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To Tom and Rachel




Prologue


Shoreham Beach, October 1651


It both deafens and soothes. The thunderclap as the pebbles are flung landward in a cloud of salt spray, then the long, hollow sucking-back as the dark water rushes home. The sea has inched itself almost to the ragged line of bleached driftwood left by the last high tide. There is no point in delaying further, watching one foam-flecked wave follow another. Cromwell’s troops are out there somewhere in the black circle of the Downs.


The King does, however, delay further. It is still his right. His Divine Right, you might say. He is looking at some far point on the deserted beach, pale gold in the moonlight. He stands, wrapped tightly in his rough woollen cloak, on the last precious sliver of his kingdom.


‘The boat, Your Majesty,’ says the taller and older of his two companions, a nervous man it would seem and made more nervous by having to repeat himself. ‘A passage at last – France … safety. Would it please Your Majesty to embark?’


‘Would it please me?’ The King cannot help laughing, even now. Laughter. He’ll always be known for it. Even during the many long, bleak years to come.


‘It would be best to board now, sir,’ says the shorter of his companions. He’s young, little more than a boy, but he has the sort of aristocratic confidence that new money will never buy you. He’s a baronet, having already inherited the title from a father who died contentedly in the old King’s service. The young baronet would be willing to die in the new King’s service if he had to, but preferably not tonight under this bright moon. They need to get the King into the boat before they are all spotted dithering in a knot on the shoreline.


Time, which was once so plentiful, has run out.


‘It will be at least another hour until the tide is high enough,’ says the King.


‘In an hour’s time, Captain Tattersall may have sobered up,’ the young baronet points out. ‘He may then remember that Your Majesty has a price of one thousand Pounds on his head. It would be more convenient if you and he were both on board when that happens. It would certainly be better that he should not remember it while still within shouting distance of some meddlesome officer of the Republic.’


‘Tattersall says he is loyal to the Crown.’


‘The whole country was loyal to the Crown once. Men’s loyalties change nowadays almost without their noticing. Tattersall is a greasy fellow and smells of fish, but for the moment he sincerely believes he is a Royalist. He has a fine and noble role to play if we can but keep him drunk. And there may yet be men in England whose support for you does not depend on strong ale. Once this night’s work is complete, we begin the task of finding them and rallying them.’


‘You won’t cross to France with me?’


‘Wilmot will go with you. We two shall stay.’


The King – for so he can call himself, having been crowned in Scotland at least – laughs again. ‘Faith! That will be an uneven contest, Sir Michael: Cromwell’s Ironsides on the one hand and any sober Cavaliers you can sweep up on the other. Parliament will outnumber you a hundred to one.’


‘They merely have the numbers. We have the cunning. There’s more than one way to fight a war.’


The King nods. He has fought the war several ways since Cromwell executed his father, and none of them have been good. That’s how he has ended up on Shoreham beach, waiting for the turn of the tide. If they know another way, let them try it by all means.


‘Where’s Tattersall now?’ he asks.


‘I can see the good captain making his way down from the tavern. Very slowly.’


‘Still loyal to the Crown?’


‘Any more loyal and he would pass out.’


‘France it is, then,’ says the King benignly. ‘God pox it.’


He sits motionless in the bows as the sails unfurl, flap wildly, then fill. He does not look back at the lumpy pebble beach nor at the dark mass of the South Downs gathered behind it. His eyes are on the future. The past has proved a disappointing place to be.


The small boat’s outline is visible in the moonlight for some time as it tacks backwards and forwards. A Royalist tide is with them, but the wind is fickle and Parliamentary – and the captain’s commands are sometimes slurred and difficult to understand. With a slow reluctance, the masts and canvas dwindle into nothing. The moon shines down on a floating image of itself in an otherwise empty world of flickering water.


‘That’s the end, then,’ says the taller man. ‘We’ve just watched the last King of England creep away in a coal barge, leaving his country to rot as it pleases. You, Sir Michael, may do as you see best, but when the Roundheads arrive, I intend to assure them of my undying loyalty to Parliament.’


‘You won’t help me carry on the fight? You won’t help me rally some good-hearted gentlemen to the cause?’


‘What fight? What cause? The King is gone. And, just in case you were going to say it, I have to point out that if God ever was on our side, He defected to Cromwell in ’45 or ’46. The war is lost. For all your brave words, only a fool would now take up arms for the Stuarts. Cromwell has the best army in Europe after the King of Spain. We have nothing.’


‘We have our wits,’ says Sir Michael. ‘And God will see the error of His ways in due course. In the meantime, we must hide our allegiances. We must dissemble. We must plot and scheme. We must wait in the shadows, gather information and write letters. Perhaps with our eyes and our pens we can gain what we have lost with our fists and our swords.’


‘Our pens? I doubt you will undo many Roundheads with your pen, however much you sharpen it.’


Sir Michael smiles. ‘Really? I’ll wager I can write a letter that will kill any man who reads it.’




Six Years Later


London, December 1657


The letter is a single sheet of paper, folded in two and unsealed. It would have been easy for my landlady to have read the contents, which means that she has.


‘It was shoved under the door,’ she says, making a little pushing motion with her hand, illustrative of the method of delivery. Her face gives nothing away. A plaster saint could not bear a countenance more innocent.


‘So you didn’t see who left it?’ I ask.


‘Of course I saw who left it. What do you take me for? I spied him through the small window.’


I wait for her to continue, but information of this sort is not to be had without a little begging.


‘And, pray, what did you see, Mistress Reynolds?’


‘I saw a fine gentleman, velvet cloak, silk breeches, beaver hat. And lace. Such a lot of lace.’ She sighs. There is too little lace in this world today. Too little lace, too much black fustian. Too many sermons, too little laughter. Too much Puritanism, too many prohibitions. Too many fast days and no Christmas ever again. That is her complaint. Disappointingly for her, I own no lace at all and do not regret the lack of a tyrant King. I am not the lodger she hoped for when her husband died and left her so much useful space in the house.


‘You saw his face?’ I ask.


‘He was already walking away.’


‘You didn’t speak to him then – you didn’t ask who the letter was for?’


‘I told you – he was walking away.’


‘So this may not even be intended for me?’ I turn the paper over again in my hand. It does not bear my name, though, equally, it does not bear anyone else’s name. ‘I mean, if he didn’t say it was for John Grey … He might have meant it for you, Mistress Reynolds.’


‘Why should anyone write to me like that?’


‘Like what?’


‘Like in the letter.’


So, she has read it then. But plaster saints are mere Popish idols and only a fool would trust them not to intercept mail.


‘Nobody except my mother knows that I am here,’ I say.


This is not quite true. My tutor at Lincoln’s Inn knows where to find me and I believe that my tailor has discovered my address as a precautionary measure. But I am a new arrival in London and am on letter-writing terms with few. Anyway, as I too read my letter, I see that I have many good reasons for suspecting my mother in this.






Mr S. K. presents his compliments to one newly arrived and begs your presence at his chambers at Gray’s Inn. He wishes to be better acquainted with you. Have no fears – he is an honourable man and wishes you no hurt. Tonight at seven o’clock would be agreeable. Ask the porter for directions. The one-eyed porter, not the other one.







‘I don’t know anyone called Mr S. K.,’ she says. ‘Do you?’


‘Yes,’ I say.


‘Then it clearly is for you, Mr Grey.’


‘I must assume so.’


‘He is a friend of yours?’


‘Mr S. K.? A friend of my mother’s.’ I had hoped he was merely a former friend, but it would seem not.


‘You have never met him yourself?’


‘After a fashion, but we are not well acquainted.’


‘And that is why he wishes to set your mind at rest that he intends you no harm?’ She purses her lips, as she so often does. It is one of the few things she does really well.


‘I agree that the wording is odd in a social invitation, but it is like him to give such an assurance. It is superfluous, which is also much like him. I have no fears for my safety.’


‘He is a gentleman?’


I notice that my landlady stresses the word ‘gentleman’. A person of breeding and taste. A person with gold in his purse. A person with no need to toil for his bread nor to present his bill with compliments and respectfully request prompt payment of the same. Mistress Reynolds has a daughter of slightly more than marriageable age. It is rare for a day to pass without her expressing the fervent hope that I may invite one of my unattached gentleman friends to my chamber, where her daughter may serve us with wine and display such charms as she possesses, which are fewer than her mother imagines. But only a real gentleman will pass muster. She has never encouraged her daughter to linger in my chamber when I am alone there, nor has she encouraged me to consider myself a suitor in any way.


‘You could say Mr S. K. was a gentleman,’ I concede.


‘Not a lawyer like you then?’ The Gray’s Inn address worries her.


‘Some lawyers might be considered gentlemen,’ I say.


She shakes her head. She has met lawyers before. Like surgeons, we are merely amongst the better sort of tradesmen in her eyes. ‘Your friend is a soldier, perhaps?’ she suggests. An army officer (at least, a Royalist one) may be impoverished, drunk or illiterate, but nobody would question his gentility.


‘He has certainly seen a great deal of fighting,’ I say.


‘He is of good family?’


‘He is related to many of the greatest families in the land.’


‘Does he possess much land himself?’ She asks the question as though neither she nor her daughter could have any personal financial interest.


‘Enough land to satisfy most men, and indeed women, though some of it is forfeit to the State because of his support for the late tyrant Charles Stuart.’


She nods. For her this is no impediment. Like my mother, she still clings to the notion that the Stuarts may one day return and we shall have a King and all will be well. Ancestral castles and abbeys will slip effortlessly back into the hands of impoverished and exiled Cavaliers. Young girls, garlanded in spring flowers, will dance around maypoles. Husbands, handsome and tractable, will be in plentiful supply for maids and widows alike.


‘He has a title perhaps?’ she asks.


‘He possesses many an ancient title.’


She nods again. Not merely a gentleman then, but a nobleman. And the multiplicity of titles points to an ancient Earldom, if not a Marquisate. ‘And your good friend … he clearly lives in London?’


‘He is no friend, but he lives in London, Brussels, Paris, Yorkshire, Wales, Antwerp, Devon, Calais … He has the ability to be in many places at once, and nowhere at all.’


My landlady frowns. She is no fool and knows when I am mocking her. But she does not yet know what the joke is.


‘But he has not been banished for his loyalty to the true King?’


‘We have no King, Mistress Reynolds, true or otherwise. Only the threadbare Pretender named Charles Stuart living in the Spanish Netherlands. As for Mr S. K., he travels freely enough by all accounts.’


This last mollifies her a little, but she is still suspicious. Perhaps I am grinning more than I think. She makes one last sally.


‘Then, Mr Grey, I hope you will bring him here and take wine with us?’


‘That is impossible.’


‘Why?’


‘Because,’ I say, ‘he is scarcely six years old.’


‘But you said he is a soldier!’


‘I assure you he is not a day older.’


My landlady glares at me. ‘If you were a proper gentleman yourself, you would not make fun of a poor widow woman so. Indeed you would not.’


‘I beg pardon, Mistress,’ I begin, but she has turned with a great swish of skirts and petticoats, and is gone back down to her kitchen before I can explain the joke. For everything I have said about Mr S. K. is true. He is scarce six and may not live to be seven. But I have no intention of befriending him in any way and I intend to go and tell him so to his bearded face.


For this is my mother’s doing. Oh yes, there can be no mistake about that. She knew Mr S. K. very well indeed. My fear is that she has not abandoned that connection as she promised me she would.


‘I hope that you are no longer in correspondence with Mr S. K.,’ I said to her not long ago.


‘Of course not, dear,’ she said, carefully threading a needle. ‘I gave all that up, just as you proposed. I am, after all, the wife of a Justice of the Peace.’


‘It would be dangerous if you hadn’t,’ I said.


‘You must trust me that I have,’ she said, breaking off the crimson thread. ‘Though your father, of course, still knows the gentleman concerned.’


‘My late father,’ I said.


She looked up from her sewing, frowning, head on one side.


‘My late father may have known him,’ I said.


‘But of course. Your poor lamented father,’ she said, pushing back a wayward curl and resuming her work. ‘Whom we miss greatly.’


‘Precisely,’ I said. ‘My dead father. Whom we miss. Let us not forget that. Speaking as a lawyer, my advice to you is that you should not forget that my father is sadly no longer with us.’




My Mother


My mother’s difficulty in recalling that my father is dead is due in no small measure to the fact that he is alive and living in Brussels with a Flemish whore.


It is, however, a convenient fiction and one that she would do well to continue, if only for the benefit of her second husband. Since my stepfather is the local magistrate moreover, and would thus have the unfortunate duty of prosecuting his own wife for bigamy, it would certainly be kinder to him that my mother should harbour no lingering doubts about my father’s death. Hence her unblushing references, whenever she remembers, to ‘your late father’ and her occasional but very sincere prayers that he should rest in peace. She is understandably vague about which battle he died at – Naseby and Marston Moor have both been proposed at different times. But she has said nothing to my stepfather about the possibility, however remote, of his living quite comfortably with a young woman of easy virtue in the Low Countries.


At least, she has said nothing in my presence. If it amused my mother to tell my stepfather in private, however … It is perfectly possible that at two or three o’clock in the morning, when a man is most off his guard, she may have chosen to raise it as a topic of conversation. A man without his breeches is a feeble opponent for most women and especially for a woman like my mother. She may well have reasoned that, should he choose to take no immediate action (and my stepfather never takes immediate action on any matter), then he would quickly become an accessory rather than a prosecutor. Indeed, now I think of it, it is very likely that she has done precisely that. Of course, she also possesses information about his own treasonous correspondence with friends of Charles Stuart. That too might weigh with him if he considered denouncing her. The ability to have each other hanged may be the secret of a happy and peaceful marriage.


But I am certain that my mother has told my stepfather no more about her past dealings with Mr S. K. than he needs to know. She has, she says, broken her connections with Mr S. K. – broken them utterly. It would not do for a lady in her position to know him. What puzzles me therefore is why my mother believes that I (who, uniquely in my family, engage in no treasonous correspondence) should now wish to risk my own neck in making the acquaintance of the gentleman she claims to have forsworn.


Outside I hear a bell strike the half-hour. If I leave in ten minutes, I shall be able to meet Mr S. K. at the appointed time and inform him that I am not the fool that my mother takes me for. For this indulgence I hope I may be forgiven. I have little enough money while I study law at Lincoln’s Inn and my amusements are few. I have no shillings to pay for the theatre, even if the theatres had not been closed (with good cause) by the State. I have few enough pennies to pay for ale, even if drunkenness had not been proscribed (very wisely) by the Lord Protector’s ordinances. Of course, I could go and listen to a learned sermon, which, as for all citizens of the Republic, really ought to count amongst my greatest pleasures. But this evening I can also go and have a little innocent fun at the expense of some of my mother’s Royalist acquaintances – foolish young men of distinguished ancestry, with a taste for Brussels lace and ineffectual plotting. Providing Mr S. K. with a mirror in which he may see himself will afford both pleasure and instruction for us both.


I carry my law books up to my chamber and leave them on one of my two chairs. I would change my suit of clothes if I had another to change into; but I do not, for my tailor has calculated to the last inch of ribbon how much credit it is safe to give me.


As I set off, I pause briefly and wonder why Mr S. K. feels the need to be so obscure if he really does wish to be my friend. But I reassure myself with this thought: What harm can possibly come to me at Gray’s Inn?




Mr S. K.


It has grown cold of late. This evening, a low, chill mist has crept in from the distant banks of the Thames, wheedling a passage, narrow lane by narrow lane, until it has reached Theobalds Road. Above and through it, a blood-red sun inflames the sky, giving fire to west-facing windows. It is an hour for mean and glorious deeds.


At Gray’s Inn I pause at the porter’s lodge. A man sits inside the little wooden hut, a patch over one eye. He wears a rough, mended woollen cloak over what seems to be a good velvet suit with lace cuffs. From time to time he tugs at the eye-patch as if unused to wearing it. Perhaps the loss of that eye is very recent. He looks at me suspiciously with his one uncovered organ of vision, though he must have seen many lawyers pass this way before. Indeed, at Gray’s Inn he must see little else.


‘I am seeking Mr S. K.,’ I say, rubbing two cold hands together. ‘I am told that you may be able to direct me to him.’


‘Who says I may?’ His accent is somewhat of Devon, but only somewhat.


I show him the letter. Strangely, for such a lowly minion, he has no difficulty in reading it. He thrusts it back at me.


‘And who might you be?’ he asks.


‘That’s none of your business, as you know well.’


He nods. This is the sort of answer he expects from any friend of Mr S. K., who would damn his remaining eye as soon as glance in his direction. ‘First building on the left, third floor right.’ His accent is now somewhat of London though it is also somewhat of Suffolk. He seems not to have fixed firmly on his county of birth.


‘Thank you,’ I say.


‘It is my pleasure to assist you,’ he says. ‘But I’d go quickly if I were you. I suspect they are already on their second bottle.’ He looks at his threadbare cloak with undisguised distaste, then pulls it around him.


He solicits no money for the information provided, which I regard as far more suspicious than his shifting place of origin or the lace cuffs that must be so inconvenient in his chosen trade of portering.


I follow his directions and climb the broad oak staircase to the top floor of the building, where Mr S. K. is apparently to be found. Close by the chamber door is a small wooden sign, which has been hastily covered with a piece of sacking. I lift the sacking without difficulty and read: Sir Richard Willys. I replace the sacking and knock on a panel to alert Mr S. K. of my presence. There is no response, but I am not expecting one. I push the door and it swings open easily as if lately oiled to prevent it drawing attention to itself. There are two gentlemen seated by a blazing fire; though there is still a chill in the room, as if the conflagration has not yet had time to heat more than a narrow arc round the hearth. Each man holds a glass of wine. There is a bottle, still almost one third full, and a fairly clean glass on a table nearby. I am expected, it would seem. It is time for the fun to begin.


‘I seek Mr S. K.,’ I say with a smile.


There is a long and awkward hiatus as the gentlemen look at each other. Then they look at me again. The shorter man strokes a blond moustache. But neither says a word. This is not what I expected. Nor, I realise, is this what they expected. Something about me puzzles them.


‘He’s not here,’ says the owner of the blond moustache. He is dressed in a suit of crimson silk with much lace about neck and wrists; it is not, you would have thought, an outfit for one who wished to pass through the streets unnoticed. Not in these times of decent sobriety. He takes a sip of wine, but his bright eyes don’t leave mine for a moment. There is, I now observe, a pistol on the table as well as a bottle. The game is afoot, but the stakes are slightly higher than I had imagined. I find that I need to swallow hard.


‘Nevertheless, you are his representatives,’ I suggest.


‘Why should you think that?’ The older, taller one has untidy, dark hair. There is black stubble on his chin. He is dressed in a plain suit of dark blue stuff and lacks somewhat the ostentation of his friend. I think the porter was right that this is not the first bottle they have opened. This man is drunk and a little dangerous.


‘Your temporarily one-eyed friend at the gate told me to come to this chamber. See – I have a letter of invitation to meet Mr S. K. It seems correct in all particulars – I am indeed lately arrived here. And it was delivered to my landlady’s door. But if you gentlemen truly do not know Mr S. K….’


My words hang in the air. I do not, on reflection, think that these people will stand the gentle chaffing that I had planned – the drunk one in particular looks as if he has a poor sense of humour. But I shall still make it clear to them, very politely, that I am no Royalist and that they need trouble me no further, whatever my mother may have told them. I wish Charles Stuart no ill, but I do not desire to see him on the throne of any of these three kingdoms. I shall say that. Then I shall go quickly before the conversation turns to pistols.


‘Stay!’ commands the dark-haired man, perhaps sensing that my thoughts are tending towards an early departure.


‘I apologise,’ says the man in the red silk, as if sensing my disquiet. ‘I apologise for my colleague’s brusque tones. But since you have chosen to join us, we cannot allow you to leave so abruptly. That would be neither hospitable of us nor polite of you. You will come to no harm if indeed you are here with good intent.’


For some reason, this does not make me feel any better. I begin to wish I had spent the evening reading my law books. I swallow hard once more and remain where I am, watching the pistol.


They glance at the letter, which I think they have seen before, and then their puzzled gaze reverts to me. No, I am not what they had expected. But, on reflection, this is no surprise. My mother will have told them to expect a soldier – the man of daring and resolution that she so much wishes me to be. What they see is a young lawyer, country-bred but rapidly gaining a good London pallor, the dust of the library of Lincoln’s Inn still upon his shoulders, his arm still crooked as if holding a large leather-bound tome. I do not look as if I laugh in the face of danger. I do not look as if I regularly run men through with a sword for my own amusement but, on reflection, I suspect that these two may do so. Mr S. K.’s written promise that no harm will come to me begins to ring hollow. Or perhaps, bearing in mind their puzzlement that I am here at all, it was a promise made to somebody else entirely – somebody with whom I have been confused. I have misjudged things in a way that I do not yet understand.


‘Nevertheless, if I were to leave now …’ I say. ‘After all, no hurt has been done.’


‘A moment longer, sir, if you please,’ says the younger man. ‘We shall detain you no more than we have to.’ He half-turns and has a whispered conversation with his companion. It goes on for some time. Midway through, they both pause and stare at me again. They utter no word of rebuke, but they are greatly disappointed with what they see before them.


‘You expected somebody else?’ I say.


‘To be perfectly honest with you, yes,’ says the dark-haired man. ‘There has been a mistake of some sort. The man who informed us of your coming is a fool. But you say you have just arrived from Brussels?’


‘Brussels?’


‘We were warned to expect your arrival from Brussels.’ He seems to feel I should know this, if that’s where I’ve come from.


Then suddenly, all becomes clear. Only one of my family resides in Brussels. It is not my mother’s meddling hand that I should have seen in this, but my father’s. They were not expecting me at all – but him! If my father too has recently come to London – and he would have had no reason to inform me if he had – then it is not too difficult to see how a letter intended for him might find its way to me, also newly arrived, albeit from Essex. My hosts are understandably surprised to find me so youthful. I had thought that my mother was mistakenly trying to introduce me to some convivial but ineffectual Royalist sympathisers – that far from abandoning her links with the Stuarts she wished to influence me in that direction. As a result of disbelieving her many assurances, I now find myself impersonating my other parent, whose purpose in coming to London is utterly unknown to me but unlikely to be lawful.


‘I think you were expecting another member of my family,’ I say.


The younger one nods. His nimble mind has been running beside my own. ‘Then the message we received was correct except in one minor but important detail. We were, as you see, not expecting the son. Indeed, we were unaware of your existence. You are …?’


My father has clearly chosen not to tell anyone that he has a son in England – and why should he? Our paths have diverged in so many ways. In Brussels I doubt that he feels a need to mention that he has a family here, any more than my mother feels it necessary to talk about a redundant husband overseas.


‘I’m John,’ I say. ‘I think you were expecting my father, who is currently exiled in Brussels and—’


He holds up his hand. ‘Of course. I see what has happened. I must apologise if we appeared bemused. Now we understand. We knew your family was in Brussels. We didn’t know that you were too. Now we do know, and all is well.’


By ‘family’ he doubtless means my father and his whore. But are things well only if I am living in Brussels? That would seem to be the case. I must take great care what I say until I am more certain of my facts. Whatever my father’s reasons for visiting London, they must be important. As a known, if not particularly distinguished, Royalist, he would be taking a great risk in coming here.


The dark-haired man takes another mouthful of wine and pulls a face. I do not think he regards me as a friend. ‘You are too trusting, Sir Michael. How do we know this John is who he claims to be? He could be any man’s son. I sense an unease on his part. He shuffles his feet and looks towards the door. You clearly know his father. Does the young man resemble him in any way? If not, then he may be an agent of the Republic come hither to undo us utterly. He seems disinclined to take wine with us, as a gentleman should. No Royalist, and no son of a Royalist, would refuse a glass of good Canary. Consider, Sir Michael: if he is an imposter then we are all undone. I say we shoot him now and make an end on it.’


Well, perhaps they have already told me more than is safe for any of us. If they do not shoot me, I shall certainly now be able to report to the authorities that one of them is called Sir Michael. But will they shoot me? It seems to be Sir Michael’s decision. I look yet again at the pistol on the table and wonder if it is loaded. I have never thought I was much like my father in character, but hopefully there is at least a small similitude in the flesh.


‘There is some resemblance,’ says Sir Michael. To this I make no objection. I begin to like Sir Michael better than the other man, who eyes me as if he might yet see through me and my Republican ways.


‘Even so …’ The dark-haired man pauses. He is not convinced by my appearance alone. ‘I think, Sir Michael, that we should question him a little.’


‘As you wish.’ Sir Michael waves his hand in my direction. His companion has leave to ask whatever he likes. I try not to shuffle my feet or look towards the door. I hope none of the questions are about Brussels, a place I have never visited.


‘Where do you come from, John?’ he demands. He rubs his face as if to aid thought. ‘I mean what is your place of birth?’


‘Clavershall West,’ I say with relief. ‘In the county of Essex.’


Sir Michael turns to his companion with a smug expression on his face. He clearly knows where my father came from. But this telling poof of my loyalties is insufficient for his friend.


‘To which saint is the parish church there dedicated?’


‘St Peter,’ I say.


Sir Michael shrugs. I doubt if either of them know if I have told the truth. My father rarely set foot in the place.


‘Who now owns the manor?’ the other man persists.


‘Colonel Payne,’ I say. I do not add that Colonel Payne is my stepfather. If they know my father even a little, then the one thing they will certainly be aware of is that he is living. It might be difficult to explain how I come to have a stepfather.


‘Who owned the manor before that?’


Well, he knows about my family then.


‘We did,’ I say. ‘My family owned it. But not any more.’


That my mother has recently repossessed it by marrying my stepfather is again a detail that I would be wise to omit.


‘Enough,’ says Sir Michael. ‘This young man comes from a family loyal to the King. And I assume he therefore knows who we are?’


‘I am familiar with the Sealed Knot,’ I say. ‘Mr S. K., as you have called it in your letter. For the past six years you have worked secretly for the restoration of …’ I pause. The words are like ashes in my Republican mouth but it may be as well not to upset the gentleman with the pistol. ‘… the restoration of the rightful King. You answer to Sir Edward Hyde at His Majesty’s court in Brussels.’


‘Just so,’ says Sir Michael. ‘We answer to Sir Edward Hyde.’ He sees my eyes on the pistol and adds: ‘Had you not been who you say you are – had you not been sent from Brussels – we would have been obliged to shoot you as my friend so devoutly wished. I would have regretted it almost as much as you, and for slightly longer, but it would not have been safe to let you leave Gray’s Inn alive. I mean, if you had been some low Republican who had accidentally stumbled on our invitation.’


‘Of course,’ I say. I am a Republican but, I would argue, not a low one. Even so, the smallest slip might still be the end of me.


‘Since we are friends,’ he continues, ‘and we are all friends of Mr S. K., let me introduce myself. I, as you will already have gathered, am called Sir Michael. Sir Michael de Ripley. Baronet. My indiscreet companion here is Mr Allen Brodrick, gentleman, wine-drinker, womaniser and Secretary of the Sealed Knot.’


Neither then is Sir Richard Willys, who may or may not know that his chamber is being used in this way. Unless Ripley is lying, which is quite possible. He looks like a man who holds truth and falsehood in equal respect.


For the next few minutes I have to remember that, if I wish to live to see tomorrow’s dawn, I am a Royalist, newly come from Brussels for a purpose that I have no way of knowing. For as long as it takes, I must play my part. Then I must leave quickly.


‘So, why did you summon me here?’ I ask.


‘Why did we summon you?’ says Ripley, the merest hint of surprise in his voice. ‘We know that you have come to London on business that concerns us. After all, Hyde would scarcely send you all this way and tell you to avoid talking to his agents in London – or would he?’


There is menace in his words. Either he doesn’t like Hyde or he doesn’t like me. One or the other. Or both.


‘Why should I have been instructed to avoid you?’ I ask.


Ripley looks at Brodrick and shrugs.


‘Hyde is losing confidence in us,’ says Brodrick. ‘We’d like to know why. And we’d like to know what you are doing here. Why has he sent you and not told us?’


In some ways these are more difficult questions to answer than the name of my parish church, but in other ways it is not. I do, as I say, know something of the Sealed Knot and it is hard to think of anything that it has achieved in the six years of its existence. Many of its members have secretly gone over to Cromwell and are providing him with valuable intelligence. That Hyde has finally despaired of them is not to be wondered at. He does not want my father’s mission, whatever it is, endangered. My father has been told to avoid the King’s loyal supporters in London and get on with the job. By accepting Ripley’s invitation I have fallen into a trap that he would have side-stepped. This may not, however, be the right time to tell Ripley all of these things. I am caught in some Royalist squabble of which I know only a little.


‘Hyde has never said anything of the sort to me,’ I say truthfully.


‘You were overheard,’ says Brodrick. ‘We know what Hyde said to you before you left. You were told to avoid contact with the Sealed Knot in England.’


Ripley gives him a sharp look. He was not supposed to reveal that.


‘If you overheard us,’ I say, ‘you have no need to question me on the purpose of my visit.’


Ripley says nothing. Either Brodrick is bluffing or their informant overheard at best only a little of what Hyde said to my father. None of us, then, has the first idea why I am here. It is helpful to know that.


Brodrick looks daggers at me. I have made an enemy in a very short time. ‘We know exactly what your mission is,’ he says. ‘Don’t we, Sir Michael? And it would be well for you, John, that you tell us.’


Ripley considers. ‘Reluctant though I am to contradict my good friend here, let me confess that I do not know why you are here. I think it is a matter we may need to return to. But perhaps, since you have spoken to Hyde, I could enquire whether he has considered the proposal that we put to him?’


‘Your proposal?’


‘You can scarcely be unaware what it is.’


Is this another test? Have they put some new plan to Hyde that my father would know about?


‘Of course,’ I say. ‘And the answer that you were hoping for was …?’


‘Yes or no.’


Dare I now ask what the question is? I think not. I have already said I know. I am drowning in my own duplicity. Perhaps very soon I can flee from this place, change my lodgings and remain in the library of Lincoln’s Inn for the next year, other than when I need to go out and piss. But Yes or No? Which is the safest? Yes may require further information that I do not have. But No implies the refusal of some reasonable request, which may go ill for me. They might ask: ‘Why not?’ And I do not know why not.


I draw myself up to my full height, which is greater than Ripley’s, though less than Brodrick’s by several inches. I suddenly remember, years ago, standing on a bluff, about to dive into a fast-flowing river of unknown depth. The dark water swirled beneath me. This is what it felt like then. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and launched myself into the unknown.


‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Hyde’s answer to you is Yes.’


For a while I seem to hang in mid-air. Then Ripley speaks. ‘And we should proceed with our plan, or some variant of Hyde’s own devising? If it is our own plan then I shall need you to clarify one or two things.’


Clarify? I can’t do that. Hyde’s plan it is then.


‘Hyde has a plan, but I cannot tell you any more than that,’ I say cautiously.


‘How then do we take it forward?’


‘You don’t. There is no need to trouble yourself further.’


Ripley nods again. For him this is a very good answer. I only wish I knew why. Unfortunately, Brodrick still wants further information.


‘So, you are saying we can leave all that to you?’ says Brodrick. ‘Our offer was unnecessary because Hyde already has a plan of his own?’ He seems relieved.


‘Most assuredly. That is what I said. You may leave it to me.’ I half-turn towards the door. Perhaps if I go now?


‘We thought we would need to arrange the thing ourselves,’ adds Ripley. ‘We have spoken to one who is willing, as Hyde is aware. So that is the true purpose of your visit?’


‘Precisely,’ I hear myself say. ‘That is why I am here.’


‘But …’ says Brodrick.


I feign, quite well I think, justified indignation. ‘Are you questioning Hyde’s instructions, gentlemen? I hope not.’ The door is close but not quite close enough to make a run for it. My mouth is dry and I am not being offered any wine.


‘Question Hyde’s instructions?’ says Ripley. ‘Why should we wish to do that? If Hyde thinks you can do the business better than the man we recommended … Do you also have the ability to gain admission to the Protector’s household?’


Even I can guess the right answer this time.


‘That can be arranged.’


Ripley says slowly, ‘Very well. I think I can see why you were reluctant at first to tell of your mission. I can even see why Hyde may have told you to avoid contact with known Royalists. The authorities may be watching us all – even me. What you have to do must be done with all secrecy.’ He looks at Brodrick, who in turn is regarding me with greater respect than anyone has ever shown me before.


‘You’re a brave man,’ says Brodrick. ‘I would not take such a risk myself. Not for the world. Even if my conscience allowed me to do such a thing, which it does not.’


‘No braver than you, I’m sure.’


‘If you are caught, it will be a terrible death that you are condemned to.’ The mere thought of what I am to do makes Brodrick pour himself another drink.


‘I do not fear the hangman’s noose,’ I say. Though as a matter of fact, I do fear the hangman’s noose as much as any other does. Perhaps a little more, for I have seen a man hanged. It is not a good death nor a quick one.


Brodrick laughs. ‘A merry jest,’ he says, ‘not to fear the hangman’s noose. Ha! No, it’s what will happen after they cut you down, still conscious and able to feel pain, that would worry me. And the torture that you will need to endure before. After all, they will not believe you when you say that you acted alone, and they will want names that you will, of course, refuse to give them. It will be a slow and painful end, I’m thinking. A slow and painful dying over many days and nights. And Cromwell is guarded all the time. Even if you succeed in stabbing him, you cannot possibly escape.’


So that is what I have just agreed to? The assassination of the Lord Protector? For a moment I forget that I am not a low Republican. ‘I cannot stab Cromwell!’


‘Of course not,’ says Ripley. ‘They say Cromwell wears steel under his coat. I am sure that you have more subtle methods. Perhaps ones that may even give you a slim chance of getting away unscathed.’


‘This other person that you mentioned …’ I say.


‘He will be disappointed. He had been looking forward to it. He hates Cromwell. But do not worry. He will not grudge you the first attempt. And, if you fail, he will have his chance then.’


‘I would not wish to inconvenience anybody. Perhaps if you offered the task to him after all? As you say, I may fail.’


Ripley shakes his head. ‘Sir Edward’s wishes are clear. As you point out, it is not for us to question them. Nor shall I. I am sure he will have selected you for your skill and bravery. And, if you need help, the Knot will be with you.’


‘Will it?’ I ask.


‘Do not fear. We shall not compromise you. But we have agents all over London. We will be watching you every hour of the day. Whatever you do, wherever you go, you may depend on it that our eyes will be upon you.’


I wonder if that includes the pissing place behind Lincoln’s Inn library. I fear that it may.


‘That is a great comfort,’ I say. ‘That is a very great comfort indeed.’


‘It will be our honour, John, to assist you. You are a brave man. In future years, though sadly it will probably be after your death, your name will be honoured by all those true to His Majesty. But we shall not use that name from now on. That would be too dangerous even for you. If you wish to contact us, then write as Mr Cardinal.’


‘Cardinal?’


‘Unless you prefer some other name.’


‘Cardinal is good,’ I say, sitting down in one of the vacant chairs.


‘Pour Mr Cardinal a glass of wine at once,’ says Ripley. ‘For I see he has gone quite pale with the cold.’


I am running through the dark streets of London. Sleet is lashing my face but I scarcely notice it. Occasionally I slip and slide in the dark, wet streets, but I wish to place some distance between myself and Gray’s Inn. I have just promised to assassinate the Lord Protector of England, in exchange for which I have not been shot as a low Republican. I am free to go. But to go where? I have bought myself a day or two at the most before I am grabbed by some ruffian who wishes to resume the same conversation in a dark alleyway.
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