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Some persons in this book



John Grey – or, to put it another way, me, the teller of this tale, former spy, now magistrate and lord of the manor of Clavershall West in the famous if somewhat flat county of Essex, the fortunate husband of


Aminta, Lady Grey – a talented writer of stage comedies and lady of the manor of Clavershall West, daughter of


Sir Felix Clifford – aged cavalier, who doesn’t feature much in the story, thus raising the tone of things more than you could ever imagine, but who is happily still making the hearts of one or two widows in the village flutter, much as he did in the days when he served in the royalist cavalry, fighting gallantly for the late father of our current monarch,


His Gracious Majesty, King Charles the Second – whose diverse and extensive collection of mistresses my father-in-law greatly covets, and who continues to rule his subjects wisely and well, when he is not doing more important things such as horse racing or sailing or carousing with courtiers such as


Philip Herbert, Earl of Pembroke – an inebriate brute of impeccable lineage, or


Lord Chief Justice Sir William Scroggs – who can drink even Herbert under the table and still misdirect a jury afterwards, or


Thomas Osborne, Earl of Danby – Lord Treasurer and head of an administration that is rapidly becoming as famous for its instability as it is for its corruption (no mean feat), but who is nevertheless determined to remain in office for as long as possible by any means available and not to be cruelly discarded by the King, as was


Henry Bennet, Lord Arlington – once my employer, in the days when he was Secretary of State, now demoted to Lord Chamberlain, a post that entitles him to strut round the court with a white wand of office but not much else, having been replaced as Secretary by


Sir Joseph Williamson – in happier times Arlington’s loyal deputy, but now currently struggling to placate Parliament, mollify the King and protect the state from villains such as


Sir Robert Peyton – an extreme Protestant, Green Ribbon man and leader of the so-called Peyton Gang, whose dangerous views are shared, at least in part, by


Titus Oates – graduate (he says) of Cambridge University and doctor of divinity (he says) of the University of Salamanca and bearer (he says) of details of a Popish Plot to overthrow the rightful King (see above) and replace him with an evil tyrant papist upstart (currently better known as His Royal Highness the Duke of York), whose secretary, the good-looking, well-connected and gossipy


Mister Edward Coleman – is beginning to prove less circumspect than he ought to be, laying him open to the machinations of villains such as


‘Captain’ William Bedloe – a rogue, horse thief and knight of the post, sometimes briefly known to his victims as Lord Cornwallis, a man wholly without a conscience of any sort, unlike


Miles Prance – a silversmith, who does in fact have a conscience for a few days towards the end of 1678 and again in 1685, but not much of one in between, which could be inconvenient for


Father Kelly and Father Gerald – but only if those are their real names and if they really exist, matters that might be clarified for us by


Henry Berry, Robert Green and Lawrence Hill – who definitely do exist and work as loyal but humble servants of various descriptions at Somerset House, though not as humble as


Elizabeth Curtis – who is employed as a maid servant at Hartshorne Lane in Westminster, and to whom nobody much listens, though she would wish to inform you that’s simply how things are these days, if you do all the hard work they never notice, up from before dawn till almost midnight, slaving away in the kitchen for a pittance and it’s shocking, sir, and you’ll scarcely believe it when I tell you, but, even then, most of the tips round here go to


Judith Pamphlin – housekeeper at the same establishment in Hartshorne Lane in Westminster, who gives herself airs in Elizabeth’s opinion, though nothing like the airs appropriated by


Henry Moor – the sole manservant at the same etc. etc., who is most certainly being generously bribed to keep quiet about something by


Mister Michael Godfrey and Mister Benjamin Godfrey – prosperous City merchants, and brothers to


Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey – who is famous mainly for getting murdered. Possibly by one of the above. But, of that notorious incident, more very shortly.


Actually, just turn the page and you can start to read about it now.








The Journey Begins


Saturday 12 October 1678

He’s cautious leaving the house this morning. He has to be. The yard is a maze of carefully stacked, sweet-smelling firewood. Anyone willing to risk a splinter or two could be hiding there. Anyone at all. And today is as good for murder as it is for anything else. Cold. Opaque. Unobliging.

Narrow, muddy Hartshorne Lane is a thin rivulet of mist that has flowed up from the sleek mudflats of the River Thames. Smoke has been spiralling from thousands of London chimneys since just before dawn. The damp air is already becoming yellow with acidly corrosive coal smoke. He takes a deep breath of it and nods approvingly. After all, he sells sea coal as well as wood.

At the gate leading from the yard to the lane, he pauses, uncertain whether what he is doing is as wise as he thought. From the nearby tower of Saint Martin-in-the-Fields, a heavy bronze bell begins to chime ten o’clock. He checks his pockets just one more time. Four broad pieces of gold wrapped up in paper. Four pounds in heavy silver coins that make his coat pocket bulge. And three small gold ones, added in at the last moment. Quite a lot there now, come to think of it, but whether it’s going to be enough depends on how things turn out. He pats his pockets again – good, he didn’t forget the notebook. He’ll need that too.

He turns back to see his clerk standing on the doorstep watching him. The old man looks cold and worried. Best be getting along then. He’s already told Moor that he’s not taking him with him. Being accompanied by a servant is, as he observed recently to a colleague, a great clog to a man. Whatever’s waiting for him out there, he’ll deal better with it on his own, unencumbered by domestic staff.

He’s going to die. You’ve worked that out already. Of course you have. The question is how. And when. And where. And why. And, most important, who’s already waiting to kill him. After he’s found, dead in a ditch on Primrose Hill, none of those things will be quite as clear as you’d like them to be. I’m warning you now, it’s not going to be the most straightforward of cases.

But at ten o’clock on this gloomy morning of Saturday the twelfth of October 1678, he still thinks he’s in with a chance. However bleak things might look, however many bad choices he’s made over the past month – and, God knows, he’s made a few – he’s actually going to get away with it. He pulls his broad-brimmed hat more firmly on to his periwig. He checks that his sword is hanging properly from its emerald-green sash, turns confidently on a newly polished heel and is gone through the gate into the wide, wide world. He’ll never be seen alive in this woodyard again.

Others will see him, though, in more places than you could ever believe. They’ll say so in the evidence they will shortly give at his inquest. Get yourself murdered and all sorts of people will want to share a little of your glory. It’s only natural, isn’t it?

Mister Parsons, coach maker and church warden, will swear he saw him in Saint Martin’s Lane at nine o’clock, which is a good hour before he’d even left home. He’d asked Parsons the way to Primrose Hill. Parsons had jokingly enquired if he planned to buy it, Primrose Hill being well-wooded. Parsons had smiled, waiting for the wood-monger’s answering chuckle. ‘What is that to you?’ came the gruff reply. ‘I have business there or else I should not have asked you.’

At exactly the same hour, William Collins saw him talking to a milk woman at Marylebone Conduit, no more than a mile from Primrose Hill.

Around ten o’clock, Thomas Mason of Marylebone saw him going towards the fields between Marylebone Pound and Marylebone Street. The two of them passed the time of day briefly. Mason was an old customer of the wood-monger. No question of mistaken identity there.

At eleven he was seen back in Saint Martin’s Lane again, and also in the Strand and also close to Lady Cook’s lodgings at the Cockpit in Whitehall Palace. Some of those who saw him thought he seemed a bit melancholy.

At twelve, Thomas Snell, who looked after the Holborn Turnstile, saw him on his way to Red Lyon Fields.

At one o’clock fellow vestryman Joseph Radcliffe saw him in the Strand and urged him in vain to stop and take a glass of something warming. He shook his head and pressed on from wherever he’d been to wherever he was going.

Between two and three o’clock he, or somebody a bit like him, was observed at Lincoln’s Inn and also several miles away back at Primrose Hill. He definitely looked melancholy in both places.

Just as it was getting dark, and identification more difficult, John Oakley saw him walking near the Watergate at Somerset House in the Strand. There was a man or two near him, though whether they were murderers was unclear at the time. With hindsight Oakley felt he should have said something, but he didn’t. Well, you don’t like to, do you?

After that, nobody (except possibly his killer) saw him alive again. He’d gone from being everywhere at once to being nowhere at all.

Much later, his clerk, Henry Moor, will say that the really odd thing about that Saturday was the coat. ‘Bring me my new camlet coat, my master said to me. So I did bring it and I helped him put it on. Very smart. You could visit anyone in a coat like that. But no sooner was it buttoned up to his linen cravat than he changed his mind. No, he said, his old camlet coat would serve the day well enough. Shame really. He might at least have been killed in a nice coat.’

‘What’s that old fool Moor been telling you about coats?’ asks Judith Pamphlin, housekeeper. She narrows her eyes, leans back in her chair and folds her arms. ‘Why shouldn’t my master go out in his old camlet if he wanted to? Still had a lot of wear in it, that coat did. The strangest thing was actually the message he received the night before – Friday night, that would be. A man came to the door with a letter. He gives it to my master and says he’ll wait for a reply. Well, master sits there in front of the fire and he reads it once and he reads it twice and he reads it again – that’s three times. The messenger’s getting impatient by now. Not used to being kept waiting. What answer shall I take back? he wants to know. Master gives a great sigh. “Tell him I don’t know what to make of it”, he says. Then he threw the letter into the fire. I mean, if that’s not odd, what is? Don’t bother to ask Elizabeth what she saw. She doesn’t know anything about anything. Shit for brains, that one.’

‘They think I don’t notice things, but I do,’ says Elizabeth Curtis, maidservant. ‘Oh, yes. And I’ll tell you something: burning that letter was the least of it. The master’s burnt all sorts of papers lately. I’ve tried to read some, when I’ve cleaned the grate, but, God bless you sir, they just crumble in your fingers and get on your apron. You don’t want ash on a clean white apron. One paper was a letter from the master’s friend, Mister Edward Coleman, I do know that. The bit with his signature didn’t burn. He’s the Duke of York’s secretary, I think. Catholic, but very nice with it. Plenty of money, that Mister Coleman, I will say that in his favour. Always dressed in the latest fashion. Fine, glossy periwig. Well-fitting breeches. Lots of lace and ribbon. Silver buckles. But thin. So thin it worries me sometimes, sir, it really does. Don’t they ever feed him at home? A proper gentleman, anyway, whereas the master was just a common wood-monger when all’s said and done. I’m sorry but he did sell wood and coal, so what else does that make him? He didn’t have a lot of friends, so I always thought he was very lucky to have one like Mister Coleman. And did they tell you about the strange man who visited the master the morning he died, just before he went out? I don’t mean the one who came on Friday night – a different one on Saturday morning? No? Well, there you are then. Two unexpected visitors, not one. Moor and Pamphlin don’t know everything. Or, if they do, they’re not telling you. I think I heard the Friday one say who he was sent by. Common enough name. I’ll tell you in a second. It’s on the tip of my tongue. No, it’s not. It’s gone. Anyway, after that visit the master seemed . . . well . . . melancholy. Yes, that’s the word, now I think about it. He was sore melancholy, the poor man.’

The name of the dead man? I’m so sorry. I thought you knew. He’s really famous after all. He’s Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey. Noted in the parish of Saint Martin-in-the-Fields as a canny businessman, magistrate and member of the vestry. Knighted for remaining courageously at his post during the Plague year. An upright member of the community, albeit that he overcharges for his wood and coal. But all the wood-mongers do that. They’re known for it.

You will have already noticed that his name is an anagram of ‘dy’d by Rome’s reveng’d fury’. At least, it is if you misspell his name as ‘Edmundbury’ and are happy to interchange Vs and Us as necessary. And spell ‘Sir’ as ‘Syr’, which I suppose you could at a pinch. When people start to look for proof that he perished as the result of a Catholic plot, that anagram will be one of the most convincing pieces of evidence they come up with.

Yes, he’s almost as famous as Doctor Titus Oates (anagram ‘testis ovat’, as I scarcely need to tell you), with whom Sir Edmund’s name will ever be connected. Don’t tell me you can’t remember Doctor Oates either? Dame Fame is a fickle jade indeed. You’d better meet the reverend doctor next then. I mean, he’s quite central to the story too. But, if you’ve no objection, we’ll go back a couple of months to a time when nobody had yet heard of Oates or the celebrated Popish Plot, and Primrose Hill was just a pleasant spot, a short way from London, where you could ride or walk or hunt entirely as you chose. You could stroll there all morning with your wife or mistress and never find a single corpse. Happy days, eh?






Chapter One


In which, two months prior to the famous murder of Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey, I meet an honest clergyman, a little down on his luck

The early peace of a fine summer morning is broken by a commotion in the hallway outside the dining room. My wife, Aminta, is fully occupied in feeding a spoonful of egg to the youngest of our three children and I sense, in a way that husbands occasionally can, that she feels commotions are my responsibility. I am therefore about to rise from my seat to deal with it, when I hear our village constable say: ‘Just stay where you are, you rogue, or I’ll fetch you another clip round the ear.’

I consider for a moment whether Ben is issuing an instruction to me from the far side of the door. I can think of nothing I’ve done lately that would cause him to address me as a rogue. There is, on the other hand, enough in my more distant past that would justify it only too well. Before I can make up my mind one way or the other, the gleaming brass door handle is turned with some violence and Ben enters, scowling but respectfully removing his battered leather hat as he does so. I wonder if Ben realises he’s starting to go bald? Probably not.

‘I’ve caught a thief, Sir John,’ he announces to me. ‘And I’ve brought him here for you to deal with. Fairly but harshly. As the King’s law demands. Shall I take him to the library, since it’s a legal matter? You might prefer not to have the filthy cur in your dining room, with a clean linen cloth and food to the table. Good morning, Lady Grey. I hope you are well?’

‘We are all very well, thank you, Ben,’ says Aminta. ‘I hope you are too? And Nell and little Beth?’

‘Wife and daughter very well indeed, my Lady,’ says Ben. ‘And all the better for your having asked. Though Beth’s growing up faster than a bean sprout and not so little as she was.’

‘True,’ says Aminta. ‘I saw her yesterday and remarked on the same thing myself. How they all grow! And she spoke to me so intelligently and politely, Ben. Nicely brought up, I thought. She really is a credit to you and Nell.’

‘Excellent,’ I say. ‘We are all in good health and our children are getting bigger rather than smaller. I assume you have the thief outside, Ben?’

‘Ready to be committed for trial at the next assizes or put in the stocks straight away, entirely as you prefer, Sir John.’

‘Your devotion to duty does you much credit, Ben. The villagers should be grateful for your efficiency in protecting them from evildoers. Who has he stolen from?’

‘Me,’ says Ben.

Well, that would explain Ben’s zeal. Still, a thief is a thief.

‘What did he steal?’ I ask.

‘Food and a bed for the night,’ says Ben with great indignation. ‘Arrived yesterday and asked for a room at the inn. Had a very good supper indeed and retired to sleep with a whole bed to hisself. Then, this morning, I caught him sneaking off, without any attempt to pay me what he still owes.’

‘I have been trying to explain,’ says a rich, deep voice from the hallway. ‘But this officious fellow declines to listen to me.’

‘I know what you did,’ Ben snarls back. ‘And Sir John here is going to make sure you receive the appropriate punishment.’

‘What’s the thief’s name?’ I ask.

‘He calls hisself Oates,’ says Ben. ‘Tight Arse Oates.’

‘Titus,’ intones the still invisible man in the passage. ‘A Roman name of some distinction. An emperor’s name, forsooth! The Reverend Doctor Titus Oates. MA. DD. At your service, Sir John, if I might possibly just enter your dining room and explain? Here in the hallway I do feel at a certain disadvantage.’

A head pokes round the door frame. But somehow it does not belong to the voice.

‘Why does that man have his mouth in the middle of his face?’ asks our son Charles.

‘Shh!’ says Aminta.

‘But he does, Mummy. They’ve put his mouth in the wrong place.’

‘That’s enough, darling,’ says Aminta.

But Charles is right, they definitely have. Oates has such an enormous chin that it disrupts the whole balance of his features. His cheeks are round and his neck is remarkably short. His lips are plump and moist. It is an unfortunate head to possess, unless you are a blowfish or something of the sort. Which he isn’t. His legs are short and bandy, but you don’t notice that until you have completely finished with his face.

‘But Mummy . . .’

‘Why don’t you take your sisters out into the garden to play?’ says Aminta.

‘Do I have to?’

‘Yes.’

‘They’ll have to play soldiers then.’

‘No harm at all in suggesting it to them.’

‘Mummy says you’ve got to play soldiers,’ Charles informs his sisters.

‘No, I don’t,’ says Aminta. ‘Off you all go, out into the sunshine. Play nicely.’

Three members of my family depart reluctantly. They feel they are about to miss something good. Aminta stays. It’s her dining room. Anyway, a playwright turns down no opportunity to observe the absurdities of human nature.

‘So, Doctor Oates,’ I say. ‘Why don’t you tell me what happened? No, there’s no need for you to sit in one of my chairs. You can stand until we’ve dealt with the matter.’

‘Yes,’ says Ben. ‘You mind your manners in front of a magistrate and remember you’re a prisoner. My prisoner.’

Oates takes his meaty hands off the back of the chair. ‘Of course, Sir John. I am willing to do whatever you wish. Stand. Sit. Kneel. Ha! I am content to be guided by you, unaccustomed as I am to treatment of this sort and thus happily ignorant of the correct posture I should adopt. As to what happened, I am simply making my way to London from Lowestoft, as any gentleman might. Unfortunately I find myself short of funds and so am obliged to do so on foot, rather than by carriage as you might expect for a person of my rank.’

‘What took you to Lowestoft, Doctor Oates?’

‘Private business.’

‘Could you kindly elaborate on that?’

‘It would not be appropriate.’

‘I am a magistrate, Doctor Oates, and am entitled to know why you are travelling. Obfuscation will delay things rather than speed them up. Unless what you have been doing embarrasses you very much indeed, I would suggest you tell me, quickly and briefly.’

‘Very well, I landed there. I was sailing from foreign parts.’

‘Which parts?’

Oates pauses for a long time. ‘Saint Omers,’ he says at last.

‘Saint Omers?’ I say. ‘You mean the Catholic college?’

I look him up and down. He claims to be a clergyman, but his dress is a simple black coat and black breeches, threadbare at the cuffs and knees and much travel stained. All respectable enough, but not obviously clerical. Yet the voice is one designed for the pulpit and little else. Is he saying he’s a Catholic priest entering the country illegally and in disguise? If so, he’s made a mistake in telling a magistrate.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I have come from that notorious papist school. But, were it not for your good wife’s presence, I would spit on its name, sir! I must assure you I am a loyal member of the Church of England – formerly vicar of Bobbing in Kent and lately a naval chaplain. I simply had business at Saint Omers. Business that must for the moment remain confidential, and I would ask you to respect that.’

‘But Saint Omers is just on the other side of the Channel. You’ve come a very long way round to find yourself in Lowestoft.’

‘My ship was blown off course by the recent gales. Blown onwards into the ever restless and wine-dark northern seas.’

‘We’ve had no gales here,’ I say.

‘Then the Good Lord has been most merciful to you. Beyond your low, marshy Essex coast, the winds were grievous and arbitrary.’

Ben raises his eyebrows at me, just in case I can no longer spot pretentious nonsense in my own dining room. Of course, there are sometimes gales at sea that scarcely trouble the church weathercock this far inland. But it is neither the weather nor Doctor Oates’s attempt to quote Homer that puzzles me most.

‘Your shortest route to London from Lowestoft lies somewhat to the east of this village,’ I say. ‘You are still many miles out of your way. For a man forced by circumstances to travel on foot, that must be inconvenient. Are you lost?’

‘Since I had fortuitously arrived in this charming part of the world, I decided to make a short detour to visit a friend of mine, whose advice I wished to seek. A very important man. A minister of His Majesty’s. He lives near Thetford.’

This statement is clearly intended to overawe me and I am doubtless expected to ask with immense respect who that friend can possibly be, so that he can inform me that it’s none of my business. But I think I already have the answer to my unasked question. This friend is almost certainly my old employer, Lord Arlington, who lives at Euston Hall, near Thetford and not too far away from here. I know of no other ministers, past or current, who fit the bill. Arlington has come down much in the past four years. The formerly all-powerful Secretary of State has been driven from office and replaced in the King’s esteem by Lord Danby and in his old post by his former deputy, Joseph Williamson. I could therefore, if I wished, say to Oates that I know exactly who he has been with. I am in fact mildly interested to know how Arlington fares these days. But I doubt any of that will be relevant to the question of payment for a bed, to which we must return very soon if I am to finish my breakfast.

I therefore simply smile at him. ‘Very well. I’m sure it is all as you say. We could always write to Saint Omers in the unlikely event of your presence there proving to be material to the matter in hand.’

Oates smiles smugly. ‘They would not know me as Doctor Oates. I went by the name of Samson Lucy.’

‘Why?’ I ask, though obviously I am invited to deduce he was bravely engaged in some secret and dangerous project.

‘That is also something I cannot disclose to you at present,’ says Oates smugly. ‘Let me merely say that it was necessary and of great advantage to the King. Look, Sir John, I think we should simply forget the ridiculous charges that this person is trying to bring against me, don’t you? They are unimportant and my journey to London must not be impeded, not for one solitary hour. Why? you ask. Very well, I am prepared to reveal this much to you and no more. I am carrying to the King information about a plot that, even now, the papists in London are attempting to hatch. A plot to bring down His Majesty and all his Parliament and place the King’s popish brother on the throne. A plot that strikes at the heart of everything you and I hold dear. A plot so terrifying, Sir John, that I could not decently describe it in front of your good lady.’

‘Don’t mind me,’ says Aminta. ‘I’ve probably written worse. And do spit on the name of Saint Omers if it helps in any way.’

Oates looks at her then gives what I can only describe as a theatrical gasp. ‘But of course!’ he exclaims. ‘Lady Grey . . . You are the celebrated playwright, whose name is on the lips of everyone in town – I mean every person of taste and discernment. I bow, my Lady, to your genius.’

He does so, a little awkwardly since he is, frankly, corpulent of body as well as round of face and short of leg.

Aminta receives enough genuine praise from people she respects not to need Oates’s greasy flattery. Still, she gives him a thin smile. A compliment is a compliment, just as a thief is a thief, and no writer ever gets quite enough of them.

‘I do, of course, yield to nobody in my admiration of my wife’s talent,’ I say, ‘but what exactly is this plot? Do you have any proof that the Duke of York is involved? You would be unwise to say it if you haven’t. I tell you that as a lawyer.’

Oates suddenly appears concerned. Slander? Scandalum Magnatum, to be precise. He’d overlooked this aspect of things. ‘You misunderstand me, Sir John. I did not say that the Duke was part of the plot. Not at all.’

‘You implied it.’

‘I merely meant that the aim of the plotters would be to make him king. Nothing more than that. I do not accuse the Duke of complicity. The whole scheme will doubtless be of great distress to His Royal Highness when he learns of it.’

‘And who are these plotters?’

‘That, Sir John, must be for the ears of the King, and the King alone.’

‘But you nevertheless told Lord Arlington?’

Oates’s mouth now opens very wide indeed. He’d clearly forgotten boasting about his important friend and is disconcerted to discover I know who it is and that he may have given away more than he intended. But he quickly recovers his composure.

‘I did not say I had revealed anything to him. Merely that I wished to seek his wise counsel. If it would be of assistance to you in the current matter, I can swear an affidavit that I do carry such information. Afterwards you can let me go on my way and then box the ears of this officious so-called constable so that he does not harass his betters in future.’

Ben coughs meaningfully. ‘Sir John,’ he says, ‘does not wish to listen to any more of your lies, Tight Arse. You’re a common thief, even if you are a doctor of religiosity.’

‘A doctor of divinity,’ says Oates with immense condescension. ‘Of the University of Salamanca. And a graduate, baccalaureus artium, of the ancient and famous University of Cambridge. Of which even you and your bedbugs must have heard.’

Oates turns from his contempt of Ben and smiles, defying me, a fellow baccalaureus artium, not to side with him. Sadly he is about to suffer another disappointment.

‘I think,’ I say, ‘I’ve heard all I need to hear. To summarise, you say you are coming from a Catholic college but are not a Catholic yourself. You are walking to London by an unnecessarily long route for reasons I still only partially understand. You say you are carrying details of a plot that you cannot share even with my wife, hardened though she is to theatrical intrigue and deceit. The plot will bring the Duke of York to the throne, to his great personal annoyance. That seems to be that. Unless you still have something of relevance to tell me, it remains only for me to ask you one thing: did you in fact pay for your supper and bed, Doctor Oates?’

‘I was fully intending to,’ he says in the richest and most velvety tone he can manage. ‘But I was simply not permitted to make the payment. The truth of the matter is that I went for a short walk early this morning, to revel in the glorious sight of the sun on the golden fields of grain. It is such a joy to be back in England, and in your own county of Essex especially – superior to Norfolk and Suffolk in every possible way, I always think. This ill-educated person mistook my intentions, pursued me and accused me of trying to avoid payment. Nothing, absolutely nothing, Sir John, could have been further from my mind. I swear this to you as a loyal subject of the King and a man of God.’

‘The man of God took his pack and all his belongings with him on his morning walk,’ says Ben. ‘That much I know.’

‘So that you couldn’t pilfer from it!’ says Oates, pointing a clerical but allegedly non-Catholic finger at Ben. ‘Do you think I’d leave my luggage behind so you could do as you wished with it? For aught I know you are a recusant yourself. I have detailed notes on the plot that I intend to report to His Majesty. Names! Dates! Cyphers! I must guard them with my life, sir!’

‘You could have taken your notes and left your shitty linen,’ says Ben. ‘Your gold would have been safe too. I’ve never stolen from a customer. Not ever. And Sir John knows it.’

I’m assuming that, as usual, Ben isn’t counting giving short measure as theft. If so, I’d be happy to vouch for his honesty in any court in the land.

‘Do you have the money to pay my constable in his role as innkeeper?’ I ask Oates.

‘Of course I do.’

‘Then just pay him what you owe him now. And an extra two shillings for the trouble you have put him to by wandering off to admire the fields of golden corn. Otherwise, I’ll have you in the stocks as a common thief.’

‘I would have hoped, sir, that one gentleman would believe what another gentleman tells him. Perhaps you are less of a gentleman than you appear to be.’

‘My tailor and my periwig maker,’ I say, ‘must take credit for my appearance. As for the rest, just pay Mister Bowman what I’ve said and be on your way.’

Ben isn’t entirely happy. He’d been hoping he’d see Oates in the stocks for a day at the very least. On the other hand, just as a compliment is a compliment (and so on), two shillings are exactly four and twenty pence. Not a farthing more nor less. And they’re going to him this time, not to the King.

Oates slowly takes a purse from his pocket and counts out the silver and copper coins as if they were sacred relics of impeccably Protestant origin. The purse is noticeably hungrier after that. The good doctor may be hard-pressed to pay for his bed tonight. I wonder what tricks he’ll have to come up with. For a moment I almost feel sorry for him, but only for a moment.

‘The King shall hear of this,’ Oates adds as he pushes his remaining funds back into his pocket. ‘That one of his magistrates has hindered and delayed the exposure of Catholic treason, doubtless because of his own clandestine romish sympathies. That one of his constables has failed to show due respect for a clergyman of the Church of England. I smell popery in this village, even above the stench of stale beer and horseshit.’

I think it is the remark about stale beer that really incenses Ben. But he accepts that the charge of treason against me is possibly more serious. ‘What if Sir John does let papists off fines for not attending Sunday services?’ he demands. ‘Sir John’s always said he won’t penalise anybody just for what they believe. He’s a fair man and a good one.’

I am sure Ben intends to be helpful, but I can already see what this may become in Oates’s mouth on some future occasion. Well, let the learned doctor do with Ben’s words whatever he wishes to do. If Oates does get to speak to the King and to describe the extent of the treason that flourishes in Clavershall West and the surrounding villages under my watch, then I can take comfort in the fact that the King knows me well enough. And we are very much of the same mind on the subject of fining Catholics for refusing to be nominal Protestants. Anyway, Oates will probably get nowhere near the King.

‘If you fail to get an audience with His Majesty,’ I say, ‘and I warn you he is a very busy man, then I’d suggest that you take your information to the current Secretary of State, Sir Joseph Williamson. He’ll be more use to you than Arlington. Or, if Williamson’s absent, you could make a statement to a London magistrate.’

I expect Oates to tell me that the King will most certainly see him, but there proves to be a streak of realism in him that I had not anticipated.

‘Which magistrate would you suggest?’ he asks.

I try to remember who I’ve had dealings with lately.

‘You could always try Sir Edmund Godfrey in the parish of Saint Martin-in-the-Fields,’ I say. ‘He’s regarded highly. Honest and straightforward. And more to the point, he’s the Court Justice, with responsibility for the precincts of Whitehall Palace. Now, if you’ve paid Ben all you owe him, I would suggest you get on your way.’

‘Perhaps you could do me the service of putting me on the right road for London?’

‘Ben will go with you and make sure you leave the village the proper way,’ I say.

‘It’s what we always do with paupers and vagrants,’ says Ben. ‘Out of the village by the fastest route, with a kick up the backside if they’re too slow.’

This, for Oates, is the last straw, but his anger is directed entirely at me. ‘The day shall come, sir, when you will regret your shabby treatment of an honest man who desires only to serve his country. There will be a reckoning – mark my words.’

‘Save your breath, Doctor Oates,’ I say. ‘You will need it for the long journey you have ahead of you.’

*

‘Well, what did you make of that?’ I ask Aminta.

‘It’s not Doctor Oates’s fault that he looks as he does, but he’s the biggest charlatan to visit this house for some years, and that includes your former master Lord Arlington.’

‘Oates seemed dismayed when he realised I knew Arlington,’ I say.

‘I wonder why he went to him for help? It’s years since your erstwhile employer was dismissed as Secretary of State. He has no influence with anyone.’

‘I agree,’ I say. ‘Unless Oates was cloistered in some monastery while he gathered information about the plot, he must be aware how much Arlington has come down in the world. He’s Lord Chamberlain, but that means very little. He’s an old man that the young blades, like Philip Herbert, laugh at behind his back. There’s nothing Arlington could do to assist Oates, except maybe lend him his coach fare.’

‘Do you think Arlington is happy as Lord Chamberlain?’ asks Aminta.

‘I doubt it. He enjoyed being at the heart of things. Danby has eclipsed everyone, not just Arlington but Williamson too. Williamson is treated as a useful drudge, not as one of the King’s close advisors and drinking companions.’

‘And is Williamson happy as a useful drudge?’

‘Oh yes, most definitely.’

‘Still, it would seem Oates would prefer to be dealing with Arlington.’

‘Perhaps Oates would have known that a man who desperately wanted to get back into power and revenge himself spitefully on his enemies, as Arlington does, would be willing to clutch at almost any straw. But surely even Arlington wouldn’t have wasted his time on somebody like Oates?’

‘I suspect you’re right,’ says Aminta. ‘Arlington was always a shrewd judge of character if nothing else. He would have seen Oates for what he was and sent him packing. I also doubt the King will be enthusiastic to receive news of a new Catholic plot. His Majesty treads a very narrow line between being a loyal member of the Church of England himself and protecting his Catholic brother from Parliament. Anything that stirred up feelings against the Catholics would be inconvenient.’

‘It will come to nothing. If the plot really existed, Oates could have revealed the details of it to me, as a magistrate.’

‘Especially if he needed your help to get to London. He does give the impression of somebody making things up as he goes along and retracting his words as soon as he realises they come back and bite him. Let’s hope his story is better rehearsed by the time he gets there or he could quickly find himself in Newgate for slandering the Duke of York.’

‘It’s a dangerous world that Doctor Oates is walking into,’ I say.

‘Only if somebody believes him,’ says Aminta.

‘I can’t see Williamson doing that. Or Godfrey, for that matter. We’ve all heard the last of Tight Arse.’






Chapter Two


In which Aminta’s aunt explains things

‘What’s the news from London?’

‘Sorry?’ Aminta looks up from her letter.

‘That correspondence seems to require a great deal of concentration, whatever it is,’ I say.

‘My aunt is gleefully informing me of the latest scandals. You won’t believe this, but – do you remember Titus Oates?’

‘The man who tried to defraud Ben a few weeks ago?’

‘Exactly. He has been well received at court. After some initial and fully justified doubts, Lord Treasurer Danby seems quite taken with him. He’s allowed Oates to testify before the Privy Council. The good doctor is claiming that he pretended to convert to Catholicism in order to infiltrate the Jesuit order.’

‘Did somebody ask him to do that?’ I say.

‘No, it was all his own idea, it would seem. That was clever of him, wasn’t it? He has named a number of Catholic lords who are plotting to overthrow the King and replace him with his brother James. He stood there reeling off the list of traitors – no notes.’

‘If you’re making things up, you don’t need notes.’

‘Well, it’s a very plausible list anyway: Arundel, Bellasis, Petre, Powis and Stafford. All people who might be plotting if there was actually a plot. Bellasis is to lead the invading papist troops as captain general it would seem.’

‘Bellasis is over sixty. I can’t see him marching at the head of an army.’

‘I’m sure they will find him a Catholic horse when the time comes. There are a lot of other names too – priests mainly, I think, but my aunt doesn’t specify.’

‘And the King actually believes all this?’

‘My aunt thinks not. The King caught Oates out telling a number of blatant untruths. Oates claimed to have met Don John of Austria, for example, but clearly had no idea what he looked like. He thought he was tall and dark, which he definitely isn’t. The King has met Don John and put Oates right. Oates also said with great confidence that the Jesuits had a house near the Louvre, which they don’t. The King told him he was a lying knave.’

‘So, it’s all over, then?’

‘No. Having made his views clear, the King went off to do something more urgent, probably with the Duchess of Portsmouth, and left the Privy Council to make up its own mind what action to take. They decided, on reflection, they’d like to see a few Catholics in jail and told Oates they’d be willing to hear more, just as soon as he could come up with it.’

‘The King will put a stop to this nonsense once he returns to Whitehall. I have no doubt we’ll hear shortly that the good doctor has been thrown into the Tower,’ I say. ‘He’ll be caught out by his lies soon enough. That sort always is.’

*

‘Another letter from your aunt?’

‘Yes, she’s becoming a regular correspondent. Very pleased with herself that she knows things that we don’t. She says they’ve given Oates his own rooms in the palace. And an armed guard in case any Jesuits should threaten his precious life.’

‘The Privy Council has actually given credence to the nonsense that old fraud Oates was spouting?’

‘That’s the Reverend Doctor old fraud Oates to you. He’s got himself up in a black silk gown and linen bands and is strutting around Whitehall as if he owns the place.’

‘Is he entitled to be called either of those things?’

‘Reverend and doctor? Ah well, my aunt shares your doubts. A friend of hers, who was at Cambridge at the same time as Doctor Oates, says that young Titus never completed his degree. Indeed, he was thrown out of Caius College for debauchery – my aunt didn’t know what sort, though she had pressed her acquaintance most strongly for details – and Oates was obliged to transfer to Saint John’s, where they were less fastidious. But he spent only two years at Cambridge, so it’s unlikely he took a degree there. The doctorate is even less likely. According to a priest my aunt knows – she clearly gets out much more than I thought – Oates studied for no more than a few months at Jesuit College at Valladolid before being expelled yet again. He never seems to have gone near Salamanca University, which he claims actually awarded him his doctorate. In view of his previous record, maybe they agreed to give it to him in return for staying away from them?’

‘He also claimed to have been vicar at Bobbing in Kent. Another fabrication?’

‘No, that seems to be true, though the appointment lasted only a short time before scandalised parishioners demanded his removal. Debauchery again. And theft. And a lack of orthodoxy in religious matters. He could probably have got away with any two of those but not all three. He had to become a naval chaplain.’

‘And?’

‘Sacked en route to Tangier.’

‘After which he finally realised he should become a Jesuit?’

‘But not a real one.’

‘Your aunt is well informed.’

‘It is in no way to her credit. She has little else to do.’

‘Oates has a remarkable talent for being able to pick himself up and start again.’

‘He clearly has more friends than you might have thought. And he is very persuasive.’

‘I would have thought that the Privy Council was not so easily fooled. And that some of the Counsellors would have stood up to him, even if others were deceived.’

‘People are scared of him, John. I would be too, if I were at the court. He apparently has only to point his finger at you and say “there goes another papist traitor” and you’re carted off to Newgate and thrown into an underground cell with a stone floor and no bed, while a very leisurely investigation is carried out. The King may call him a knave to his face, but the Privy Counsellors are with Oates to a man, it would seem, and they are happy to see him round up Catholic rivals at Westminster for the public hangman to deal with at his leisure.’

‘The courts would never convict on such flimsy evidence.’

‘They’ve arrested Edward Coleman anyway.’

‘The Duke of York’s secretary?’

‘His unofficial secretary,’ says Aminta, ‘since Catholics are banned from any important position. Officially he works for the Duchess. Nobody minds much who works for a woman.’

‘And the Duke – the King’s own brother – couldn’t protect his secretary from a man like Oates?’

‘Unofficial secretary. But, no, apparently not. At least, according to my aunt. Oates swore that Coleman was part of the great Popish Plot and that he was in correspondence with the Jesuits. He was apparently to be Secretary of State in the new administration, after the present King was deposed. I’m not sure what would happen to Williamson. My aunt doesn’t specify.’

‘That’s the same administration in which Bellasis is to command the army?’

‘At least Coleman’s appointment is plausible. I mean, he already is a secretary of some sort.’

‘So Oates, not daring to strike at the Duke himself, has had his servant – his wife’s servant – arrested.’

‘You warned him that a direct attack on the Duke would be too risky. He’s clearly taken your advice. Perhaps Oates isn’t quite the fool he appeared to be.’

‘They actually came and arrested Coleman?’ I ask.

‘He went and surrendered himself to Williamson rather than submit to rough handling by Oates’s minions. They’ve seized Coleman’s papers. The Privy Council hadn’t thought of looking for treasonous correspondence, then Williamson helpfully suggested it might be relevant. Made a very good guess where the letters would be, apparently. The King should listen to him more often.’

‘Finding incriminating papers is Williamson’s job. He’s overseen the government’s spy network long enough. A schoolboy error on Coleman’s part, though. He should have burnt them all before giving himself up. Let’s hope he wasn’t writing to the Jesuits.’

‘He probably was. No, what we have to do is hope that Coleman was just reporting to Paris on the weather in Westminster.’

‘Coleman is an honest and decent man,’ I say.

‘Very keen on fasting, though. I’ve always suspected him of self-flagellation during Lent. He looks the sort.’

‘He’s well off. And well connected. Keeps open house, they say, for ambassadors, bishops and the King’s ministers.’

‘My aunt says his cell at Newgate is quite small. And cold. Not good for entertaining friends. But he probably has fewer friends today than he had last week.’

‘Post from London?’ asks Aminta. ‘Good news, this time, I hope. I’ve had enough of my aunt’s gleeful tidings of arrests and imprisonments.’

I hold out the sheet of paper to her. ‘It’s from Williamson,’ I say. ‘They’ve murdered Sir Edmund Godfrey.’

‘The man you sent Oates to?’

‘Yes.’

‘How?’

‘He doesn’t say – he says they’re still looking for the body.’

‘Still looking? Why is he so sure Godfrey’s dead then? A fortiori, why is he so sure it’s murder?’

‘He doesn’t say that either. Just that Godfrey has been missing a couple of days.’

‘Absent just a couple of days, no corpse, and your faithful correspondent concludes that Godfrey has therefore been murdered?’

‘I agree the Secretary of State appears to be making what is, for him, a very hasty judgement.’

‘So, Williamson is kindly keeping you informed?’ asks Aminta. ‘Or – let me guess – does he want something?’

‘He’d like me to go to London and find out who did it.’

‘But only if Godfrey’s actually dead, presumably.’

‘Presumably,’ I say.

‘Is he offering to pay your expenses?’

‘No.’

‘The government’s usual terms then.’

‘Arlington sometimes remembered to pay me for work done.’

‘Not often enough. I remain to be convinced this is an urgent matter.’

‘Williamson’s not like Arlington. He wouldn’t waste my time.’

‘He learned a lot as Arlington’s deputy.’

‘Even so, I ought to go to London.’

‘Ought to or want to? Even if you did send Oates to Godfrey, it’s not your responsibility. What you mean is you’ve found a mystery that intrigues you – I don’t mean Godfrey’s disappearance, but the rational Williamson’s irrational reaction to it.’

‘Doesn’t it intrigue you?’

‘Not as much as it does you, my dear husband, but I was thinking of going to London anyway. It’s a while since I visited my aunt. And I think she is much better informed and distinctly more level headed than your good friend the Secretary of State.’
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