the way? He seemed cheerful enough this
evening, laughing away with that goose Annie Strode.'

"There is no improvement, | am afraid. The ship-owners' man of business is an avid brute,
with no intelligence, sense, or bowels. Ignorant voracity - a wingless vulture - can soar
only into the depths of ignominy.'

'‘But Lady Keith -' She stopped. Lady Keith's letter had reached Melbury that morning, and
it had not been mentioned at dinner. Stephen passed the sari through his hands,
observing that sometimes the Company's officer looked gay, even ecstatic, sometimes
agonized. 'If you suppose you have the right to ask me for explanations,’ said Diana, 'you
are mistaken. We happened to meet, riding. If you think that just because | have let you
kiss me once or twice - if you think that just because you have come here when | have
been ready to fling myself down the well or play the fool to get away from this odious daily
round -nothing but a couple of toothless servants in the house -

that you are my lover and | am your mistress, you are wrong. | never have been your
mistress.'

‘I know,' said Stephen. 'l desire no explanation; | assume no rights. Compulsion is the
death of friendship, joy." A pause. 'Will you give me something to drink, Villiers my dear?'
'Oh, | beg your pardon,’ she cried, with a ludicrous automatic return of civility. 'What may |
offer you? Port? Brandy?'

'‘Brandy, if you please. Listen,' he said, 'did you ever see a tiger?"

'Oh yes," said Diana vaguely, looking for the tray and the decanter. 'l shot a couple. There
are no proper glasses here. Only from the safety of a howdah, of course. You often see
them on the road from Maharinghee to Bania, or when you are crossing the mouths of the
Ganges. Will this tumbler do? They swim about from island to island. Once | saw one take



to the water as deliberately as a horse. They swim low, with their heads up and their tails
long out behind. How cold it is in this damned tower. | have not been really warm right
through since | came back to England. | am going to bed; it is the only warm place in the
house. You may come and sit by me, when you have finished your brandy.'

The days dropped by, golden days, the smell of hay, a perfect early summer - wasted, as
far as Jack was concerned. Or nine parts wasted; for although his naval and legal
business grew steadily darker and more complex, he did go twice to Bath to see his old
friend Lady Keith, calling up on Mrs Williams in the bosom of her family the first time and
meeting Sophia - just happening to meet Sophia

- in the Pump Room the second. He came back both elated and tormented, but still far
more human, far more like the cheerful resilient creature Stephen had always known.

‘I am resolved to break,' wrote Stephen. 'l give no

happiness; | receive none. This obsession is not happiness. | see a hardness that chills
my heart, and not my heart alone. Hardness and a great deal else; a strong desire to rule,
jealousy, pride, vanity; everything except a want of courage. Poor judgment, ignorance of
course, bad faith, inconstancy; and | would add heartlessness if | could forget our
farewells on Sunday night, unspeakably pathetic in so wild a creature. And then surely
style and grace beyond a certain point take the place of virtue - are virtue, indeed? But it
will not do. No, no, you get no more of me. If this wantonness with Jack continues | shall
go away. And if he goes on he may find he has laboured to give himself a wound; so may
she - he is not a man to be played with. Her levity grieves me more than | can express. It
is contrary to what she terms her principles; even, | believe, to her real nature. She cannot
want him as a husband now. Hatred of Sophia, of Mrs W? Some undefined revenge?
Delight in playing with fire in a powder-magazine?'

The clock struck ten; in half an hour he was to meet Jack at Plimpton cockpit. He left the
brown library for the brilliant courtyard, where his mule stood gleaming lead-coloured,
waiting for him. It was gazing with a fixed, cunning expression down the alley beyond the
stables, and following its eyes Stephen saw the postman stealing a pear from the kitchen-
garden espalier.

‘A double letter for you, sir," said the postman, very stiff and official, with hurried pear-juice
dribbling from the corner of his, mouth. 'Two and eightpence, if you please. And two for
the Captain, one franked, t'other Admiralty." Had he been seen? The distance was very
great, almost safe.

‘Thankee, postman,’ said Stephen, paying him. 'You have had a hot round.’

'Why, yes, sir," said the postman, smiling with relief. 'Parsonage, Croker's, then Dr Vining's
- one from his brother in Godmersham, so I'd suppose he'll be over this Sunday - and then
right up to young Mr Savile's -



his young lady. Never was there such a young lady in the writing line; | shall be glad when
they are married, and say it by word of mouth.’

'You are hot, thirsty: you must try a pear - it will keep the humours in motion.'

The main had started when Stephen walked in: a tight-packed ring of farmers, tradesmen,
gipsies, horsecopers, country gentlemen, all too excited, the only tolerable thing the
courage of the birds there in the pit.

'‘Evens on the speckled pie! Evens on the speckled pie!" cried a tall gipsy with a red scarf
round his neck.

‘Done with you," said Jack. 'Five guineas at even odds on the speckled pie.'

'Done and done,' said the gipsy looking round. His eyes narrowed, and in a jocular,
wheedling voice he went on, 'Five guineas, gentleman? Oh, such a purse for a poor
travelling man and a half-pay captain! | lays my money down, €h?' He placed the five
bright coins on the rim of the pit. Jack thrust out his jaw and matched the guineas one by
one. The owners of the birds set them to the ring, clasping them just so and whispering
close to their proud close-cropped heads. The cocks stalked out on their toes, darting
glances sideways, circling before they closed. Both flew up at the same moment, the steel
spurs flashing as they struck; up and up again, a whirlwind in the middle of the pit and a
savage roaring all round it.

The speckled pie, staggering, one eye gone and the other streaming blood, stood his
ground, peering through the mist for his enemy: saw his shadow and lurched in to get his
death-wound. Still he would not die; he stood with the spurs labouring his back until the
mere weight of his exhausted opponent bore him down - an opponent too cruelly lacerated
to rise and crow.

‘Let us go and sit outside," said Stephen. 'Pot-boy, there, bring us a pint of sherry-wine on
the bench outside. Do you mind me, now?"

'‘Sherry, for all love!" he said. 'The pretentious young

whore is wicked enough to call this sherry-wine. Here are letters for you, Jack.’

"The speckled pie did not really want to fight,' said Jack.

'He did not. Though he was a game bird, to be sure. Why did you bet on him?'

'l liked him; he had a rolling walk like a sailor. He was not what you would call a wicked
bloody cock, but once he was in the ring, once he was challenged, he would fight. He was
a rare plucked 'un, and he went on even when there was no hope at all. | am not sorry |
backed him: should do it again. Did you say there were letters?'

"Two letters. Use no ceremony, | beg.'

‘Thank you, Stephen. The Admiralty acknowledges Mr Aubrey's communication of the
seventh ultimo. This is from Bath: | will just see what Queenie has to say.

Oh my God.'

‘What's amiss?'

'My God,' said Jack again, beating his clenched fist on his knee. '‘Come, let's get out of this
place. Sophie's to be married.'



They rode for a mile, Jack muttering broken sentences, ejaculations to himself, and then
he said, 'Queenie writes from Bath. A fellow by the name of Adams - big estate in Dorset -
has made Sophia an offer. Pretty brisk work, upon my soul. | should never have believed it
of her.'

'Is this gossip Lady Keith has picked up?'

'‘No, no, no! She called on Mother Williams for my sake - my idea was she could not refuse
to see me when | went down. Queenie knows everybody.'

‘Certainly. Mrs Williams would be flattered by the acquaintance.’

'Yes. So she went, and Mrs Williams, tittering with joy, told her the whole thing, every last
detail of the estate. Would you have believed it of Sophia, Stephen?'

'No. And | doubt the truth of the report, in so far as it assumes that the offer has been
made directly and not through the mother, as a mere proposition.’

'‘By God, | wish | were in Bath," said Jack in a low voice, his face dark with anger. 'Who
would have believed it of her? That pure face - | should have sworn . . . Those sweet,
kindest words so short a while ago; and now already things have gone as far as an offer of
marriage! Think of the hand-holding, paddling. . . By God, and such a pure, pure face.'
Stephen said that this was no evidence, that Mrs Williams was capable of any invention;
he was intelligent, comforting and wise, and he knew that he might as well have been
talking to his mule. Jack's face had closed in a particular hard, determined set; he said he
had thought for once he had found a perfectly straightforward girl - nothing hole-in-the-
corner, nothing uneasy and complicated - but he would say no more about it; and when
they came to the Newton Priors crossroads he said, 'Stephen, | know you mean very, very
kindly, but I think | shall ride over the Downs to Wivenhoe. I'm not fit company for man or
beast. You will not be wanting the cob? And don't wait supper - | shall get a bite
somewhere on the road.’

‘Killick," said Stephen, 'put the ham and a pot of beer in the Captain's room. He may come
home late. | am going out.’

He walked slowly at first, his heart and breathing quite undisturbed, but when the familiar
miles had passed under him and he started to climb Polcary, the stronger rhythm had
returned, increasing as all his resolution fell away, and by the time he reached the top of
the hill his heart was keeping time with his brisk busy watch. "Thump, thump, thump, you
fool," he said smiling as he timed it. "It is true, of course, that | have never climbed the hill
so fast - my legs are in training, ha, ha, ha. A pretty sight | should look. Kind night that
covers me.'

More slowly now, his senses keen for the least movement in the wood, in Gole's Hanger
or the lane beyond: far on



his right hand the barking of a roe-buck in search of a doe, and on his left the distant
screaming of a rabbit with a stoat at work upon it. An owl. Dim, fast asleep among its
trees, the vague shape of the house, and at its far end the one square eye in the tower,
shining out.

Down to the elms, silent and thick-leaved now: the house full-view. And under the elms his
own cob tethered to a hazel-bush. He recognized the animal before it whinnied, and he
stood stock-still. Creeping forward at its second neigh he stroked its velvet muzzle and its
neck, patted it for a while, still staring over its withers at the light, and then turned. After
perhaps a hundred yards, with the tower sunk in the trees behind him, he stopped dead
and put his hand to his heart. Walked on: a heavy, lumpish pace, stumbling in the ruts,
driving himself forward by brute force.

‘Jack," he said at breakfast next morning, 'l think | must leave you: | shall see whether |
can find a place on the mail.’

‘Leave me!' cried Jack, perfectly aghast. 'Oh, surely not?'

'l am not entirely well, and conceive that my native air might set me up.'

'You do look miserably hipped,' said Jack, gazing at him now with attention and deep
concern. 'l have been so wrapped up in my own damned unhappy business -and now this
- that | have not been watching you. | am so sorry, Stephen. You must be damned
uncomfortable here, with only Killick, and no company. How | hope you are not really ill.
Now | recollect, you have been low, out of spirits, these last weeks - no heart for a jig.
Should you like to advise with Dr Vining? He might see your case from the outside, if you
understand me. | am sure he is not so clever as you, but he might see it from the outside.
Pray let me call him in. | shall step over at once, before he starts on his rounds.’

It took Stephen the interval between breakfast and the coming of the post to quiet his
friend - -he knew

his disease perfectly - had suffered from it before - it was nothing a man could die of - he
knew the cure -the malady was called solis deprivatio.’

‘The taking away of the sun?' cried Jack. 'Are you making game of me, Stephen? You
cannot be thinking of going to Ireland for the sun.'

‘It was a kind of dismal little joke," said Stephen. 'But | had meant Spain rather than
Ireland. You know | have a house in the mountains behind Figueras: part of its roof has
fallen in, the part where the sheep live - | must attend to it. Bats there are, free-tailed bats,
that | have watched for generations. Here is the post,' he said, going to the window and
reaching out. "You have one letter. | have none.’

‘A bill;' said Jack, putting it aside. 'Oh yes you have, though. | quite forgot. Here in my
pocket. | happened to see Diana Villiers yesterday and she gave me this note to deliver -
said such handsome things about you, Stephen. We said what a capital shipmate you
were, and what a hand with a 'cello and a knife. She thinks the world of you...'

Perhaps: the note was kind, in its way.

My dear Stephen,



How shabbily you treat your friends - all these days without a sign of life. It is true | was
horribly disagreeable when last you did me the pleasure of calling. Please forgive me. It
was the east wind, or original sin, or the full moon, or something of that kind. But | have
found some curious Indian butterflies - just their wings - in a book that belonged to my
father. If you are not too tired, or bespoke, perhaps you might like to come and see them
this evening.

D.V.

not that there is any virtue in that. | asked her

over to play with us on Thursday; she knows our trio well, although she only plays by ear.
However since you must go, | will send Killick to make our excuses.’

'Perhaps | may not leave so soon. Lt us see what next week brings; the sheep are
covered with wool, after all; and there is always the chapel for the bats.’

The road, pale in the darkness, Stephen riding deliberately along it, reciting an imagined
dialogue. He rode up to the door, then tethered his mule to a ring, and he was about to
knock when Diana opened to him.

'‘Good night, Villiers," he said. 'l thank you for your note.’

'l love the way you say good night, Stephen," she said, smiling. She was obviously in
spirits, certainly in high good looks. 'Are you not amazed to see me here?'

'‘Moderately so.'

'All the servants are out. How formal you are, coming to the front door! | am so happy to
see you. Come into my lair. | have spread out my butterflies for you.'

Stephen took off his shoes, sat deliberately on a small chair and said, 'l have come to pay
my adieux. | leave the country very soon - next week, | believe.'

'Oh, Stephen. . . and will you abandon your friends? What will poor Aubrey do? Surely you
cannot leave him now? He seems so very low. And what shall | do? | shall have no one to
talk to, no one to misuse.'

‘Will you not?'

'Have | made you very unhappy, Stephen?'

'You have treated me like a dog at times, Villiers.'

'Oh, my dear. | am so very sorry. | shall never be unkind again. And so you really mean to
go? Oh, dear. But friends kiss when they say good-bye. Come and just pretend to look at
my butterflies - | put them out so prettily - and give me a kiss, and then you shall go.'

‘I am pitifully weak with you, Diana, as you know very well,' he said. 'l came slowly over
Polcary, rehearsing the words in which | should tell you | had come to break, and

that | was happy to do so in kindness and friendship, with no bitter words to remember. |
cannot do so, | find.'
'‘Break? Oh dear me, that is a word we must never use.'



‘Never.'

Yet the word appeared five days later in his diary. 'l am required to deceive JA, and
although I am not unaccustomed to deception, this is painful to me. He endeavours to
delude me too, of course, but out of a consideration for what he conceives to be my view
of right conduct of his relationship with Sophia. He has a singularly open and truthful
nature and his efforts are ineffectual, though persistent. She is right: | cannot go away with
him in his present difficulties. Why does she increase them? Mere vice? In another age |
should have said diabolic possession, and it is a persuasive answer even now - one day
herself and none so charming, the next cold, cruel, full of hurt. Yet by force of repetition
words that wounded me bitterly not long ago have lost their full effect; the closed door is
no longer death; my determination to break grows stronger: it is becoming more than an
intellectual determination. | have neither remarked this myself nor found it in any author,
but a small temptation, almost an un-temptation, can be more dominant than a great one. |
am not strongly tempted to go to Mapes; | am not strongly tempted to drink up the
laudanum whose drops | count so superstitiously each night. Four hundred drops at
present, my bottled tranquillity. Yet | do so. Killick," he said, with the veiled dangerous look
of a man interrupted at secret work, 'what have you to say to me? You are confused,
disturbed in your mind. You have been drinking.'

Killick stepped closer, and leaning on Stephen's chair he whispered. 'There's some ugly
articles below, sir, asking for the Captain. A black beetle in a scrub wig and a couple of
milling coves, prize-fighters. Awkward buggers in little round hats, and | see one of 'em
shove a staff under his coat. Bums. Sheriff's officers."

Stephen nodded. 'l will deal with them in the kitchen. No, the breakfast-room: it looks on to
the lawn. Pack the Captain's sea-chest and my small valise. Give me those letters of his.
Put the mule to the little cart and drive to the end of Foxdene lane with our dunnage.'

'‘Aye aye, sir. Pack, mule and cart, and Foxdene it is.'

Leaving the bums grim and wooden in the breakfast-room, Stephen smiled with pleasure:
here at last was a concrete situation. He knew where he should find them within a mile or
two; but he did not know what it would cost him when, having toiled up the chalky slope in
the sun, he met their expressions of cold anger, resentment, and hostility.

'‘Good morning, now,' he said, taking off his hat. Diana gave him a distant nod and a look
that pierced him cruelly. 'You seem to have had a hot walk, Dr Maturin. How eager you
must be to see -'

'You will forgive me if | say a word to Captain Aubrey, ma‘'am,’ he said, with a look as cold
as her own, and he led the cob aside. 'Jack, they have come to arrest you for debt. We
must cross to France tonight and so to Spain. Your chest and the little cart will be at the
end of Foxdene lane by now. You shall stay with me at my house: it falls out very well. We
may catch the Folkestone packet if we drive hard.' He turned, bowed to Diana, and set off
down the hill.

The drum of hooves, Diana's voice calling, 'Ride on, Aubrey. Ride on, | say. | must speak
to Maturin," and she reined in beside him. 'l must speak to you, Maturin. Stephen, would
you leave and not say goodbye to me?'



'Will you not let me go, Diana?' he said, looking up, his eyes filling with tears.

'‘No, no, no,' she cried. 'You must not leave me - go, yes go to France - but write to me,
write to me, and come back." She gripped him hard with her small hand, and she was
away, the turf flying behind her horse.

'‘Not Folkestone,' said Jack, guiding the mule through the grassy lanes. 'Dover. Seymour
has the Amethyst; he carries the imperial ambassador across tonight. He will give us a
passage - he and | were shipmates in the Marlborough. Once aboard a King's ship and we
can tell the tipstaff to go to hell.

Five miles later he said, 'Stephen, do you know what that letter was you brought me? The
small one, wafered?'

'l do not.’

‘It was from Sophie. A direct letter, sent straight to me, do you hear? She says there have
been reports of this Adams fellow and his pretensions, that might have given her friends
uneasiness. That there was nothing to it - all God-damned flummery - had scarcely seen
him above a dozen times, though he was always closeted with Mama. She speaks of you.
Sends you her very kind regards and would be so happy to see you in Bath; the weather
there is charming. Christ, Stephen, | have never been so down. Fortune gone, career too
maybe, and now this.’

‘I cannot tell you what a relief it is,” he said, bending to see whether the Amethyst's
forestaysail were drawing, 'to be at sea. It is so clear and simple. | do not mean just
escaping from the bums; | mean all the complications of life on shore. | do not think | am
well suited to the land.’

They were standing on the quarterdeck amidst a crowd of wondering, staring attaches,
secretaries, members of the suite, who staggered and lurched, clinging to ropes and to
one another as the frigate began to feel the roll and the brisk cross-sea and Dover cliffs
vanished in a swathe of summer rain. 'Yes,' said Stephen, 'l too have been walking a
tightrope with no particular skill. | have the same sense of enlargement. A little while ago |
should have welcomed it without reservation.’

CHAPTER FOUR

Toulon. The mistral had died away at last, and there was scarcely a fleck of white left on
the sea; but the brilliant clarity of the air was still undimmed, so that a telescope from the
hills behind the town could pick out even the names of the seven line-of-battle ships in the



Petite Rade: the Formidable and Indomptable, both of eighty guns, and the Atlas, Scipion,
Intrépide, Mont-Blanc and Berwick of seventy-four apiece. English pride might have been
hurt at the sight of the last, for she belonged to the Royal Navy until some years before:
and had English pride been able to look into the jealously guarded Arsenal it would have
been mortified again by seeing two more British seventy-fours, the Hannibal, captured
during Sir James Saumarez's action in the Gut of Gibraltar in 1801, and the Swiftsure,
taken in the Mediterranean a few weeks earlier, both of them under active repair.

Indeed activity, extreme activity, was the word for Toulon. The silent, still-green hills, the
great headlands, the enormous sweep of the Mediterranean beyond them and the islands,
blue and motionless beyond expression, the flood of hot, oppressive light, and then in the
middle this noisy little stirring concentrated town, filled with tiny figures - white shirts, blue
trousers, the gleam of red sashes - all of them intensely busy. Even under this noonday
sun they were toiling like ants - boats pulling from the Arsenal to the Petite Rade, from the
Petite Rade to the Grande Rade, from the ships to the quays and back again, men
swarming over the fine great ships on the stocks, plying their adzes, caulking-hammers,
augers, beetles, harring-poles; gangs of convicts unloading oak from Ragusa, Stockholm
tar, Hamburg tow, Riga spars

and cordage, all in the din and the innumerable smells of a great port, the reek of open
drains, old stagnant water, hot stone, frying garlic, grilling fish that wafted above the
whole.

'‘Dinner," said Captain Christy-Palliére, closing the file of Death Sentences, F-L. | shall start
with a glass of Banyuls and some anchovies, a handful of olives, black olives; then |
believe | may look at Hébert's fish soup, and follow it with a simple langouste in court-
bouillon. Possibly his gigot en crolite: the lamb is exquisite now that the thyme is in flower.
Then no more than cheese, strawberries, and some trifle with our coffee - a saucer of my
English jam, for example. None of your architectural meals, Penhoet; my liver will not
stand it in this heat, and we have a great deal of work to do if the Annibale is to be ready
for sea by next week. There are all Dumanoir's dossiers to deal with - how | wish he would
come back. | should have interrogated the Maltese this morning, if we have a good dinner
they risk to escape unshot.

'‘Let us drink Tavel with the. lamb;' said Captain Penhoet, who knew that for his part he
risked philosophical remarks about digestion - guilt - Pontius Pilate - the odious side of
interrogating suspected spies, quite unfit for officers - if he did not interrupt. 'lt is -,

"Two roast-beefs to see you, sir,' said an orderly.

'Oh no!" cried Captain Christy-Palliere, 'not at this hour, holy name. Tell them | am not
here, Jeannot. | may be back at five. Who are they?'

"The first is Aubrey, Jacques. He claims to be a captain in their navy," said the orderly,
narrowing his eyes and scanning the official slip in his hand. 'Born 1 April 1066, at
Bedlam, London. Father's profession, monk: mother's, nun. Mother's maiden name,
Borgia, Lucrece. The other pilgrim is Maturin, Etienne -'

'Quick, quick," cried Captain Christy-Palliere. 'My breeches, Jeannot, my cravat -' for ease
and commaodity he had been sitting in his drawers. 'Son of a whore, my



shirt. Penhoet, we must have a real dinner today - find a clothes-brush, Jeannot - this is
the English prisoner | was telling you about. Excellent seaman, charming company. You
will not mind speaking English, of course. How do | look?'

'So pimping as possible,' said Captain Penhoet in that language. 'Camber the torso, and
you will impose yourself of their attention.’

'‘Show them in, Jeannot," said Christy-Palliére. 'My dear Aubrey," he cried, folding Jack in
his arms and kissing him on both cheeks, 'how very happy | am to see you! Dear Dr
Maturin, be the very welcome. Allow me to present Captain of frigate Penhoet - Captain of
frigate Aubrey, and Dr Maturin, at one time my guests aboard the Desaix.’

"Your servant, sir, said Captain Penhoét.

'Domestique, monsieur,' said Jack, still blushing as far as his shirt. ‘Penhoét? Je preserve
- je ai - le plus vivid remembrance de vos combatte a Ushant, a bord le Pong, en vingt-
quatre neuf." A second of attentive, polite but total blankness followed this, and turning to
Christy-Palliere he said, 'How do you say | have the liveliest recollection of Captain
Penhoét's gallant action off Ushant in '99?'

Captain Christy-Palliere said this in another kind of French - renewed, far warmer smiles,
another British shake-hand - and observed, '‘But we may all speak English. My colleague
is one of our best translators. Come, let us go and have dinner in a trice - you are tired,
dusty, quite fagged up - how far have you come today? How do you stand the heat?
Extraordinary for the month of May. Have you seen my cousins in Bath? May we hope for
your company for some time? How happy | am to see you!'

'We had hoped you would dine with us,' cried Jack. 'We have livre une table - booked it.'
‘You are in my country,' said Christy-Palliére in a tone that allowed of no reply. 'After you,
dear friends, | beg. A simple meal - a little inn just outside the town. But it has

a muscat trellis - fresh air - and the man does the cooking himself.' Turning to Stephen as
he shepherded them along the corridor he said, 'Dr Ramis is with us again! He came back
from leave on Tuesday. | will ask him to come and sit with us after dinner - he could not
bear to see us eat

- and he will tell you all the news of our cholera outburst and the new Egyptian pox.'

‘Captain Aubrey led us such a chase,' he said to Captain Penhoét, setting pieces of bread
to represent the ships of Admiral Linois's squadron. 'He commanded that little quarter-
decked brig the Sophie -'

'I remember myself of him.'

'‘And at first he had the weather-gage of us. But he was embayed - here is the headland,
and the wind was so, a caprice wind." He fought the battle over again, stage by stage.
'‘And then he put up his helm in a flash, set his studding-sails like a conjuring trick and ran



through our line, close to the Admiral. The fox, he knew | dared not risk hitting the flagship!
And he knew the Desaix 'S broadside would come rather slow! He ran through, and with a
little luck -,

‘What is luck?'

'‘Chance. He might have escaped. But the Admiral made my signal to chase, and the
Desaix was only a week out of dock quite clean, and she loves a light breeze on the
quarter: and in short. . . | should have blown you out of the sea with my last broadside,
dear friend, if you had not jugged like an hare.’

'How well | remember it,' said Jack. 'My heart was in my boots as | saw you beginning to
luff up. But it had gone down there much earlier, when | saw that you sailed two miles to
my one, without troubling to set your stuns'ls.’

‘It was an exploit of thunder, to run through the line," said Captain Penhoet. '1 could almost
to wish you had

succeeded the blow. | should have struck as soon as the admiral had forereached my
ship. But in principle you English carry too much guns, is it not? Too many for sail fast in a
such breeze - too many to escape oneself.’

'l tossed mine all overboard," said Jack. 'Though in principle you are right. Yet might we
not say that in principle you carry far too many men, particularly soldiers? Remember the
Phoebe and Africaine . .

The simple meal wound to its even simpler end - a bottle of brandy and two glasses.
Captain Penhoet, exhausted by his efforts, had returned to his office; Stephen had been
carried off to Dr Ramis's healthier table, to drink gaseous water from a sulphurous spring;
and Cape Sicié had turned purple against the now violet sea. Crickets filled the air with a
warm continuous omnipresent churr.

Both Jack and Christy-Palliere had drunk a great deal; they were now telling one another
about their professional difficulties, and each was astonished that the other had reason to
complain. Christy-Palliére too was caught on the promotion-ladder, for although he was a
capitaine de vaisseau, very like a post-captain, there was 'no proper sense of seniority in
the French navy - dirty, underhand intrigue everywhere - political adventurers succeeding
-real seamen thrust to the wall." He did not express himself directly, but Jack knew from
their conversations a year ago and from the indiscretions of his English Christy cousins,
that his friend was but a lukewarm republican, detested the upstart Bonaparte's vulgarity
and total ignorance of the sea-service, would have liked a constitutional, liberal monarchy,
and was uneasy in his skin - a man devoted to his navy and of course to France, but
unhappy in his rulers. Long ago he had spoken in a remarkably informed and perceptive
way, about the case of Irish officers in the Royal Navy and the moral dilemma of
conflicting loyalties; but at this moment, although four sorts of wine and two of brandy had
brought him handsomely into the area of indiscretion, he was solely concerned with his
own



immediate problems. 'For you it is perfectly simple,’ he said. 'You will assemble your
interest, your friends and the lords and sirs of your acquaintance; and eventually, with
your parliamentary elections, there will be a change of ministry and your evident merits will
be recognized. But what is the case with us? Republican interest, royalist influence,
Catholic interest, Freemason interest, consular or what they tell me will soon be imperial
interest, all cutting across one another - a foul hawse. We might as well finish this bottle.
You know,' he said, after a pause, 'l am so tired of sitting on my arse in an office. The only
hope, the only solution, is a - 'His voice died away.

'| suppose it would be wicked to pray for war," said Jack, whose mind had followed exactly
the same course. 'But oh to be afloat.'

'Oh, very wicked, no doubt.'

'Particularly as the only worth-while war would have to be against the nation we like best.
For the Dutch and Spaniards are no match for us now. It makes me stare, every time |
think of it, how well the Spaniards build -beautiful, beautiful great ships - and how
strangely they handle them. At the Battle of St Vincent -,

It is all the fault of their admiralty," cried Christy-Palliere. 'All admiralties are the same. |
swear, on the head of my mother, that our admiralty - ‘A messenger brought him up short
on the brink of high treason; he excused himself, stepped aside and read the note. He
read it twice, clearing the fumes of brandy from his head, sobering fast. He was a
massive, bear-like man, not as tall as Jack, but stouter, and he could stand his drink:
broad, somewhat round-shouldered, with very kind brown eyes - kind, but not foolish; and
when he came back to the table, carrying a pot of coffee, they were hard and piercing. He
hesitated for some time, sipping the coffee, before he spoke. 'All navies have these
problems,' he said slowly. 'My colleague who looks after them here is on leave: | take his
place. Here | have a description of a man in a black coat with a telescope

on Mount Faron this morning, looking at our installations; medium height, slim, pale eyes,
bob wig, grey breeches, speaks French with a southern accent. He has also been talking
to a Barcelona merchant, a curious fellow with two feluccas in the darse.’

'‘Why," cried Jack, 'that must certainly be Stephen Maturin. | have no doubt of it - he has a
telescope. One of Dolland's very best glasses. | am sure he was up there on Faron this
morning before | was out of bed, gazing about for his precious birds. He mentioned some
monstrous rare pippit or titmouse that lives here. | wonder,' - laughing heartily - 'he did not
go up to the fort and beg for the use of their big artillery instruments. Oh no, he is the
simplest fellow in the world. | give you my word of honour

- unspeakably learned, knows every bug and beetle in the universe, and will have your leg
off in an instant - but he should not be allowed out alone. And as for naval installations, he
really cannot tell port from starboard, a bonnet from a drabbler, though | have explained a
thousand times, and he does try to apply himself, poor fellow. | am sure it must be he,
from what you tell me about his speaking to the Barcelona merchant. And in that
language, | dare say? He lived in those parts for years, and speaks their lingo like a - like
a - why, like a native. We are on our way down there now, to a property he has; and as



soon as he has been across to Porquerolles to see some curious shrub that grows on the
island and nowhere else, we shall move on. Ha, ha, ha,' he laughed, his big voice full of
intense amusement, 'to think of poor good old Stephen being laid by the heels for a spy!
Oh, ha, ha, ha!'

There was no possibility of resisting his transparent good faith. Christy-Palliere's eyes
softened; he smiled with relief and said, 'So you will vouch for him, then, upon your
honour?'

'My hand upon my heart,’ said Jack, placing it there. 'My dear sir, surely your men must be
a very simple crew, to go round suspecting Stephen Maturin?'

‘That is the trouble," said Christy-Palliere. ‘Many of them are stupid. But that is not the
worst of it: there are other services, the gendarmerie, Fouché's men and all those land
people, as you know, and some of them are no wiser. So pray tell your friend to be more
discreet. And listen, my dear Aubrey," he said in a low, significant voice, 'it might be as
well if you did not cross to Porquerolles, but pressed on to Spain.’

'‘Because of the heat?' asked Jack.

Christy-Palliere shrugged. 'If you like," he said. 'l say no more.' He took a turn up and down
the terrace, ordered a fresh bottle, and returned to Jack.

'‘And so you saw my cousins in Bath?' he said, in quite another, conversational tone.

'Yes, yes! | did myself the honour of calling at Laura Place the first time | was there, and
they very kindly asked me to drink tea with them. They were all at home

- Mrs Christy, Miss Christy, Miss Susan, Madame des Aguillieres and Tom. Charming
people, so friendly and welcoming. We talked about you a great deal, and they hoped you
might come over soon - sent everything proper, of course, kindest regards - kisses, |
believe, from the girls. The second time they invited me to a ramble and a picnic, but
unhappily | was bespoke. | was in Bath twice.'

‘What did you think of Polly?'

'Oh, a dear girl - full of fun, and so kind to your old

- aunt, | believe? And how she rattled away in French! | said several things myself, which
she understood straight away, and relayed to the old lady, repeating my signals, as it
were.'

'She is a dear child,' said her cousin. 'And believe me," he said very seriously, 'that girl can
cook. Her cog au yin -! Her sole normande -! And she has a deep comprehension of the
English pudding. That strawberries jam was hers. A wonderful housekeeper. She has a
modest little fortune, too,' he added, looking abstractedly at a tartan working into the port.

'‘Ah, dear Lord,' cried Jack, with a vehemence that made Christy-Palliére look round with
alarm. 'Dear Lord, for the moment | had almost forgot. Shall | tell you why | was in Bath?'
'Do, | beg.'



'It is between ourselves?' Christy-Palliere nodded. 'By God, | am so wretched about it: it
was only that splendid dinner of yours that put it out of my mind these last two hours.
Otherwise it has been with me ever since | left England. There was a girl, do you see, that
| had met in Sussex - neighbours - and when | had a bad time in the Admiralty court with
my neutrals, her mother took her down there, no longer approving of the connection.
There was very nearly an understanding between us before then, but somehow | never
quite clinched it. Christ, what a fool | was! So | saw her in Bath, but could never come to
close quarters: | believe she did not quite like some little attentions | had paid her cousin.'
'Innocent attentions?'

'‘Well, yes, really; though | dare say they might have been misinterpreted. An astonishingly
lovely girl, or rather woman - had been married once, husband knocked on the head in
India - with a splendid dash and courage. And then, while | was eating my heart out
between the Admiralty and the money-lenders in the City, | learnt that some fellow had
made her an offer of marriage - it was spoken of everywhere as a settled thing. | cannot
tell you how it hurt me. And this other girl, the one who stayed in Sussex, was so kind and
sympathetic, and so very beautiful too, that | - well, you understand me. But, however, as
soon as | thought things were going along capitally with her, and that we were very close
friends, she pulled me up as though | had run into a boom, and asked me who the devil |
thought | was? | had lost all my money by then, as you know; so upon my word, | could
scarcely tell what to answer, particularly as | had begun to make out that maybe she was
attached to my best friend, and perhaps

the other way too, you follow me. | was not quite sure, but it looked damnably like it, above
all when they parted. But | was so infernally hooked - could not sleep, could not eat - and
sometimes she was charming to me again. So | committed myself pretty far, partly out of
pique, do you see? Oh, God damn it all, if only - And then on top of it all there comes a
letter from the first girl -,

‘A letter to you?' cried Christy-Palliere. 'But this was not an intrigue, as | understand you?'
'‘As innocent as the day. Not so much as - well, hardly so much as a kiss. It was a
surprising thing, was it not? But it was in England, you know, not in France, and things are
rather different there: even so, it was astonishing. But such a sweet, modest letter, just to
say that the whole thing about the marriage was so much God-damned stuff. It reached
me the very day | left the country.’

'Why, then everything is perfect, surely? It is, in a serious young woman, an avowal - what
more could you ask?'

'‘Why,' said Jack, with so wretched a look that Christy-Palliére, who had hitherto thought
him a muff to mind having two young women at once, felt a wound in his heart. He patted
Jack's arm to comfort him. 'Why, there is this other one, don't you see?' said Jack. 'In
honour, | am pretty well committed to her, although it is not the same sort of feeling at all.
To say nothing of my friend.'



Stephen and Dr Ramis were closeted in a book-lined study. The great herbal that had
been one of the subjects of their correspondence for the past year and more lay open on
the table, with a high-detailed map of the new Spanish defences of Port Mahon folded into
it. Dr Ramis had just come back from Minorca, his native island, and he had brought
several documents for Stephen, for he was his most important contact with the Catalan
autonomists. These papers, read and committed to memory, were now

crushed black ashes in the fireplace, and the two men had moved on to the subject of
humanity at large - man's general unfitness for life as it is lived.

"This is particularly the case with sailors,’ said Stephen. 'l have watched them attentively,
and find that they are more unsuited for life as it is ordinarily understood than men of any
other calling whatsoever. | propose the following reason for this: the sailor, at sea (his
proper element), lives in the present. There is nothing he can do about the past at all; and,
having regard to the uncertainty of the omnipotent ocean and the weather, very little about
the future. This, | may say in passing, accounts for the common tar's improvidence. The
officers spend their lives fighting against this attitude on the part of the men - persuading
them to tighten ropes, to belay and so on, against a vast series of contingencies; but the
officers, being as sea-borne as the rest, do their task with a half conviction: from this
arises uneasiness of mind, and hence the vagaries of those in authority. Sailors will
provide against a storm tomorrow, or even in a fortnight's time; but for them the remoter
possibilities are academic, unreal. They live in the present, | say; and basing itself upon
this my mind offers a partially-formed conjecture - | should value your reflections upon it.’
'‘My lights are yours, for what they may be worth,’ said Dr Ramis, leaning back and
watching him with a dry, sharp, intelligent black eye. 'Though as you know, | am an enemy
to speculation.’

'Let us take the whole range of disorders that have their origin in the mind, the disordered
or the merely idle mind

- false pregnancies, many hysterias, palpitations, dyspepsias, eczematous affections,
some forms of impotence and many more that will occur to you at once. Now as far as my
limited experience goes, these we do not find aboard ship. You agree, my dear
colleague?'

Dr Ramis pursed his lips, and said, 'With reservations,

| believe | may venture to say that | am tempted to do so. | do not commit myself,
however.’

‘Now let us turn our honest tar ashore, where he is compelled to live not in the present but
in the future, with reference to futurity - all joys, benefits, prosperities to be hoped for,
looked forward to, the subject of anxious thought directed towards next month, next year,
nay, the next generation; no slops provided by the purser, no food perpetually served out
at stated intervals. And what do we find?'



'Pox, drunkenness, a bestial dissolution of all moral principle, gross over-eating: the liver
ruined in ten days' time.'

‘Certainly, certainly; but more than that, we find, not indeed false pregnancies, but
everything short of them. Anxiety, hypochondria, displacency, melancholia, costive,
delicate stomachs - the ills of the city merchant increased tenfold. | have a particularly
interesting subject who was in the most robust health at sea - Hygeia's darling - in spite of
every kind of excess and of the most untoward circumstances: a short while on land, with
household cares, matrimonial fancies - always in the future, observe

- and we have a loss of eleven pounds' weight; a retention of the urine; black, compact,
meagre stools; an obstinate eczema.’

'‘And for you all this is the effect of solid earth beneath the subject's feet? No more?’
Stephen held up his hands. 'lt is the foetus of a thought; but | cherish it.’

'You speak of loss of weight. But | find that you yourself are thin. Nay, cadaverous, if | may
speak as one physician to another. You have a very ill breath; your hair, already meagre
two years ago, is now extremely sparse; you belch frequently; your eyes are hollow and
dim. This is not merely your ill-considered use of tobacco - a noxious substance that
should be prohibited by government - and of laudanum. | should very much like to see
your excrement.'

'You shall, my dear sir, you shall. But | must leave you now. You will not forget my
tincture? | shall abandon it entirely, once | am in Lérida, but until then it is necessary to
me.'

'You shall have it. And," said Dr Ramis, with a veiled look, it is possible that | may send
you a note of the first importance at the same time: | shall not know for some hours yet. If |
do, it will be in system three. But pray let me feel your pulse before you go. Reedy,
intermittent, my friend, just as | thought.’

‘What did he mean by that?' said Stephen, referring not to the pulse but to the hypothetical
note, and thinking again with some regret of the simplicity of his dealings with plain
mercenary agents. Their motives were so clear; their loyalties were to their persons and
their purse. The complexities of the entirely honest men, their sudden reticences, the
interplay of conflicting loyalties, the personal sense of humour, made him feel old and
tired.

'‘Why, Stephen, here you are at last,’ cried Jack, starting straight out of his sleep. 'l sat
talking with Christy-Palliére; | hope you did not wait for me." The subject of their
conversation flooded his mind and put out its gaiety; but having gazed at the floor for a
moment he looked up with at least an expression of cheerfulness and said, 'You were very
nearly taken up for a spy this morning."'

Stephen stopped in his movement towards the desk and stood motionless, unnaturally
poised.

‘How | laughed when Christy-Palliére read me out your description, looking uncomfortable
and prodigious grave; but | assured him on my sacred honour that you were looking for



your double-headed eagles, and he was quite satisfied. He made an odd remark, by the
way: said, was he in our shoes he should push on for Spain and not go to Porquerolles.’
'‘Aye, aye? Did he, so?' said Stephen mildly. '‘Go back

to sleep now, my dear. | conceive he would not choose to traverse the street to see
euphorbia praestans, let alone cross an arm of the sea. | have a few notes to write, but |
shall not disturb you. Go to sleep: we have a long day head of us.’

Some hours later, in the first grey light, Jack awoke to a faint scratching on the door. His
waking mind stated that this was a rat in the bread-room, but his body instantly
contradicted it - sleeping or awake his body knew whether it was afloat or not; at no time
was it ever unaware of the continua) shift and heave of the sea, or of the unnatural
stability of the land. He opened his eyes and saw Stephen rise from his guttering candle,
open the door, receive a bottle and a folded note. He went back to his table, opened the
note, slowly deciphered it, burnt both scraps of paper in the candle flame; without turning
round he said, 'Jack, you are awake, | believe?'

'Yes. These last five minutes. A good morning to you, Stephen. Is it going to be hot?'

‘It is. And a good morning to you, my dear. Listen," he said, sinking his voice to no more
than a whisper, 'and do not call out or agitate yourself. Do you hear me now?'

'Yes.'

'‘War will be declared tomorrow. Bonaparte is seizing all British subjects.’

In the narrow band of shade under the northern wall of Carcassonne a compassionate
gendarme halted his convoy of English prisoners - seamen from detained and captured
ships for the most part, a few officers who had been caught by the declaration of war, but
some civilians too, travelling gentlemen, servants, grooms and tradesmen, since for the
first time in civilized warfare Bonaparte had ordered the arrest of every British subject.
They were hot, disconsolate and weary; their bundles had been soaked in a thunderstorm,
and at first they had not even the spirit to

spread them out in the sun, let alone to take notice of the dilapidated splendour of walls
and turrets behind, the view of the new town and the river before them, or even the bear
and its leader in the shadow of the next tower but one. But presently the word of the
arrival of the convoy spread, and the crowd that had hurried out of the old town to stare
was joined by market-women from over the bridge, bringing fruit, wine, bread, honey,
sausages, paté and goat cheeses wrapped in fresh green leaves. Most of the prisoners
still had some money (this was only the beginning of their march to the far north-east) and
when they had cooled a little, eaten and drunk, they put their clothes to dry and began to
look about them.

'‘What o, the bear," cried a sailor, quite happy now, with a quart of wine under his brass-
buckled belt. 'Can he dance, mate?'



The bear-leader, an ill-looking brute with a patch over one eye and a fortnight's beard,
took no notice. But the sailor was not to be put off by the sullenness of foreigners, and he
was soon joined by an insistent group of friends, for he was the most popular and
influential member of the crew of the pink Chastity, a merchantman that had had the
unlucky idea of putting into Cette for water the day war was declared. One or two of them
began shying stones at the great hairy mass to wake it up, or at least to have the pleasure
of seeing it move. 'Avast the stone-throwing,' cried the sailor, his cheerful face clouding.
'You don't want to go a-teasing of bears, cully. Remember Elisha. There's nothing so
unlucky as teasing of a bear."

'You been a-bear-baiting, George, you know you have,' said a shipmate, tossing his stone
up and down, not to have the air of abandoning it. "'We been to Hockley together.’
'‘Bear-baiting is different,’ said George. 'The bears at Hockley is willing. This bear ain't. |
dare say it's hot. Bears is Greenland creatures.’

The bear certainly looked hot. It was stretched out on what little grass it could find,
strangely prostrate. But the clamour had spread; crews of other ships wanted to see it
dance, and after some time the bear-leader came up and gave them to understand that
the animal was indisposed - could only perform at night - 'im ave airy coat, mister; im ate
up whole goat for im dinner; im belly ache.’

'Why, shipmates, there you are. Just as | said,' cried George. 'How would you like dancing
in a - great fur pelisse, in this - sun?'

Events had escaped from George's control, however; an English sea-officer, wishing to
impress the lady with whom he was travelling, had spoken to the sergeant of gendarmerie,
and now the sergeant whistled to the master of the bear.

'Papers,’ he said. 'A Spanish passport, eh? A very greasy passport too, my friend; do you
sleep with your bear? Joan Margall, born in - what's this place?'

‘Lérida, monsieur le sergent,’ said the man, with the cringing humility of the poor.

‘Lérida. Profession, bear-leader. Eh, bien: a led bear knows how to dance - that is logic. |
have to have proof; it is my duty to see the bear perform.’

'Certainly, monsieur le sergent, at once. But the gentlemen will not expect too much from
Flora; she is a female bear, and - 'He whispered in the gendarme's ear. 'Ah, ah? Just so,’
said the gendarme. 'Well, just a pace or two, to satisfy my sense of duty.’

Dragged up by its chain and beaten by its leader till the dust flew from its shaggy side the
bear shuffled forward. The man took a little pipe from his bosom, and playing it with one
hand while he held the chain with the other, he hoisted the bear on to its hind legs, where
it stood, swaying, amidst a murmur of disapprobation from the sailors. 'Crool buggers,
these foringers,' said George. 'Look at his poor nose, with that - great ring.'

'English gents,' said the man, with an ingratiating leer. 'Ornpip.’



He played a recognizable hornpipe, and the bear staggered through a few of the steps,
crossing its arms, before sitting down again. Trumpets sounded from the citadel behind
the walls, the guard on the Narbonne gate changed, and the sergeant began to bawl 'En
route, en route, les prisonniers.’

With avid and shamelessly persistent busyness, the bear-leader hurried up and down the
line. 'Remember the bear, gents. Remember the bear. N'oubliez pas l'ours, messieurs-
dames.’

Silence. The convoy's dust settled on the empty road. The inhabitants of Carcassonne all
went to sleep; even the small boys who had been dropping mortar and clods of earth from
the battlements on to the bear disappeared. Silence at last, and the chink of coins.

"Two livres four sous,' said the bear-leader. 'One maravedi, two Levantine coins of whose
exact provenance | am uncertain, a Scotch groat.’

'When one sea-officer is to be roasted, there is always another at hand to turn the spit,’
said the bear. 'lt is an old service proverb. | hope to God | have that fornicating young sod
under my command one day. I'll make him dance a hornpipe - oh, such a hornpipe.
Stephen, prop my jaws open a little more, will you? | think | shall die in five minutes if you
don't. Could we not creep into a field and take it off?"

'‘No," said Stephen. 'But | shall lead you to an inn as soon as the market has cleared, and
lodge you in a cool damp cellar for the afternoon. | will also get you a collar, to enable you
to breathe. We must reach Couiza by dawn.'

The white road winding, winding, up and up the French side of the Pyrenees, the
afternoon sun - the June sun now - beating straight down on the dusty slope: the bear and
its leader plodding on. Scorned by carts, feared by horses, they had already walked three
hundred and fifty miles, taking a zigzag route to avoid most large towns and the
dangerous zone of the coast, and to stay two nights in houses belonging to sure friends.
Stephen was leading the bear by the paw, for Jack could not see below his muzzle when
his head was on, and in his other hand he had the broad spiked collar that covered the
hole through which Jack breathed. He was obliged to put it on for the best part of the day,
however, for although this was a remote valley there were houses every few hundred
yards, hamlets not three or four miles apart, and fools that kept accompanying them on
their way. 'Was it a wise bear? How much did it eat a week? Was it ever wicked? Could he
buckle the two ends of his month by exhibiting it?" And the nearer they came to the
mountains, the more anecdotes of the bears that had been heard of, actually seen, and
even killed. Bears, wolves, smugglers and mountain bandits, the Trabucayres and the
Migueletes. Communicative fools, cheerful villagers, all eager for a treat, and dogs. Every
hamlet, every farmhouse had its swarm of dogs that came Out, amazed, howling, yapping
and barking, haunting the bear's heels sometimes as far as the next vile swarm; for the
dogs, if not the men, knew that there was something unnatural in the bear.



‘It will not be long now,' said Stephen. 'At the far end, beyond the trees, | can see the
turning of the main Le Perthus road. You can lie in the wood while | walk to the village to
find out what is afoot. Should you like to sit down for a moment on this milestone? There is
water in the ditch, and you could soak your feet.'

'Oh, I do not mind it,’ said Jack, staggering as Stephen altered the rhythm of his walk to
peer into the ditch. 'And | dare not soak them again, in any case.' The massive, hairy

shape writhed a little - a mechanical attempt at seeing its tattered buttocks, legs and lower
paws, dog-lacerated. 'The wood is not very far off, | dare say?'

'Oh, not above an hour or so. It is a beech-wood with an old marle-pit; and you may - | do
not assert it, but | say you may - see the purple helleborine growing there!"

Lying in the deep cool fern with his collar off Jack felt the sweat still coursing down his
chest, and the movement of ants, ticks, unidentified insects invading him; h