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To the McG3.


All I do is for thee.


	

		Contents


Cast of Characters


PART ONE 

		I

		II

		III

		IV

		V

		VI

		VII

		VIII

		IX

		X

		XI

		XII

		XIII

		XIV


PART TWO

		I

		II

		III

		IV

		V

		VI

		VII

		VIII

		IX


PART THREE

		I

		II

		III

		IV

		V

		VI

		VII

		VIII


AUTHOR’S NOTE

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Copyright


	



Cast of characters





[image: image]






Bailly, Charles, Catholic Envoy


Beale, Robbie, Mathematician, Servant and Chief Espial Agent


Beauvery, Hannah, Whore and Agent


Blythe, Edmund, Trawlerman and Agent


Bridle, Catholic prisoner


Cecil, William, Queen’s First Minister, Chief Privy Councillor


Dee, John (Doctor), Astrologist, Mathematician and Scryer


Dudley, Robert, Earl of Leicester, Privy Councillor


Essex (Lord), Privy Councillor


Essigia, Whoremaster and Agent


Fallburn, Olias, Parish Constable


Frinscombe, Gaoler of Portsmouth


Fyson, Soborn, Barber Surgeon 


Hendon, Emmanuel, Pastor


Herle, William, Captain of the Griffin and Agent


Howard, Thomas, Duke of Norfolk, Privy Councillor


Jennings, Isiah, Customs Adjutant


Kitchener, Jack, Whitehall Agent


Levet, Agnes, Wise-Woman


Ludlow, Martin, Privy Councillor 


MacKinnon, Catholic prisoner


Masterman, Lynas, Court Rider and Agent


Nevon, Titus, Bear wrestler and Agent


Porter, Reeburn, Barber Surgeon


Rhy, Rhyming Whore, Agent


Ridolfi (D’Ridolfi), Roberto, Merchant banker


Smythe, Thomas, Clerk of the Privy Council Chamber 


Snurle, Harry, Privy Council Agent 


St. Barbe, Edith, Maidservant to the Walsinghams and sister to Ursula


Stimpson, Edward, Manservant to Francis Walsingham


Stow, John, Historian and Surveyor of London, Agent


Traske, Theophilus, Gaol Carpenter


Tudor, Elizabeth, Queen


Walsingham, Frances, Daughter


Walsingham, Francis, MP Lyme Regis and Proposed Secretary of Intelligence


Walsingham, Mary, Daughter


Walsingham (nee St. Barbe), Ursula, Wife of Francis


Williams, Walter, Actor, Espial







If all the swords in England were pointed
against my head,
your threats would not move me.



Thomas Becket. 
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I


Castle Baynard Ward – St Paul’s, London 


8th June 1553
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Death knocks loudly on London’s doors this day, he laments, watching the convoy of chaos rage by him in furious revelry. It meant there was going to be more fire. What else could he do but follow, never once suspecting it would forge the unlikeliest of bonds.


‘Heretics.’ Someone screams as rushed feet slip on the mucky lane. Ranks of guardsmen with murderous intent clasp their flaming torches and hurry along Paternoster Row, near the dominating cathedral of St Paul’s. He looks up to its mighty square steeple and wonders whether God could ever forgive them when his ‘holy work’ was about to be done with such ferocity. Twenty or so guards and their ruthless captain rush on, determined the burnings will proceed. He cowers momentarily behind his high collared cape – remembering it is now lethal to be Protestant. Following the fury of noise, he sees the crowd build like a blocked river and it squalls with intense blood lust as two prisoners are dragged through the muck, the blood and the cheer, barely able to keep pace for the sufferings of beatings and malnourishment they have endured. Swarmed by the gathered, baying at them like the countless kites of London’s sky and streets might flap at the markets of Cheapside – jabbing, tearing and cawing at the sacrificial flesh to be devoured. Just as the refuse-eating birds help keep the lanes and courts of all London’s wards clean, the angry crowd believe they are ridding the streets from another kind of filth. Their scared Protestant faces lost all hope but of a mercifully quick killing.


Francis Walsingham behind his fine velvet red cape is twitchy, nervously caressing his wispy beard, suddenly feeling foolish as his concealment is tugged and torn by the heaving crowd. At 21 he is tall and awkward, not yet comfortable in a full man’s body, unable to hold steadfast against the surging crowd, their scent heavy with ale and the dung of horse. Seeing the petrified captives, and fearing he recognises one of them, he shouts through clenched teeth, ‘John? John Warne?’ 


Behind bruised and watered eyes, John looks up and around, identifying the voice, a sooth Psalm in the chaos, ‘Francis? Is that you?’


Young Walsingham cannot believe his eyes – days earlier Warne was delivering newly upholstered chairs to his Grays Inn office, now he was a ragged ruin. Francis lunges towards him, ‘What be your crime?’ He asks, shoved back by the Guardsmen for his trouble.


‘They mean to find us all.’ John manages, just as one of the Guardsman starts to panic, fearing the impassioned swelling crowd will overcome the deathly intentions. 


‘Captain we need to begin: the crowds endanger the effort.’ He shouts, imploring to the distance – Francis follows the direction and can just make out Captain of the Guard, who hurriedly barks the prisoners’ charges over the screams of anticipation. 


‘Like Nicodemus, these pretenders of faith shall perish.’ Captain spurns, cueing his men to bind John Warne and the other prisoner at their stakes.


Francis has tears of powerless fear in his eye. Warne, perhaps catching this, cries out, ‘Leave our realm, Francis.’ The other prisoner, with impending realisation, faints, so a Guardsman awakens them with an almighty back-handed slap. 


‘In violation of the Heresy Acts,’ the Captain of the Guard continues, trying to maintain a sense of judicial majesty, ‘the Catholic faith and Good Queen Mary, these heretics shall burn in the fires of hell. Eternity will not assuage them.’ He gives the signal to begin. 


With the use of silver birch from Smithfield, tar, pitch and tallow, the flames enliven immediately, and the prisoners are engulfed in a gusting thump. The crowd are stunned with the alacrity in which the flames get to work, as if the prisoners had been well oiled beforehand, which Francis knew they might have been. He can no longer bear to look at his burning friend, who tries to brace himself from screaming out in the scorching fire. For the time being, at least, his bravery works. 


Francis distracts himself, looking anywhere but at Warne’s face, so peers down…only to behold the victim’s feet blistering like joints of meat on a skillet, beginning to fizz, pop and blacken – an unholy roast for the fire to devour. All their torment was far from over. In the throes of an inescapable and cruel death, Warne’s screaming finally begins. It is expected, almost palatable, to hear women scream, wail and yap their pleas in the calamity of Tudor London, but to hear a man do so was to scratch the throat of Satan himself. Even the craving of the crowd subsides in numb shock as Warne wails to the heavens. It takes a full four minutes for him to die, the screeching was unbearable for all who could hear. Francis knew it would never leave his ears, but he also knew he had to bring himself to look just once more at his friend, the face now like shrivelled leather. This would remain with him forever. What stunned him next, though, was Warne’s last moment on this earth, shrieking from the inferno, ‘I am no Nicodemus…leave England…return only to complete God’s true work.’ Then the unnatural fire hears enough of this pathetic mortal and snarls around Warne like nets tightening fish. This horrifying succumbing only serves to re-excite the hordes’ savagery and they relentlessly holler for more. 


As if driven by a will to please the crowd, the Captain of the Guard shouts, ‘Hunt down the heretics, they are among us.’ His Guardsmen then indiscriminately rip into rows of people. Francis realises his grieving would have to wait, for Warne was right: it was his time to leave. 


In his panic and anger, the gangly youth forgets how to be conspicuous, turning and barging people out of his way. Immediately he is suspicious and five Guardsmen begin pursuit. Backing up to Trinity Lane where the alleys narrow between Old Fish Street and Thames Street, Francis scrambles through courtyards, slipping on rancid haddock guts, slapping into stacked crates of skate, but he knows where he is headed. Caring less about indignities, he careens around the mess, down another alley and bundles himself into a familiar basement dwelling. The Guardsmen see. 


Inside it is smooth and dark, smelling like old wet stone. Despite the sparse mess, it is clear someone has ransacked the place. Amongst the pathetic array of furniture and belongings strewn, there is a whimper. Francis gently approaches the bleak corner, ‘Robbie? Dear boy.’ He sees the child of no more than nine years, clearly beaten, scrunching and scared. 


‘They sought for you, but I did not betray.’ Robbie stutters in between tears.


‘I’m so sorry, my little, brave man.’ Francis’ heart yanks, knowing he has not the time to be all tender mercy because outside there are screams as stalls and tables are hurriedly broken. The Guardsmen are close. ‘We must leave England.’ He insists, grabbing Robbie’s limp hand, but has to let go when, with such force, Guardsmen smack the door from its hinges, bouncing him apart from Robbie who falls away, and his pursuers lurch through, faces hungry for their prize. There is no time to think as one of them makes a leap for Francis, grabbing him, but he is a little lucky as they cannot gain purchase on his thin wrists and he spins just at the right time, slamming them both through a thin plaster wall and out onto the floor of the backyard. Even in this speedy happening Francis gives thanks for his uncle making him learn to wrestle on the farm as he skilfully vaults the Guardsman off, crashing him into the pig’s trough. To Francis’ horror though, three of them have Robbie. Now suddenly hectic with fury, Francis makes a charge for them. Click. One of the three Guardsmen primes a musket, pointing it right at him. He does not aim and the youthful Walsingham darts out of the way, up a wall and the shot misses, blasting a hole in the bricks. No one would have believed he was merely an apprentice to lawyers – no sinewy clerk is as tough as this. 


Francis looks back to Robbie, petrified and pathetic, another Guardsman primes his musket. If he attempts rescue they both may die, if he leaps to safety, they might let the boy live. All is lost and Francis has no choice other than to vault away, crashing through filth and fences, so Guardsmen bound after this new enemy to Mary’s Catholic state. 


Deflecting and bobbing people aside, the young clerk steers through teaming cargo wagons and Stevedores lining Queenhithe’s wharf on the north of the river as he speedily meanders along Thames’ path. He is not losing his trackers. Ahead is a small merchant vessel readying sail and, just as he nears, its gangplank is being removed. Guardsmen are too close for him to start negotiating with the crew so Francis turns and sees a wagon being loaded and dives amongst its covers. They scoff at his poor show of escape, surround it and, drawing their swords, plunge them deep into the flax sheets. 


The cunning apprentice lawyer wriggles beneath a cart, like an errant child on feast days crawling under rows of benches. He has bought himself valuable seconds as he sees the merchant vessel creep away from the wharf’s edge, this is his last chance. He snatches off his red velvet cape and with his long legs runs for his life.


Racing to the edge of the wooden pier, he hurls himself with all the thrust God gives him, managing to just catch the stern rigging as he hurtles downwards. Slapping into the arse of the boat, he clutches whatever he can and holds tight to it. The rope is coarse like splintered wood and his sweaty hands fail his exhausted arms and he falters to support his bodyweight upwards. His feet are wet and he feels himself slipping, hands in tearing pain, the Thames’ cold water ready to gladly subsume his weighty clothes and certainly leave him no chance to struggle against survival. It is then, behind his eyes, he sees John Warne’s face screaming and then little Robbie’s tearful eyes. His determination reignites. In one deep breath his arms tussle the rope and he does well to just hold, not daring to look back wharfside. 


Guardsmen are shouting after him, replacing their swords, poising muskets. 


Francis dangles there like a clipped partridge on a gorse bush, looking up at the protruding belly of the boat he must climb to live, this could be the last sight he beholds. Oak beams and grey sky gyrate in his view, a messy farewell, when suddenly a fat Stevedore leans into view with a big greasy smile gawping down and reaching for his hand – ‘Tell me why I shouldn’t throw you back?’ He asks gruffly. 


Walsingham cannot help but let out a single breath of boyish glee – never has something so ugly been so beautiful. Then, with the calm that will, in years to come, instil fear into many a man’s soul, Francis smiles thinly and says, ‘One day you will need a powerful friend.’ The Stevedore laughs heartily and yanks him so forcefully he flies up and nearly kisses his brown teeth. Liberation is only a short, sweet release though as Francis can do no more than hug the brute, fully embracing his herring enriched apron, before looking tragically back to Queenhithe’s wharf and the embittered Guardsmen...they smirk, in realisation they hold the cards...as Captain of the Guard arrives by horse, with a limp cargo draped over it as if it was stolen linen: Robbie. Francis cannot believe his eyes and scrambles to the aft.


The boy is thrown to the floor, the Captain dismounts and places his sword in a nearby fire grill. Francis stares helplessly on at the rear of the boat. They force Robbie to kneel. Captain of the Guard retrieves his sword, searing red like the sun at Summer dusk. Francis, only hours ago an apprentice lawyer of the respected Grays Inn now a religious fugitive, watching despairingly as the sword scalds Robbie’s naked arm with a singing fizz. The boy screams, collapses and howls so sharply the Captain’s horse whinnies and yanks up on its hind legs. This is not how farewells are supposed to be. Right there in the wind billowing up from the Thames’ estuary, Francis swore, through anguish and shame, he would return and avenge the contorted face of little Robbie Beale’s pain; and that of John Warne’s too.


The tears come fat and plentiful now as Francis cannot bring himself to look anymore, other than to catch one more glimpse of the Captain of the Guard, sneering as the Pagans might have once done when honouring their dark Gods with a sacrifice. Seeing that face and those demonic eyes feels to him as if Beelzebub had plunged a horn-rimmed hoof into his soul.


This day, he decides, shall never leave him.




II


Seething Lane, Tower Street and Aldgate Ward, London


11th March 1570
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Watching the posy delicately fall into what she thought must be the centre of the earth, it occurred to Frances in her nine years of wise living this might not have been the right thing to do after all. Ripples of dark water spread ominously in the puddle at the bottom of the deep hole – its grassy lips guarding the top of the throat into the depths. A creature of the deep earth, some leviathan, she gasps, suddenly feeling as if there was an awakening beneath the water. Was an unstoppable entity from the very depths of the underworld ready to arise? It was only supposed to be a jape, a harmless charm, but as she looked across London’s three hills from the wasteland beyond their yard near Tower Hill on this grey morn, hearing no song from the birds, and seeing her little sister’s sad eyes, these ill omens filled her with foolish gloom. What had she done? What had she unleashed?


Linden leaves, Thyme sprigs and the small written parchment that had tightly bound the posy together now flaked apart in the disused well, floating with hopeless irretrievability.


Frances asked herself whether at nine years old should she have known better. Feeling her body becoming a woman, this was not the responsible actions of a young elder, she thought. Looking over at Mary, her sweet younger sister by four years, she guiltily asked herself if it be fair she shares the blame for this misdalliance? Frances listened as the little girl obediently recites the rhyme she had taught her.


‘On parchment my wish is told, but I shall not say what my heart withhold, I beg haste a quick mission, so my life will match my vision.’ Mary cooed into the deep hole, proud of her perfect recitation of what the old Crone from Cheapside had told the sisters to say.


Frances was struck cold and deep with the uncertainty of what may come of this. It was her that had promoted her naïve sister to caster of charms, only too eager for the task. Poor Mary – how could she share blame, never knowing what words matter or their intent. Frances pitied her and, glumly watching the ripples spread further, accepted it was her alone that would face any repercussions to come.


Completely unaware of her sister’s dreadful forebodings, Mary looks up to her and asks, ‘Why throw the Tussie-mussie into the hole?’


Frances smiles bravely, ‘This is how you cast good luck charms.’


‘Why?’


Normally she would have answered that their endeavors would be paid off with getting exactly what they wanted.


Frances and Mary peered down into the 30ft chasm.


‘If I were to fall I should not come out alive.’ Mary says with mock alarm. They smile.


‘They say it’s as old as London itself.’ Frances marvels out loud, enjoying her elder status to frighten and amaze her younger sister a little too much.


‘Do fairies live there? How did it get here?’ Mary asks, all a muddle with intrigue.


‘Dropped to earth by the old Gods.’ Frances was purposefully evasive, knowing perfectly well that it was a Roman borehole dug thirteen-hundred years before. She was doing this on purpose, building little Mary’s wonder, about to offload her own fears onto the forgiving shoulders of her motley-minded foot-biter sister. ‘You cannot betray the secrets of the old Gods, can you Mary?’ She asks knowingly.


‘No, not ever…and not I.’


‘Then we must not discuss evermore what happened here today.’ Frances stares right at her with the roundest and brownest of eyes, incarnate of her father, like Kestrels they are, people would say – both intimidating and captivating.


‘I shan’t.’


‘Then we shall hear from the old Gods no more, lest you break that promise.’ Frances says, as Mary violently shakes her head in agreement. As the posy wilted into the water, Frances gently tugged her sister’s arm to move away, time to get home. She did not want to think what spirits, what magic – white or black – had been conjured and awoken from beneath them. They stand and look once more into the shaft’s blackness, and the parchment, sprig of Linden and Thyme have disappeared. Frances could not resist dramatically concluding, ‘The Gods have swallowed our charm.’


‘Were they listening?’ Mary asks, a little worried. ‘How do we know?’ Her questioning did not stop as they walked the short distance home.


Frances ushers her sister back through the fence panels, the tiny apple orchard and into their yard. Mary’s questions were relentless and unceasing, but Frances let her whitter on, unanswered.


‘Well, I could always ask Papa.’ The five-year old says, annoyed at no response.


Father. Frances suddenly tingles with horror. Maids, mother or the pastor she could handle, but the disappointment from her father she could not.


‘Mary, you must not tell Pa-pa. Not any soul.’ Frances chugs throatily to her sister.


‘Why?’


‘Because...the charm will break.’


‘Will we get into trouble?’


Frances swallows, ‘Yes. Verily.’


He is waiting for them. At the far end of the orchard, ready for their Wednesday walk, he slowly raises both arms by his side, as his daughters approach, tentatively, never sure how to read his over bearing eyes. Unfurling his black cape, he swallows them both whole in a swooping hug, like a raven swaddling its chicks.


He knows not, Frances gleefully thinks as she nestles into his strong stomach in the blackness of his embrace. Their Wednesday walk would go unspoiled. As they left their house, Frances and Mary held little chilled hands aloft to tuck into their father’s, as he leads them around the lane towards Tower Hill. Thoughts of charms and old Gods had left both girls as they skip out of Seething Lane, revelling the prospect of his stories from old, their favourite being how the son of Venus, daughter of Jupiter, had built London. They always giggled at the silly names and were rapt with his deep, calm voice, impersonating the peaceful giant race who had first constructed their city.


Hopeful sunlight glimmers from the lead guttering on the two small parish churches that buttressed either end of their street. The sisters were convinced this was a sure sign today was anointed in joy. Frances’ anxieties from the old Roman wellspring were dissolving away, just as the Tussie-mussie had done so into the water. The ever-brighter sun and building breeze distract her.


With animation, their father begins a story, ‘The giant stamped and the earth shifted and shuffled. In this way the beast as large as forty men had created the third hill of the new city, calling it Trenovant. It would later become Londres, which means fierce.’ His daughters grinned excitedly as he went on, ‘The red clay of our soil, being the blood of his very toil. The river is said to be the water unwanted by his body.’ This causes squeals of simultaneous disgust and delight from his daughters, giggling it all off, knowing this was a wonderful private moment that he would never have shared in front of mother. Ecstatic and adoring, Frances and Mary marched merrily on, not wanting this day or his nonsense stories to end.


As they turned, eastwards onto Tower Street, a wind suddenly blew up Francis Walsingham’s cape, and it flapped at the girls, who laughed startingly up into his egg white face with paintbrush thin goatee and leather brown eyes, their hero.


Then the moment suddenly soured. For the girls’ optimisms, like the glowering sun, quickly cowered into shadows and became a colder reckoning. Beneath the imposing steeple of All Hallows Barking, John Stow was stood waiting to greet their father. Like a blunt thud, these doting little girls knew right there and then that his awkward smile and the way he stood meant ill tidings. Some men just have that look, Frances thought. Worse, he was there to rob them of their father’s attentions.


‘Francis…your charming daughters.’ He says, like a man without his own children might forget the names of others’ – as if they were a superfluous accessory. This really vexes Frances and even Mary begins to understand, as both furrow their brows when he crouches to meet their eyes, ‘Miss Walsinghams. May I join you this morning?’ They were not quite old and bold enough to decline the offer, so he takes their tacit consent and leads on with their father. The sisters find each other’s eyes in downright consternation – what had they done to deserve this invader – before then being tugged along by their father’s long arms. As their sore minds temper, both pairs of eyes widen and intensify with the same terrible thoughts: could their casted charm have started to enact its ungodly price on them? Was this man their punishment? Frances takes a breath and sees panic in her little sister’s face, but she stares her down and gives the signal to speak no more of it. They now listen confusedly to their father, having missed the early part of his conversation.


Did you hear me girls…’ Their father says, as they traipse grumpily along, ‘Gentleman Stow graces us this morn as a master of antiquity. He writes and publishes, near to St. Paul’s cathedral.’ He nods their attention down to the east-west thoroughfare running from that great Norman keep, the white Tower of London, on towards St. Paul’s in a hope they might appreciate not only the odd and incredible view the calamity and chaos of London holds but also how important this new visitor was.


They nod quickly, uninterested.


The girls, he thinks, are somewhat distracted today. Perhaps he should remind them in this moment of how formidable a place the city was with its constant dangers and keep his daughters in check, as a father should. Walsingham would remind them they should not be too complacent and proudly point out their residence was in a well-appointed street, with houses large and fair, being close enough to the main arteries of Leadenhall, Cheapside to St. Paul’s and yet sufficient distance from the lawless low-biters that prowled Bridge Within Ward by the river. Having lived in London for most of his life, he would always say, he knew the insidious rogues and vagabonds thereabouts would sooner cut your throat than cut your purse, and always reminded his daughters of this if he felt them lackadaisical.


As the sisters passed the churchyard and turned their gazes back towards home with its visible yard, they yearned to be there, in the small apple orchard chasing clouds from the sky because this day was not at all what they had expected.


We walk this way, they heard their Papa explain to this new man, adding that he liked to remind my daughters of consequences.


Then their eyes fell upon it. The sisters’ tummies fluttered as they beheld the great white tower peeking up from the horizon and their heads bobbed in anticipation of glimpsing what frightened and excited them: the gibbets; execution scaffolds; and blocks that pockmarked the steep hill – crooked teeth in the jaws of hell.


‘The flat crosses.’ Mary pointed out to Frances. ‘How many bodies today?’


‘A score or more?’ They look at each other in revelry.


The four of them stopped for a moment. Tower Hill was both marvel and intimidation. Pageants to portent, Walsingham would always say under his breath whenever he saw them and did so now in his reverently calm voice.


Flies whirred manically around one soul’s remnants, as the girls left their father’s side and counted twenty-two traitors in various stages of transience. Wind then licks up the hill and one cadaver twists around, its face lolls down at them with gloopy green eyes and black tongue. Frances and Mary do well not to squeal, reasoning it was not watching them, but, just in case, they dash to clutch their father’s hands, having to settle on a finger or two. Any clasp of safety will do since they had long past All Hallows church on their street corner.


‘You should not have thrown that charm into the water…I told you not to.’ Mary scolds her older sister as quietly as she can behind her father’s black cape, flitting in the breeze.


Frances sneers at her amongst the ruffling of his cloak, silly little girl for thinking such things work. They don’t…do they? She spars with the ideas in her head, looks back to the green-eyed man, just as a raven perches on his shoulder and jabs at the eye’s sloppy socket. Frances thought about the church of All Hallows again, then her house, its yard and that hole in the fence they climbed through to get to that old Roman watering hole. She winces and asks herself angrily why she had done it, then mouths to the heavens, ‘Sorry,’ and closes her eyes, praying the trouble away.


Stow was impressed with how the girls were inquisitive around the bodies. Look, one was even praying for their salvation he motions to Walsingham, seeing Frances in passionate prayer.


‘Death, salvation and spectacle lies at every London street corner.’ Walsingham says airily, before adding, ‘These are trophies of treason. I like to remind my daughters of the perils of pride.’


As Mary gawps again at the scrags dangling on timber frames, Walsingham never once allows them to wince from whatever unsightly mess Queen Elizabeth’s policy had made of some poor wretch. It was not that he ever took them to an execution, the great Elizabethan pastime, but only to rue the remnants of mistake. His lesson of comfort to them that this was unquestionably God’s work. Warnings must be heeded because ignorance of them was no defence. To appreciate life – a Godly life – their Papa preached, they must revere death.


As their Wednesday stroll carried on in the sun-grey morning, John Stow listens with an intrigued smile while his new friend explained to the girls there were five ways an Elizabethan could be put to death: hanging, beheading, pressed, burning or, the most feared of all, hung, drawing and quartering.


Frances winced as she wondered which would be the quickest and which she could endure. Mary was stuck imagining being pressed to death was like the apples being squashed under the cider press on the family estate in Kent.


Walsingham smiles with pride as both daughters listened intently, as if he was pointing out the providence in the stars at night time or explaining how rivers began. These, they knew, were the real facts of life. If only she knew the real facts of her own life – for already hers was a lie. In the Parish registers she had been mis recorded as being born in 1567 when it was in fact 1561, the Parish Warden’s withering hand making a flick of the quill mistake. It was one her father chose not to correct, for reasons he kept to himself. He would school them in the ways he knew how. Punishment was savage, he would say, and the humiliation insurmountable, searing the memory of all souls who witnessed them, his hushed tones transfixing them. Their father took delight in their seeming lack of worry – while John Stow shuddered – for Walsingham had so clearly convinced them that his, and theirs, was the righteous way. What, of course, he kept from them was his own puzzlement: for no matter how savage and abominable these punishments were, crimes failed to dwindle in number. It was this very thought that had brought him to Stow and their meeting on the breezy morn.


He admired the young historian and surveyor, knowing John was well educated, fastidious and could care less for fashions. This made him deeply unpopular with the Clerks and quill scratchers of Parliament but endeared him to Walsingham who enlisted his help in custom warrants and information gathering in and around the city. When he had heard the progeny was compiling tallies of London’s misconducts, ill deeds, misdemeanours and crimes, this greatly intrigued Walsingham and he pressed him on the analysis. Initially, he had quaked when it became apparent crimes against persons and, most alarmingly, the state, were actually increasing. Stow was no narrator of his times – a mere recorder, he had humbly joked – so when Walsingham pointed out to him that whether life was so tragically hard or the people so mindlessly fearless and reckless, the consequences were somehow worthwhile for their meagre causes, their mutual understandings had then bonded them. Walsingham had concluded that punishments did not serve to prevent these dangerous, determined people. Remedy for the state could, he reasoned, be found only in protection and forewarning of such crimes. Stow had agreed, flushing with admiration for the wisdom Walsingham, only a few years his senior, exuded. But how can you forewarn or how can you prevent? Stow pondered aloud.


As the men chattered on, it was still not at all clear to the sisters why this fellow had come to see their father, nay ruin their day. Surely Papa had not requested to see him…on this…their morning walk? Frances swallowed deep – was it really the charm going wrong?


Walsingham stops to regard the square white tower, some hundred yards at the bottom of the hill. Impressive, impregnable. It was a monument to power. Guardsmen were moving barrels within the keep. Another delivery of gunpowder, Stow points out. Walsingham wonders, ‘How, whenever the government twitches, it buys gunpowder but shoots no man.’ John looks between him and his daughters.


‘There are two reasons men will create insurrection.’ The historian says, before turning directly to Walsingham. ‘In desperate want of water. Or when he feels threatened.’ He then crouches to address the sisters, ‘Has your Papa told you of London’s great mayors?’ They now smile for the first time since meeting him and in unison shout “Dick Whittington.” John laughs, of course. The most famous, he tries to explain, should be Henry Wales because he was the first to ensure a cistern of lead built into the stone walls served as a great conduit for bringing fresh water into the city. It had an incredible 1,096 rods, he went on, mistaking their agog looks for astound. When one of the girl’s yawn, he is not insulted, because their father understands. He stands back up and points out that was in 1282, so why, almost two hundred and ninety years later, do Londoners and Englanders twitch with rebellion?


They both look across Tower Hill and down to the great Norman keep once more, standing brazenly across England’s capital, daring to be challenged.


‘We are not in want of water, Francis, mayors greater than Richard Whittington saw to that.’ Stow says quietly.


‘Security.’ Murmurs Walsingham.


Perhaps Stow heard him, ‘You and I understand three things: history, mathematics and the law. Alas, they do not govern all men. For my part, I am a humble surveyor. These three can show us when we are being threatened, the realities of how it will work and how we must protect. It is you that has the ear of government and positioned to use them for change.’


‘I am but in the further benches of Parliament, nay more.’ Walsingham despondently declares.


Frances and Mary tug at his arms, they now really dislike this man who speaks ill of Dick Whittington and has distracted their Papa for long enough and have decided they just want to go home.


‘You are the one, the only one, who speaks of grave concerns that impede England’s realm. It is you who understands.’ Stow presses.


‘It is my folly for doing so. Look where I am – asunder from power and without potential.’


‘You and I are the only ones to see sense on the Catholic rebellion from last year.’ Stow says imploringly.


‘Since the rebellion of the Northern Earls a year past, Her Majesty’s government has decreed there is to be no more talk of England’s dangers, threats, perils or plots. The treacheries committed in 1569 and the resulting trials were as if they had never unfolded. Silenced.’ Walsingham says pinchingly, looking around at the grisly corpses, ‘The dead speaketh not of their lost chances.’


Stow knows he has to try another tack, ‘Why did you first request my parley?’


‘To examine those very trial’s typescripts, to understand what exactly transpired.’


‘And why so? Did you not support your government’s ruling?’ Stow asks with plain revelation.


The girls were getting impatient but knew a comment may render them with a smack to the scalp.


Walsingham was already testy and shouts, ‘I did not believe it could happen in England.’ Then, with a calmer sting, ‘An error of investigation so damnable a court fool could do better.’


John nods solemnly and, with a sense of achievement, says, ‘Why is none of the Privy Council asking this? Forget not that anger. And all your others too.’


Walsingham feels he should know what he means. He looks down to his impatient daughters and nods they will hurry along shortly. ‘Rumours forewarn of a great announcement from Rome.’ He says, as if he was talking about rain on the horizon.


‘Queen Mary of Scots is housed in England. In England! I beseech you. The papal pincers are closing. The government is blind to threats and wades in the mud of obscure denial. There is perhaps only one thing that we can learn from the Northern rebellion trials…?’ Stow scoffs.


‘There are few in the governing orders to be trusted.’ Walsingham angrily concedes.


‘Indeed. Who, though?’


‘The implications from the Northern Earl trials were of numerous well-connected men but who have since convinced Her Majesty of innocence. All now once again at large.’


‘In our government.’ Stow says with a disbelief and tone that indicates Walsingham should resolve it. ‘They need to be found.’


Walsingham turns to him, shaking his head, saying, ‘I am but poor and in lack of allies, against inexhaustible resource and networks so tightly woven even the Pope’s prick is restrained.’


The two men’s eyes smile at the insinuation, which the girls did not hear.


‘Inexhaustible? This was what the Viennese thought about the Ottomans. They found a way.’ Stow says and looks to Walsingham’s daughters, ‘I have taken too much time,’ before turning to him, ‘and you must now use yours wisely. Find a way to find them – or we both know it will happen all over again…and Catholicism and all its terrors will once again choke this land.’ He abruptly leaves and heads south to the river, never once looking back.


Walsingham turns and dawdles his daughters away. Amongst the rotting flesh flopping over timber scaffolds like bare autumnal trees, wilting and cold – the poisoned fruit on England’s prickly branches – he contemplates last year’s trials. Yes, the 1569 Catholic rebellion had been quashed with minimal civil violence, which was a victory, but the lessons that needed to be learned had been swept away by the contentment that its leaders were quickly executed or had fled from England to the Highlands. A danger no more. This had been foolhardy to think so. The trial had failed to ask from where these schemes had been devised. In the loud huzzahs of victory, reason and understanding had been deafened out. Whether or not the defence forces were mustered and utilised correctly in response to the rebel Earls of Westmoreland and Northumberland, Walsingham ashamedly had no idea. He was quick to rationalise, therefore, that the market for militaristic strategy was not in need of his lacklustre skills. Prevention, however, had not been. It was this murky world of betrayal, plots and treachery he was now debating whether he should plunge himself into.


His girls’ hands limped lazily in his, rather like the government’s policy on security, and it was dawning on him that, even with his meagre experience, nobody in Whitehall was talking about this to solve long term. As a member of parliament, he had no clue what their design was, only that William Cecil could get the government to react to any serious threat. This was only as much strategy as seeing a bandit approach with a club so you arm yourself with the same in the hope you hit back just as hard. He looked back at the dark and still bodies hanging in the sunny breeze, their scent like sour bacon. Did it ever need to take so many deaths? The less, it seemed, that Her Majesty’s government knew, the more they killed in response and reprisals.


Walsingham realised now with agonising clarity that intelligence and information was the only future for England’s stability.




III
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Walsingham barely noticed the evening give way to darkness as he solemnly sat in his study. Stow’s comment to him several hours earlier that he should, “Forget not that anger. And all your others too” makes him think through his entire life. The still room twitches in the night as his unease rubs shoulders with memories in the flicker of candleflame. He fidgets in his chair and it creaks in complaint, heightened in the dark by the wood crepitating so sharply that it shudders right through him, as if one of his own bones had suddenly snapped.


Bones do snap, he states quietly to himself. They neither crack nor splinter like twisted branches nor pop like a dropped glass vial. He knows this. For he has heard them in the screams of men. Snap they go in angry protest of something suddenly being in two. A memory from twenty years previous at the butcher’s bench suddenly comes to him. Sinew wrangled from pork loin. He could see the cleaver swiping swiftly down and splitting the bone apart. Snap. That was the noise. In all that changes, sounds you never forget. Their voice never failing to bring some alarm from the past. His past. An alarm for the future too. Memories now barge into his mind, dense and loud –


* * * *


Stand back, he as a little boy was told, while the old man with thick forearms steered him away, beyond full reach of the hand that clasped the sharp blade. It swung round in a wide arc and, with a sound like treading on icy mud, tore into flesh and prized it effortlessly apart. The pig’s bowels spilled onto the floor as the blade slid up the belly to its neck. His father had insisted the boy Francis be shown every manner of the farm’s workings: crop rotation; fallowing fields; hauling of dung; the stables and livery. The overseer for this job fell to his uncle, a stout bearded man with limbs like logs. Butchery fascinated the boy most of all, with its deftness – and indifference – to danger, the richness of blood and the glistening black wet leather of the tannery. Their darkness mesmerized him. Until he was shouted at.


‘By what tide you opportune to finish, boy?’ His uncle would remonstrate, bidding his daydreaming nephew’s work rate increase.


‘Look at it.’ The young lad would say, holding up stained skin or glistening innards, their glimmer captivating him.


‘Aye, tis dark, nothing more.’


Yes, young Francis Walsingham thought, but you do not see what I see.


Puzzled, the uncle watched his nephew revering its gloomy sheen, and tried to break him out of it, ‘Darkness there and nothing more.’


Walsingham back in the solemnity of the study could now see his younger self revere its mysticism, and this clarity of thought within dark would never leave him. He let his memory continue –


‘This here be the tough part. Remember, stand right there.’ His uncle says, as the young boy watched with macabre fascination the forearm thicker than his own leg get to work. A vigorous sawing motion hankered into the pig’s throat and head. Long dead, it shook as if writhing from post-death pain. Sinew is thickest here, he could hear his uncle, the artisan of flesh, tell him, his arm pumping yet harder when, as graceful as picking an apple from a tree, the knife suddenly swipes out of the animal and with sheer momentum swings speedily towards the boy, the man’s bloodied arm at full stretch, clasping the crimson blade, stopping just an inch from his face.


‘That,’ the old butcher warned him, ‘is why you stand such distance.’ The blade’s tip pointing right between his eyes. Francis nodded earnestly as it was reiterated to him that mess, danger and life are never far apart but need never cross paths. ‘Any knife wielder can chop or slice, but it takes great skill to cut with care. Butcher’s need to trust each other. Nay, any man does in such life endangerings. Always remember: the blood circle.’


Young Francis adored watching his uncle at work. He knew from then that butchery was not merely hacking meat, but discipline and talent. The pig was majestically laid out on the table, a great drape of meat, flopping over at the corners. The bigger the beast the easier it is, he was told. Hares and hens were where the real art lay. His butcher uncle wiped his sweat with his other almighty forearm and, seeing the boy was keen, beckoned his nephew into the yard where chickens were cooped. Nay slip on the guts, Francis was told, so he trod carefully over the disembowelment beneath him, shining on the grimy floor. A mill pond of death. There is a clean way to do dirty work his uncle remarked. Advice he felt was given to dwell with him throughout the rest of his life. Francis was keen to learn.


He had helped his cousins feed the chickens and detested their noise but, seeing his sturdy uncle approach, the birds fell silent and herded to the furthest corner. They knew. Even when they look slaughter in the face, he was telling his nephew, you have to make them feel comfortable. Francis had laughed at this ridiculous notion. Entering the coop, the birds flapped and hopped over each other. Food, Francis was sure, would settle their terrors and said so to his uncle. Do that once with their feed and they won’t eat again – and all you have is weak birds, bad eggs and scrawny meat, he had responded. His uncle did not mind explaining and encouraged Francis’ curiosity, but in this moment made him watch and listen to what he did next. The old wise executer of animals collected some old feathers lying on the ground into a bundle, knelt to the floor and offered the handful to the birds. Slowly, a couple of the old hens came to inspect. I shall pick the oldest one, her egging is done. Look, he was saying, she is sniffing the feathers in my hand, probably thinks it be one of her chicks, and, as gently as he was speaking, with his other hand he scooped the bird up underneath its hind and soothed it, rubbing down the breast. Tis the only part of their body they can’t muzzle themselves, he explained. They then walked calmly out with the unsuspecting chicken, it never making a fuss, remaining intrigued with the feathers.


Breaking its neck had to be quick, no second attempts – for the old meat was tough enough but doing this wrong would tighten its sinews with panic and no length of cooking would make it chewable. He continued to soothe the bird and was looking at Francis while telling him to be quick and sure, lest supper be ruined. With his soft little hands, the boy then stroked its breast, plump and soft, up to her neck and in an instant grabbed, twisted and yanked it down hard. She was no more. A floppy cushion. His uncle smiled, surprised.


Francis could only stare at his pale and bony hands, claiming their first life. He was surprised to see how clean they were, having done this dirty, necessary, work. They took the warm bird back to the butcher bench, where he was handed the cleaver and was prompted to show his uncle what he had learned. Francis, now apprentice butcher quickly becoming a man, swiped it into the backbone, smartly snapping it in two. Clean, dirty and necessary work, he thought, turning to his uncle, holding the heavy blade at full stretch, his uncle out of reach.


‘The blood circle.’ Was all he said.


* * * *


These many years later he could still hear that snap of the chicken’s neck sat in his dark study. Walsingham smiles with the odd fondness of how people reminisce about what used to shock or worry them. His past now more at the forefront of his thoughts. Why today? He took some comfort in a phrase he heard – the more uneasy the future, the more men sought answers from the past.


His cogitating glare is broken by Ursula, his stout and large-bosomed wife he has come to adore. She brings a replacement candle and places it on his desk.


‘There is no need, I shan’t rest here long in want of more light.’ He says idly. Ursula smiles, knowing that to be a lie.


‘Light or no, I offer chance to think.’ She whispers, securing the candle into place by its stem.


‘We can’t afford the wax.’ He says looking glumly up to her with his generous eyes.


‘Then we should consider retiring to the estates in Kent,’ she jibes, half sighing, ‘sell them over for sheep farming.’ At awkward angles they turn and look to each other, Ursula cannot resist a chuckle, which rustles her breasts the way only big women manage. Everything about her comforts him.


‘Sheep farming.’ He tuts, half knowing it was indeed the easier fortune to make, just not the labour of dutiful servant to the realm, God or Queen. That is the order of things, he affirms silently.


‘I hear there’s profit in such ventures.’ Ursula adds, by this time at the door, about to go back downstairs but sees the joke has worn thin and so offers genuine consolation. ‘You’re a first term member for Parliament. Patience, Francis.’ Leaving, she smiles deeply.


He calls after her, ‘Perhaps a wife should say that.’


From the creaking walk downstairs she retorts, ‘Well perhaps a husband should make his opportunities, not just wait for them.’


Walsingham exhales deeply, she is right. As a middle term Member of Parliament for Lyme Regis, his career should be beginning to peak, but as he looks over the shelves, empty of folios, and oak trunks sparse of scrolls, all staring back at him like emblems of lack, mocking his underachievement, he wrestles and succumbs to doubt’s firm clasp of just why he has worked as hard as the Devil to get nowhere? In one final indignation his own bronze seal stamp, glistening with almost virginal pride, not yet being soiled with the stamping approval of rampant communication, shines scornfully back at him. Surely his sole function is not merely to concern himself with the excise duty on fisheries or the yield of farmsteads, but that of a truly greater purpose. He fights the melancholy. Ursula is right. Opportunity is only ever made.


His talk with Stow earlier on Tower Hill now forces him to think anew: can he really make an opportunity from England’s threats? Someone has to because no one seems to know. He turns to his ornately detailed map of merrie England sprawled across his desk. Certainly there is work to be done. Whether it is assuring Her Majesty’s subjects are free from religious persecution and coercion, to assessing threats from hostile foreign states or even in the preventing of subversive attacks against England’s sovereignty and Her Majesty’s person. There would be an abundance of intelligence to harvest. In so doing, he and Stow had agreed, England’s prosperity would be secured.


He was excitedly convincing himself, but where, how to begin…and who with? Answers he knew did not lay in the peaceful cobb and quay of his Dorset harbour town nor in the lowly bench of Parliament. Shadows danced on the wall from the candle’s flicker as his legs fidgeted impatiently. Looking for concentration away from the map, the orange yellow glow on the wall pulsated disquietingly.


Memories began to re-intensify in his mind. He could now see himself as a wispy bearded 21-year-old, the summer sun coming back so vividly that it brought about perspiration under his doublet in the cold study. Closing his eyes, as if to invite more, his head jarred as he recalled how England in June 1553 was a very different realm: today he was free to worship how he pleased. In those turbulent Summer months the sun was not the only heat searing through London’s streets. Fire, with its hellish grandeur would take hold, metaphorically and literally, clasping men’s souls.


Following the not too far gone days of Edward VI’s reign when Protestants could be forgiven for believing their new Jerusalem would flourish evermore and the vile and corrupt Catholicism would forever be banished and burned on the realm’s long pyre of superstitious legacies. England rapidly became a confused, nervous and growling nation when Edward died prematurely and Mary Tudor, his devout Catholic sister, acceded the throne. She promised to scratch back all previous gains of the religious reformation and sought completely to remove all memory of Protestantism permanently – and by burning if necessary. Queen Mary would, she advised her Privy Councillors, enact her own holocaustum should “the need be so prudent.” Holos meant the whole and caustum: to be burnt. The pyre would certainly be stacked ever higher, for this was no temper tantrum, but dangerous sincerity, prospering into royal policy.


Fidgeting thoughts still jerked him, for this night was not yet done with Francis Walsingham. Amidst the flickering candle’s flame there began to brew more nightmares from his past. In this deepest dark of night, mystical and menacing, those days of peril in the middle months of Summer 1553 came roaring back to him, frenzied and toxic.


Walsingham wakes, crying out in haunting lamentation, which quickly trails when he realises his distress is over and those terrible visions of fire are through. The darkness, however, was not, nor would ever be. Was this what Stow had meant when he said, “Forget not that anger. And all your others too.”


With these troubling visions of fire from his past came a realisation of purpose: commencement. Should it be that England simmers towards a scalding of the pure once again, then, he decided, tempering these growling forces was going to take commitment. The kind demanded by initiating his own blood circle.




IV
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Ursula was late readying a breakfast of oat bread and cheese when she bustled up to her husband’s study on hearing his restless wake-up cries and fussing away his daughters, telling them not to worry for their father. Helped by Edith, her younger sister, Ursula saw to it that Edith was treated as all other servant girls should be, according to the etiquette demanded by London’s near-wealthy households. Until, that is, she became a man’s charge, and the family would be relieved of her.


Climbing the stairs, Ursula unfolded some black velvet as she went while Edith knocked apprehensively, and then they enter.


Walsingham was stood in his under-vestments staring out towards Tower Hill. ‘I slipped and startled myself. Nothing more.’ He says, knowing they were about to ask. Ursula did not mind the lie, wanting her to retain thoughts of gallantry, as the man of the household should.


‘Come, have some hearty fayre to set the day forward.’ She dotes, looking to her sister the servant to set out his meagre meal. A thin legged and scrawny-armed girl with broad breasts, Ursula always marvelled how Edith never toppled. Right now she was hiding her fury at why her sister had made the breakfast late – how hard would she have to hit her today, she considered. Not that Walsingham himself minded this particular morning, clearly preoccupied.


‘No fish.’ He observes sorrowfully.


‘The trawlers not yet returned.’ She too could lie.


‘The household budget run aground more like.’ He yaps, evidently she is not very good at it.


‘Hither, let me tailor your gown.’ Swaddling him in the black velvet of his new robes and stepping onto a standing stool to ease the height difference, it gives her the opportunity to kiss him on the lips.


Edith, thankful her mistress sister was not going to take a swipe at her for tardiness, curtsies her escape quickly and leaves.


‘Good morning, wife.’ He smiles, before chewing at the tough bread. ‘In want of fish, this dry wood.’


‘Hush and let me finish your gown to send you complete for your…your – what is thine intentioned purpose for the day?’


‘Petition to Privy Council.’ He smiles at her ever-dutiful service. Walsingham would never cease to view the world through the eyes of servitude. We all have masters; he always took the time to remind his daughters.


A manservant’s voice throbbed up through the floor below, announcing his steward had arrived. Ursula brushed him down and beheld the masterpiece, how stately and resplendent he looked, pleased she knew exactly how to stitch the seams so that it would fold and sway to match her husband’s gait; melodic, smooth and purposeful, like a bird of prey.


Walsingham held and kissed her, then walked down the stairs, his long cloak making him look as if he was floating. He remembered it had been near seventeen years since he had last seen him. Although in reality it was almost every night: that little tortured face; that scalded arm; that memory at Queenhithe wharf.


Stimpson, Walsingham’s deaf manservant, shook Robbie’s hand. They mouthed pleasantries to each other, and both understood. Stimpson leaves them with their reuniting.


The two men beheld each other, Robbie Beale no longer the boy from his dream, but coltish young man with eyes that told the world he should be taken seriously. Love and loyalty effortlessly seeped from his smile that was exaggerated by the fashionably thin moustache and smooth rounded chin. Edith was in the background, hiding, but keeping an intrigued eye on the new addition to Walsingham’s retinue.


The steward’s master was overcome with relief and managed to say and do what he had wanted to after all these years, clasping both the young man’s arms, simply saying, ‘Robbie, dear boy.’ They hugged as if to warm each other from a long cold night apart, now in their morning of togetherness. ‘It is delightful to have you in my midst once more. Now that London will be my seat I shall never abandon you again.’


‘And I you…?’ He faltered slightly – the convention of how to address him, his master, steward, surrogate father.


‘Francis. Always Francis.’


‘Yes, sir – Francis! You shall always remain my master and I your servant.’ Loyalty, Walsingham beamed from the inside, never dies.


‘Let us walk awhile and I shall share my speech of petition to the Privy Council.’


They left the house and headed south towards London Bridge, they were going via Southwark, no short cut, Robbie noted – evidently this was going to be some speech. He was surprised, then, that as they ambled through the growing busyness in the lanes, Walsingham did not speak for some time, merely holding a reflective gaze as someone might when they are pondering news that will deeply and long-lastingly affect all they care for.


Robbie was keen to catch up on lost time and though they had corresponded over the years nothing could replace face to face conversation. He wanted to update his mentor – for there really was no other word to describe someone who had taken pity on him when, at the age of six, Francis had seen him gutting eels for a fishwife at Billingsgate. One slap with a wooden spoon too many saw him snatch the boy from the earthen wench and instantly employ Robbie into his servitude: menial jobs at first but then it was obvious the boy had charm, wit and a deductive mind. He set him to task with numbers, collating orchard yields, recording their prosperity, before evolving him to victualling excise duties and timber stocks from the Baltic states, forecasting profits. Robbie thrived in the work and, though he could not yet scribe, his reading of English, Latin and French was proficient, and he could record number ledgers as well as any clerk of the exchequer at almost two decades their junior. Words would merely confuse the boy’s mathematical mind, Walsingham would explain to Ursula, perplexed to see how holding his learning back could “better” him. By the time the boy was nine years old, and before those tumultuous days of 1553 when their destinies were sliced – more seared – apart, he was already a mathematical virtuoso.
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