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PART ONE









LONDON


April 1652


THE MOMENT THE SUN DISAPPEARS, LEAVING BEHIND ITS burning rim, Patience Johnson understands that she is being called.


Around her, people have frozen like statues before an iconoclast’s hammer. A shadow has spread. Silence has settled. London streets are not supposed to be so still. No trundle of carts. No chattering. No calling out of cabbages or oysters. No screaming from the milk-sellers. No cooper clanging or butcher thwacking. No hammering from the coppersmiths or pewterers. No laughing. No bells. Even the pigs and the dogs are quiet. The hush is an urban roar of fear and wonder.


They look up, up to where the sun should be. Necks are cricked, mouths hang open. Behind her, someone prays – the familiar words whispered and echoing in the stillness.


Do they know what it means, or is the truth clear to her alone? It is a sign from Him. The knowledge sizzles, but she feels detached from it, as if she is floating up, up towards that spherical halo that shimmers just out of reach. She is being called. The portent unpeels her, laying naked her soul – her unworthy, eternal soul.


Her eyes sting. She remembers her mother telling her she will go blind if she looks full on at the sun. Will she go blind if she looks at a sun-shaped sign, at a message from Him? She is giddy, as if she’s spun too fast in the dizzy-spin game she used to play with her sisters in the orchard. She closes her eyes and finds her sisters there, spinning and spinning and falling. Laughing.


Opening her eyes, she sheds the memory as a distraction. Looking up. What should a person do, she wonders, on being given a sign directly from the heavens? Should she curtsy? Pray?


Onions catch and burn as the sausage man lets his charcoal burn too fierce. The bitter, jagged smell fills the street.


A white-capped woman falls to her knees, the mud splashing up her clean skirts. Another falls, and another, until all the street is kneeling. A veteran with one leg tries to kneel, but catches his stick on a cobble and loses his balance. He lands heavily, his jagged stump hitting the ground first, and he gasps with the pain of it.


The first woman to kneel glances sideways at him and flaps her hand in his direction as if shooing a stray cat. Patience moves to help him, but catches sight of his mottled, angry face and decides against it. She kneels instead, taking refuge in the miracle, offering the grizzled old soldier the courtesy of ignoring the awkwardness of how he rearranges his limbs.


Before the sun disappeared, all was normal. They had all been bustling along the street. Patience had slipped out alone. Not far, in this still unfamiliar city. She likes to walk, to watch. But it is so easy to get lost, no matter how you cling to the spire of St Paul’s as a waymarker. Once, when she was deeply lost, she could still see it all the time. She kept following streets that veered off in the wrong direction or came to unexpected ends. All the time, she could see the spire pointing decidedly to the sky like a maypole as she meandered round it in frantic, ever-decreasing circles.


This time, she had not wandered far. She loves her nephew, but the constant, whining demands of a four-year-old grate on her twenty-year-old nerves. She needed to escape, to be alone. To hear her own silence, rather than the chattering of her nephew.


She had looked in the shop windows, caught the trailing ends of conversations, pitied the ragged ranks of the beggared. She picked her way with more certainty across the treacherous cobbles – aimless and bored by her aimlessness.


She became aware of a strangeness. A cloud covered the sun; so much was usual. But something was not quite right about the light. It seemed heavy, too pressing. The air was chilled, and as she shivered, the cloud moved on. In its absence, the sun appeared – but a strange, sinister sun. A black shadow was creeping across its face, dragging gasps and sighs from the tiny people below.


An eaten sun. A swallowed sun. Radiance devoured. In the beginning, there was light. There was light. The unremarkable miracle of the sun. And in the end? What?


When did the end begin? Time has no meaning on this darkening street. There is only a terrifying present and the fear that the sun will not reappear. Certainties shift and falter. If the sun can vanish, what else is safe? Who is safe?


Patience, her senses alight in the darkness, can hear the mumbled prayers. She can smell the shifting mud, as the people around her rock on their knees, stirring up the filth and releasing its stench. She puts her hands up to feel the darkness draped over the city. Goosebumps pock her skin; the hairs on her arm, on her neck, bristle. It is cold; a damp, probing coldness.


What does it herald? What glories, what terrors?


How will I become part of the great happenings? she wonders. How will I take my place among the saints? She imagines the alternative – being shunted aside as the world is broken and remade. It is not to be borne.


Her childhood was on the edge of things. She was clothed and shod and fed. She watched the ravages of the war from afar; the blood that spilled in every corner of the land never stained her, or those she loved. Her sister-in-law, Henrietta, was killed on the day the king died. But she didn’t count – Patience barely knew her. She is helping to raise Henrietta’s motherless son.


The squire’s son, they say, was emasculated by a Royalist musket shot. But he was hidden away, and defied the local children’s attempts to spy on him through hedges, to shiver in prurient sympathy at his despair.


No – the war ripped apart strangers only. Patience played and danced her way to adulthood, cocooned as the world turned upside down. She paused at sixteen, aghast, when she first visited London and realized that life was happening elsewhere. The heat and burn of living had bypassed little Patience as she picked blackberries in the autumn sun.


It will not happen any more; she will not let it. She will not be left out of the coming battles. Not this time.


‘Test me, Lord,’ she whispers into the darkness. ‘Take me into your service. Let me prove myself.’




A sudden thought. What if this is it? What if this is the Coming itself? Not a sign of glories to come, but glory itself stepping down from heaven in the shadow of a shrouded sun? She looks around frantically, searching for something, anything that might give her a clue. She feels drunk, pickled in wonder and fear. Her heart beats loudly.


At last the shadow begins to recede. Patience risks a glance heavenwards, and sees the curve of the reappearing sun. It is so bright, so reassuringly, blindingly bright, that she wants to shout her praise. She feels light with relief; sun-blessed. It is not the Coming, then. The world is reappearing in the light. It was a sign, and she will have time to make her mark, to take her place in what is to come.


The shadow pulls further back, leaving only the dark spaces that belong at midday – under the oyster-seller’s cart, beneath the overhang of the houses that lean across the street to bristle windows at each other, below the unconcerned cat who stretches and curves his back, pushing the livid sores on his exposed skin towards the emerging sun.


She counts herself blessed. To have seen, and to have understood, such a sign! It must mean He has a purpose for her. She cannot be left out as the world is remade. Not this time.


Patience looks around. The street re-emerges from the darkness looking much as it did before the miracle, and yet the change is there. People are looking at one another with penetrating stares. In London, strangers do not look directly at each other’s faces, she has learned. The only way to live with so many higgled on top of each other is to pretend that you are alone. The alternative is to be crushed by irritation at other people’s slowness, or their speed,



or their loudness, or their quietness, or their general, careless impingement on your own existence.


But now these strangers look at each other, mute. They study each other’s faces as the shadow recedes, as if looking for clues on how to react. Should they be scared, or hopeful? With the shadow fully gone and the sun shining, the white-capped woman, the one-legged veteran, the pockmarked oyster-seller, the godly matron, the apprentice boy, the soldier and twenty-year-old Patience Johnson look at each other nakedly.


Patience turns away first, dissatisfied. Why look for others to tell you what to think, especially when the sign is so unmistakable? What else can it mean, this demonstration of His power? It is a warning and a promise. He is to come again, she thinks, near skipping down the street back towards her brother Will’s house. She knows the way without thinking.


She is unerring in her path. The chosen one. The blessed one. She gabbles silently to her Christ. The Christ who is coming again. ‘Let me be your servant in your coming, oh my Lord. Grant me that. Let me do your work. In what is to come, let me matter.’


Will Johnson stands in the street, looking up at the re-emerging sun. Blackberry, his son, clutches at his coat and buries a sticky face into his father’s neck.


Will hears the prayers around him increasing in volume. He sighs. What nonsense will be talked as the sun reasserts itself? What endless, frothing streams of piss? He wishes he could find a cave and seal himself up inside until the absurd ranting passes.


He kisses the boy’s neck absently, and wonders why his response to this great astronomical vision has been so muted. He imagines himself young, before Henrietta died, and how transported he would have been.


He asks his dead wife a question. Why can’t I feel it in my heart, Hen? A total eclipse, for all love, and yet I cannot feel it. Is it your fault for leaving, love?


His son stirs, wrapping into his father. ‘It’s over, little Blackberry. The sun is back, see.’


‘Where the sun go, Dada?’


‘It did not go anywhere, my cherub. It was there all the time – just hidden by the moon.’


‘I like the moon.’


So did your mother, his father doesn’t say. He stands for a while, watching the city fall back into its well-worn grooves. As if nothing has happened.


He wishes the boy were older, so he could explain it all. Explain the elliptical orbits that led the moon to cover the sun, and the glorious, wondrous miracle that is natural philosophy.


‘Auntie Imp!’ the boy cries out, and Will sees his sister walking towards them. She smiles at Blackberry. She will not tolerate her childhood nickname from anyone but him now. Patience, named more in hope than foresight, earned the nickname Imp early and it has lingered.


Will stumbles on her name, the Imp rolling on his tongue before he forces out: ‘Patience. You saw it, I suppose.’


‘I did!’


There is something unusually animated about Patience. He has the absurd sense that the sun, in re-emerging, has worked its way beneath her skin to make her glow. She seems almost to hum with energy and light.




‘Spectacular, was it not?’


‘It was,’ she says. Her voice drops to a hush. ‘It was a sign.’


He arches an eyebrow, knowing with a sibling’s cruelty that this will irritate her. ‘It was a natural phenomenon.’


‘Call it what you will, brother, but I tell you I felt His breath on me when the sun disappeared.’


‘Truly? And did all the hundreds of thousands of people watching with you feel His breath too? Or was His sign for you alone?’


She blushes. He feels his cruelty then, and considers retreat. But really, is it not a kindness to shake this nonsense from her?


‘The moon’s orbit brought it between us and the sun, Patience. That is all. No signs, no miracles, no revelations.’


She crosses her arms and looks at him, pugnacious and defensive of her new-found revelations. ‘And who spins the moon, and spins this world, Will? The rule of the saints is coming, I tell you. Everyone knows it. The rule of the Antichrist is done, and the saints will take their place. Then He will come. It is a sign.’


‘So the dead king was the Antichrist?’


‘Don’t be obtuse, Will. The Pope. The king and Archbishop Laud were merely his agents.’


Will thinks back to the king on the scaffold. He remembers the groan of the crowd as his head fell. Fear of the future hung over all their heads like a giant corporeal question mark. And he remembers the hurried kiss he gave Henrietta as she rushed away to where a twitchy youth would shoot her dead.


The last time he saw her alive. It is more than three years ago. Three years. How is that possible?


Something in his face worries Patience. He hears her voice as if from a distance. ‘Will, are you well?’


He forces a smile. ‘We shall not agree on this,’ he says. ‘Let us be friends, for all love.’


She grins back at him, and the tension between them deflates like a bladder ball. He loves that about his little sister – her temper is quick to rise but quicker to ebb. He remembers her as a child, wearing all her emotions on her face and cycling through them in quick succession. She could never bear to see those she loved upset – she took their sorrow on her tiny shoulders and wept with them. She hasn’t changed much, he thinks. He puts an arm around her and pulls her in tight.


‘Hello, little Berry,’ she says to her nephew, their noses touching. ‘Imp, Imp,’ he squeals.


At the end of the lane, where the cobbles meet the filth of Fleet Street, there is a commotion and the three of them turn to watch. A man is walking, surrounded by people.


He is tall and soberly dressed. His dark hair is cropped close into his nape. He pauses and raises his arms, turning to face his followers so that Patience can see the long line of his nose, his square chin. His dark eyes, which seem to reach further than other eyes, flick momentarily over the heads of his followers to seek hers.


She is open-mouthed, she finds, and brings her lips together quickly.


‘We must heed Him,’ the man calls in a rich voice, warm like dark broth. ‘He is calling us. We must fear Him, we must rejoice in our trembling.’


He looks at her again with a half-smile on his lips and she feels Will’s hand tighten on her arm. The man leans in to his followers. With a voice pitched just far enough to reach her, he says: ‘He sends a sign, we must listen. For closing our ears means opening our souls to the Antichrist. Where He calls, we must follow.’


Patience whispers an echo: ‘We must follow,’ and in the febrile atmosphere of the lightening street her soul seems to lift, detach and float.


She hears Will sigh beside her; a puff of despair and irritation. She will not hear him. Why be grounded by his pedantic refusal to see the whole sky? Why crouch when you can soar?









CABO VERDE PENINSULA, AFRICA


April 1652


CAPTAIN SAM CHALLONER IS HUDDLING IN A TINY, STINKING hut. His eye is pressed to a crack in the wall, and he can feel the scratch of it against his cheek. Outside, a circle of locals jostle and spit invective towards the cowering British. Their skin is filmed with the dust raked up by their feet. One man raises his bow and sights down the arrow towards the hut. Sam pulls back, although it is impossible the man can see him; he is but an eye blinking though a hole.


‘Jesus, Captain,’ says a voice behind him; a low quaver. ‘How will we get out?’


‘Have faith,’ says Sam.


He turns to look at them. Five of them shrinking into the corner. Three seamen from the Supply, one of the boys – Tom, is it? – and his coxswain, Butcher.


‘Faith in the Lord, sir?’ asks little Tom, his eyes huge and frightened in a small freckled face.


‘And will the Lord rescue us from this fucking hut?’ growls Butcher. ‘Halfwit.’




The boy bristles, but discipline keeps him mute. Good, thinks Sam. It’s harder to keep the men and boys in check ashore – they have notions that the captain’s authority needs sea spray to keep it awesome. He is not long in command of the Supply, and he is not convinced by it. A lubberly tub that creeps to leeward. He feels guilty thinking so of his ship, his first command. But worse than the crabwise scuttling in a puff of breeze are the men. The Supply is a captured Commonwealth ship, and though its crew have sworn their oath to King Charles II and their general-at-sea, Prince Rupert, Sam is not sure of their loyalties.


There are a handful of true British parliamentarians, who cast him sullen looks and mutter behind his back. The rest of the crew are local men, dredged from the ports in Supply’s long cruise of these waters.


Still, he’ll be lucky to see her again. They may dissemble all they like to a new captain. Sam Challoner will be bleached bones in the African sun.


Faith, the boy said. We must have faith.


‘Never mind, Tom,’ he says, smiling at him. ‘I meant faith in Prince Rupert, but a little succour from the Lord can’t hurt.’


‘The general-at-sea will be long gone, sir,’ says one of the men – the one with the ugly scar down his face.


‘What’s your name, sailor?’


‘James Fowler, sir.’


‘Where did you get your scar?’


‘Naseby.’


Sam is about to claim brotherhood; about to say, yes, I was there too. He is about to slap a familiar arm about the man’s shoulders, and talk of the horror of fleeing Cromwell’s Ironsides.



Then he realizes that, as a seaman from the Supply, the man was doubtless on the other side. It was a loyal sword that carved open James Fowler’s cheek, not a rebel pike.


An awkward hush falls on the hut. He looks at Fowler, and the man stares back. Hard brown eyes that give nothing away. Even here, thinks Sam. Even in a hut in Africa, surrounded by men who want to kill us, ankle deep in filth and bowel-griping scared, even here the old wounds fester.


‘The general looks after his own,’ says Sam.


‘That’s why we are here, sir,’ agrees Butcher.


One of the crew, a native of these parts, had come ashore to visit his relatives, who had prevented him from rejoining the ship. The general-at-sea had ordered Sam in to take him off again. A trained topman is not a man to lose ahead of an Atlantic crossing. But Sam’s boat had capsized in the surf; and the bedraggled English seamen had waded from the shallows to find themselves surrounded by hostile men.


Butcher nods, and says again: ‘That’s why we are here.’


Fowler snorts.


Butcher turns on him, squaring his shoulders.


‘What? What? Be hanged, you whoreson.’


‘Peace, Butcher,’ raps Sam.


They all know it is Butcher’s fault they are here. Their ordered planned approach to the shore, muskets primed and trained, was scuppered by the coxswain’s untimely inability to remember a single damn rule of small-boat handling. One minute Sam was standing at the stern, viewing the hostile natives down the barrel of a beautiful, God-kissed musket. The next there was salt water in his nose, in his eyes. His legs were up, head down. Bubbles rising. The useless, sopping musket a dead weight in his hands. A numbing crack to his head from the upturned boat.


The noddle-headed, useless scummer. He eyes Butcher. Should he disrate him, if they get out of this? Break him?


‘Sir, sir.’ The boy Tom has his face pressed to the crack. ‘There’s boats. Can see ’em over there.’


‘Move.’


Sam looks through the hole. It takes a second for his eyes to adjust to the sunlight. He can see ‘Captain’ Jacques, the local interpreter who had jabbered to the hostile villagers, calmed their brimming violence, and led the waterlogged would-be rescuers to this hut. Jacques is still talking to them, his hands outstretched and palms facing down.


Sam notices that even thousands of miles from home, on this sun-baked coast, the same hand signals mean ‘calm down, breathe’. Father and Henrietta would like that, he thinks. But his father and sister are dead. Will he ever stop noticing things he would like to tell them? He thinks of the small nuggets of life we offer up to coax smiles from those we love.


Beyond Captain Jacques, there are boats braving the breakers. And in one he thinks he sees the chief himself. Prince Rupert of the Rhine. General on land and sea. Now privateer, fighting a deadly small war against the regicides’ mighty navy. Dressed as if to a tea party with a countess, flicking the dust from his lace cuffs into the hungry surf.


‘Tom,’ he says. ‘Your eyes are better than mine. Is that Rupert himself in the flag’s cutter?’


He switches places with the boy.


Tom pauses. ‘It is! It’s the general, sir. Oh, sir, them waves are vicious. They’re going for it, sir.’


The men in the hut lean in towards the boy, waiting.


‘They’re through! Perfect landing, sir. Oh my eyes! Perfect!’


Fowler looks at Butcher, smiling. The big man ignores him, twisting his body away from the scorn.


Sam elbows the boy out of the way. His eye blinks into the blinding hole, and as his vision clears, he sees the general-at-sea striding up the beach, his hand resting on the pistol at his hip.


‘Rupert looks after his own,’ he says softly. Oh my general.


He turns back into the hut. ‘Cutlasses out. Let’s go. I’ll not have him find us skulking in here like a pack of mongrels.’


They stand at his back, and he pushes his way out of the hut, into the glare of the sun.


Captain Jacques listens to the headman’s tirade, nodding and tutting where required. He turns to Prince Rupert, who stands a little apart, wiping his forehead with a dust-stained handkerchief. The harmattan, the hot wind that blows from land to sea in this late dry season, picks up the dust and dances with it. The heat is thick.


Behind the general-at-sea is the small African boy they found after a skirmish last year, lost and alone. He trips after Rupert now, sticking tight to the big man’s shadow, just as the dog, Boy, used to. The lad clicks his tongue in disgust at the headman’s words, and spits violently into the dust. He must share a tongue with these fellows.


Sam wipes his forehead with a grubby sleeve. He has lost his hair tie, and the back of his neck is sweat-slimed under the thick raggle of hair. He thinks pointless thoughts of cool streams and cloths dampened with ice. He remembers the waterfall near Kinsale, back in Ireland. Swimming under the rush of it, to let it tumble in an icy deluge over his head. He nearly choked on the blessed fresh water as he laughed aloud at the joy of it.


The headman has stopped speaking. Prince Rupert half smiles politely. He looks as if this is a meeting of great diplomats, not a half-arsed engagement on a forgotten scrubby beach.


Captain Jacques clears his throat in the silence and looks ruefully at the prince. ‘This one says, your greatness, that kindness was given you and was spat on. Peace be upon you, great one, I am sorry for this anger. This one says that the little boat with the fat man steering’ – he points out into the bay, where a flotilla of small boats now bobs beyond the breakers – ‘stole one of his beloved canoes and killed one of his men. A nephew, begging your lordship’s indulgence. His sister’s favourite son, Allah bless her. Sorry, your, um, holiness, but he says that he will keep one of your men. A white slave would make him a big man, your greatness.’


Sam smiles. Christ knows where Captain Jacques learned his English – presumably at one of the trading posts along the coast where a bloat of European merchants risk sweat and syphilis to vie for trade. Somewhere with a shaky grasp of honorifics. I would be dead without him, he thinks, and looks upon the African with a vast goodwill, an almost lovesick smile on his face.


He catches Rupert’s eye and forces the smile down.


The negotiations go back and forth. At last the terms are agreed. Butcher and the boy Tom are sent to tell the pinnace of the Defiance to let go the native canoe. The group on shore watch as Butcher runs the cutter alongside the pinnace. The figures aboard are stick men at this distance, moving in jerky silhouettes against the darkening sky. The native canoe is lowered into the swell beyond the breakers.


‘This one, may Allah spit on his wife’s womb, says you may go,’ says Captain Jacques.


Rupert nods. ‘Thank him for his generosity,’ he says, in the thick German accent that has never been tempered by all his service in the English cause. ‘Add whatever words you think fit.’


‘This one says he will hold one back until his canoe reaches land, your nobleness.’


Sam looks at the ranks of villagers ranging up against them. What are the odds? he wonders. Ten to one? More?


‘I will stay, sir,’ he says, his lips moving before his fear catches

up.


Rupert nods. ‘Good man. Captain Jacques, we want assurances. Tell him that this officer is dear to me, and I will kill those who hurt him.’


A stream of vowels and clicks, and it is agreed upon. Rupert and the small band with him walk to the shore, to the beached longboat.


‘We will get beyond the breakers and back oars,’ says Rupert. ‘When the canoe returns, can you swim to us?’


‘Yes, sir,’ says Sam. He learned to swim in the Thames upriver from London, with mud sucking at his ankles and his brother Ned holding the other end of a rope tied round his waist. He is not a strong swimmer, and he looks nervously at the big waves.


‘Good man,’ says Rupert again, and suddenly he is gone. Sam fights to stop himself running after his chief, throwing himself at the long legs as they stride away. Rupert climbs into the boat, which scrapes its way across the shingle and sand, into the froth of the sea. Through the breakers now: shivering precariously on the rise, crashing murderously on the fall.


Sam turns to see an argument between Jacques and the headman. Suddenly a clutch of natives rush to the water’s edge. They begin firing arrows at the longboat. Jesus wept, thinks Sam. Oath-breaking bastards. They mean to take me for a slave. A slave. He begins to run forward, but hands grab him and pull him sideways. He cannot believe this is happening. It cannot be so. Thank Christ for this dry mouth, he thinks, as his bladder relaxes with fear. Not a dribble.


What a time to care about such trivialities, with the slaver’s whip poised above his head. But if there is one thing Sam has learned in a decade of fighting, it is that the outward show bolsters the inner man. If you piss yourself, you are as good as surrendered. His breeches are dry, and a pox on their double-crossing heads.


Rupert’s men fire their muskets. The report of the guns echoes in the heat. One local man falls forwards, his head half gone, grey stuff oozing from his open skull as he crumples into the surf. Some of his fellows dive into the sea then. Confident, muscular dives. As the guns fire again, they duck under the water. Arrows sail over the swimmers’ heads to thunk on the boat’s straked planks and pock the unsettled sea. They will swamp the boat if they reach it. A handful of muskets are useless against this weight of hostile enemies.


The beach is a riot of shouting and fighting. Sam realizes that there are different groups at work, and fighting between the locals themselves. The hands pulling him sideways are rough and insistent, and he finds himself in a thicket, the fronds scraping at his skin, pulling at his shirt.




A hand is clamped over his mouth; a huge arm encircles him. He struggles to breathe and tears leak from his eyes. Oh Jesus. Oh Jesus.


He hears a high English shout. Captain Jacques.


‘The watering place, your nobleness. To the watering place.’


Sam doesn’t understand. He gags on the hand that clenches his mouth. It smells of fish and dirt. He wrestles his head to one side, trying to scream.


Captain Jacques is beside him suddenly, shouting into his confused brain. ‘Calm. Calm. I rescue. Stop this fucking struggle.’


Sam lets his limbs go limp, and his captor slowly releases his grip.


‘Come away. Come away,’ says Captain Jacques, and they limp away into the snagging bush.


The watering place at which they stopped a few days past is four days’ walk through the bush. Sam walks with leaden legs. He finds a despairing rhythm. Will they be there? No they will not. Will they be there? No they will not. Right leg, left leg; right, left. Will they? No.


The harmattan sucks the moisture from the air. His mouth is dry and his lips are cracked. There is a desolation in his spirit to match the featureless coast. His stinging eyes follow the steady trudging of his feet. Iridescent birds caw unheeded; pink suns settle, unremarked on, into purple seas.


One sight rouses him from his torpor. A little inland, with the sea at their backs, they stumble across a lake. But such a lake. At first Sam thinks he is dreaming, a strange and hallucinatory dream rooted in his empty stomach, his aching legs and his despair.




How can water be pink?


But there it is, stretching ahead of him. A great and vast expanse of water, pink as . . . pink as . . . He cannot imagine how he will describe it to his fellow sailors, if he ever sees them again. The storing of an anecdote is a sliver of hope, and he works at it. A lake, then, like a crushed strawberry; but such an English analogy seems absurd here, under this great ache of bluish sky. White heaps of sand are piled by the shoreline – or at least so he imagines until Captain Jacques encourages him to dab a wetted finger into the nearest pile and take a taste. Salt. Pure salt.


They make camp, eating a salted fish they buy from a local with a salt-crust glitter to his skin. But as the sun begins to sink, the pinkness of the lake deepens and curdles into a darker colour until it is blood, blood red.


Sam closes his eyes and begs for sleep. For a man who has seen what he has seen, a blood-red lake is a cruel practical joke played by the Almighty, who is doubtless pissing himself up there at Sam’s excessive discomfort. An illusion is all. He will lie here in a salty pyre, and the blood-red lake will not creep up in the night to lick at him. It will not come to claim him for a brother.


Oh Jesus, let me sleep.


Let me sleep.


They arrive the next afternoon at the watering place. The tumble of a fresh-water stream, and beyond it, an empty ocean. They are at the western edge of the world here. An elastic imagination could think a ship would sail off the edge of that horizon; drop down in a plunge of briny fear. Sam settles in silence on the rocky foreshore, eyes straining towards the flat line at the sky’s edge. The wind is not dead set against them – Rupert’s pathetic fleet should be here, if it is coming.


Captain Jacques collects driftwood, looking at him with an unreadable face as he passes. Sam sits and watches the waves, willing the pattern of their suck and crash to calm him. It does not work. What if they do not come?


‘They may come,’ says Captain Jacques as he builds the driftwood into a pyramid. As if he has read Sam’s mind.


Captain Jacques strikes the flint and catches the spark in a nest of straw-like twigs. He places the smoking bundle into the heart of the pyramid. He blows, gently. For a big man, he can move with surprising grace. It is still warm, but the dying light promises a cool night. They will be glad of the fire soon. Besides, it keeps away beasts. This bloody place, Sam thinks. God’s blood. In every bush lurks something malevolent. Plants, animals, men: all created with one aim – to bring about the premature meeting of one Captain Sam Challoner with his Maker.


Sam stretches his aching legs out towards the flames. He feels the growing heat through his boots, and thinks of all the fires he has camped by. In England, God bless it and keep it, he knew night after night of a hot face and a freezing arse as he fought the rebels. But there were no venomous snakes or ravenous insects there to add to his woes.


Perhaps, he thinks, we just underestimated the wildlife. Imagine being menaced by a badger. He grins, but then a swell of homesickness catches him. He longs – longs – for the sharp sip of the year’s new cider. For the smell of a fire-black sausage. For the hoppy, sweaty press of life inside a tavern. For English girls with sarcastic mouths and laughing eyes.




Will he ever see England again? Even if he leaves this God- cursed coast, will he be forever an outlaw, fighting a forlorn, hopeless war against the might of the Commonwealth? Rupert’s pirates’ war against the Commonwealth navy and merchant ships is a comedy. A wren’s piss in the ocean.


What choice has he? Besides, the pissing matters to the wren, if not to the ocean.


He watches Captain Jacques lift a lit stick from the fire, brandishing it at the dusk-drawn shadows like an oversized link-boy sparring with ghosts.


The man straightens suddenly, looking out towards the sea. ‘A ship,’ he says, pointing. Sam jumps to his feet and looks along Captain Jacques’ outstretched finger. There, like a tiny handkerchief dancing on the sea, is a sail. Too far to name it for certain – it is a smudge in the gloom. Please God, let it be the general-at-sea.


Sam settles down for the wait. He has been long enough at sea to recognize that an extended stretch looms before any action. A man who stays wound tight in the slow sail towards an enemy broadside will find himself running mad. He wills his tight nerves to loosen. He rolls his head in circles to release his shoulders.


Captain Jacques squats down next to him, throwing the smoking stick into the fire.


‘You prince too? Like big man Rupert?’ he asks.


‘No, my friend.’


‘Rich?’


Not a pot to piss in, thinks Sam. ‘Aye. Beyond measure. Rivers of gold on our land,’ he says. ‘Lakes.’




Captain Jacques chuckles. ‘You remember old Captain Jacques, hey? Hey?’


‘You will have my gratitude for life, Captain,’ says Sam fervently.


Jacques settles himself companionably, crunching into the stony ground. ‘You have the wife?’


‘No,’ says Sam.


‘You should marry, my friend. Family?’


Sam thinks on this for a minute. Does he have a family? His mother died in birthing him. His father was condemned as a Royalist traitor not long after the fighting began. Almost ten years ago now. Christ. Ten years. Sam had not waited to see him hang, but fled London to join the king’s cause. Not politics nor God made him fight. No, it was love and anger, mingled in the flesh of his dangling father.


‘I had a sister,’ he says. ‘Henrietta.’


He can’t remember when he last said her name. He watches the fire; even the wood here smells different as it burns. The sounds of the bush creak and rattle around him, but he is too tired to be afraid. Would Captain Jacques be frightened if I tipped him up in Fleet Street? he wonders.


‘A sister?’ prompts the man, in that strange sing-song accent.


‘She was killed in the war. I was in London, sent to try to spring the king. I was hurt. She sheltered me. My brother, Ned, who fought for the Parliament, brought troops to capture me. I escaped, she did not.’


Sam is watching the ships coming closer now; he is nearly sure that the big three-master is Rupert’s flagship. They are coming for him.


Captain Jacques whistles between his teeth. ‘Your brother, hey?



You will kill him now.’


Sam thinks of the letter he received from Henrietta’s husband Will. The crumpled edges of it after he had scrunched it and smoothed it again. The terse, bemused prose. Ned killed in the fighting in Ireland. An English casualty sinking into the blood- soaked ground of Drogheda, where Cromwell slaughtered the rebellious papists in their hundreds. Behind the brevity of Will’s note, he imagined a similar maelstrom of reactions. Grief. Confusion and anger, certainly. Relief, too, that the reckoning was no longer coming. A simultaneous sense of being cheated out of that same reckoning.


‘He is dead now.’


‘So many dead,’ says Captain Jacques. Sam can see him shaking his head in the amber glow from the fire. He looks up at the huge, star-stippled sky and the sharp moon. The sail is not visible now that night has fallen. But it is out there somewhere. And at dawn they will launch a boat, and welcome him back into the brotherhood. Backs will be slapped and tales exchanged, and the chief might ask him to share a bottle of captured port.


Sam sighs, closing his eyes. It is grand to be alive.


But I am alone, he thinks. He wonders idly if somewhere there is a girl waiting for him. A girl not paid for in a passing port. A girl he can laugh with. To whom he can say, one night I was lost under an African sky and I dreamed of you.


Fool. You are alone, he tells himself. You have no one to call your own. It’s an easy truth to forget in the dank of the ship, where men and officers crowd and stoop in tiny spaces. Where the way a man laughs can grate on your nerves so sharp you think you might have to kill him. Where the laughter with your mates in the still air of a night watch is bolder and brighter than any possible on shore.


Here, surrounded by foreign tongues and a foreign land and noises and smells that make no sense to him, his emptiness is clearer.


I am alone, thinks Sam. Alone.
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THE PREACHER’S NAME IS SIDRACH SIMMONDS. SIDRACH Simmonds. She twists it on her tongue in the hour before dawn, when Blackberry and Will are asleep. Trying it out like a new gown. He is a teacher at a gathered church that meets in Swan Alley. He was an officer in the New Model Army from its inception, but left after the recent campaigns in Ireland.


This much she has found out from Hattie, the butcher’s wife. She is an old friend of Will and his dead wife Henrietta; and she knows people across the city.


‘He’s a Fifth Monarchist,’ says Hattie, looking up at Patience over the sausage casings. Everyone calls her the butcher’s wife, but it has become a hollow title. The butcher never came back from the wars, so Hattie runs the business. Her seven-year-old daughter Anne helps. She holds the long loop of cleaned intestine straight as Hattie squeezes in the mixture of meat, crumbed bread and herbs. Anne’s face is thin and serious. She straightens a kink, looking quickly at her mother, who says: ‘Good girl.’




Patience watches Anne’s face melt into a gap-toothed smile. It is one of the girl’s most endearing qualities – her still face is drawn to the point of melancholy, but her happy face is infectiously joyful. Patience grins back at the child and feels as if it is the first unforced smile she has known since she saw Sidrach Simmonds stride down the sunlit street and call to her soul.


She should be doing something already in answer to that call. She should be living her bigger life. Not skulking. Not trapped in a perpetual dress rehearsal for life’s colourful masque.


Hattie is recounting the degrees by which she has gained the information. Someone’s sister’s husband. Patience is not really listening. The trail does not matter, only the treasure.


She hoards each nugget she learns of his life. She takes them out when she is alone. Buffs them and ponders them. Is this the clue to him? How can I get close to him? Her plan is vague, unformed. She dare not think of exactly how Sidrach Simmonds is going to unlock her future; she just knows that it will be so. God’s whisper in her heart on that fateful day has not left her. The elation she experienced with the returning sun may have faded, but the resolution remains; the absolute determination to count.


‘A Fifth Monarchist,’ says Hattie again, squeezing the meat into its casing with each emphasized syllable. ‘You know. Them that believe in the rule of saints. The coming of Christ.’


‘We know He is coming, Hattie. The Bible says so. Many believe He will come soon,’ says Patience.


‘Many prate nonsense, true. But these folk believe that they alone are the saints. And they must prepare the land for Christ’s coming. By force if needs must. As if blood enough has not been spilled. Noddle-heads the lot of ’em.’




Patience makes a non-committal noise. She has learned from her brother to be guarded about her beliefs. Anyway, she is not yet convinced that she knows what those beliefs are. She thought she knew everything. Then she came to London. What a child she was, what a fool. Now she is twenty, she knows better.


‘Listen, Patience,’ says Hattie, straightening. She puts her hands in the small of her back to stretch it out as she says: ‘Be careful. They say he is a man of great and forceful character. Great charm. Handsome, too, in his way.’


Patience thinks about the eyes that met hers; the fierce burn of them. The even planes of his face. His broad shoulders. She shakes her head, exasperated. It is not his form she finds compelling. Not frivolous concerns of face or muscles. It is his soul she admires. His great and Christian soul.


‘Do not worry about me, Hattie. He does not know I am alive.’


‘Best keep it that way. These radicals, dangerous, they are. All that certainty, all that conviction. It chews up a man’s kindness. Heartless, some of ’em. The charmers, they’re the worst.’


‘He is godly, Hattie. How can you think he would not be good?’


Hattie smiles at her. ‘There’s goodness and there’s kindness, and they ain’t always the same thing.’


Hattie looks down the long stuffed line of intestine, prodding it in places, looking for weaknesses. Satisfied, she nods to Anne. The little girl, with great seriousness, ties the knot in the end.


‘You’re so green, Patience. He’s a man grown. About thirty, I’m told. You are a girl. You don’t know the world.’


Hattie is measuring out the links by eye, twisting them deftly to create the sausage and pack the filling still tighter. Concentrating,



she doesn’t see the flush in Patience’s cheek. She doesn’t see the girl’s clenched fists, her frown.


‘Talk to your brother,’ she says, folding the links into a neat loop. ‘He will tell you.’


Patience thinks she might scream. ‘I must be off, Hattie,’ she says tightly. She turns and pushes her way outside, into the sunlight.


Too young, too simple to understand? Does God talk only to old people? Is wisdom earned by years alone? It is preposterous. Outside, she unclenches her fists, suddenly aware that her fury could seem like a spate of adolescent temper. It is more than that. It is a justified rage. She clasps her hands lightly behind her back. Determined on her course.


She will go to Swan Alley. She will attend the meetings of this gathered church. And she will make up her own mind about the beliefs and the character of Sidrach Simmonds.


John Bradshaw stops to contemplate a pigeon. A grey, miserable thing. ‘Well, Johnson,’ he says to Will. ‘Even the pigeons are woebegone.’


‘And can we blame them?’ Will starts walking onwards. They are not the only strollers in the park this morning; the first warm day of summer has drawn Londoners out to wander the grass like escaped moles, twitching their pallid faces towards the sun.


Bradshaw lengthens his stride to catch up.


‘How fares the Rump Parliament?’ asks Will. ‘I have not been following events as I should.’


‘Safer for a man’s sanity to look the other way.’ Bradshaw emits a strangled noise that Will interprets as derision. ‘More than three years since we removed the monarchy, and still they have done nothing. Nothing.’


Will remembers Bradshaw, who was the presiding judge at the king’s trial, pronouncing the sentence. The look of bullish awe on his face as he laid the sentence of death on his own sovereign. He has since been president of the Council of State, the body charged with implementing the will of the Rump Parliament. An important man – a rich and powerful one now. Why has he summoned me here? wonders Will. To take the air with him? There must be something deeper.
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