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BOOK ONE




ONE

I was a boy of seven when the gentleman came to see me, and first opened the door to my destiny.

Anne Hill let him into the house one evening when my mother was out. He came into my bedchamber with a smile, which faded from his face as he looked around him.

‘No fire?’

‘No money,’ said Anne. ‘Jemmy, say how d’ye do to the gentleman.’

I had wrapped myself in a blanket for warmth, and was sitting curled on the window seat, watching for my mother’s return, and amusing myself by drawing pictures on the cold misted glass. Now I put aside the blanket and went forward to shake the gentleman’s hand.

‘Hello, Jemmy.’ He looked at my clothes – much rumpled and patched, I dare say. ‘I thought to see you abed, perhaps.’

‘Oh, I am not tired,’ I said.

I knew him: at least, I recognized his face. I had spent much of my time that winter with my nose pressed against the window watching the street, which was the greatest entertainment I knew. This gentleman I had seen several times lately, lingering about outside, looking up at the house. I had supposed him to be something to do with my mother, who drew all sorts of men to her.

‘There’s no regular hours in this place, sir,’ said Anne. ‘She’ll keep him up all night if it suits her. T’other week she comes in with her beau past midnight, drunk as a bee, and roused the boy up to dance a jig on the table. That should give you a notion.’

I remembered. I had enjoyed it. My mother had kissed me and called me her clever darling, and Mr Howard, the beau, had tried to jig himself  and fallen on his backside, and we had all laughed. Later, though, I heard my mother weeping.

‘I see,’ the gentleman said. ‘There is a girl also, I believe?’

‘She’s asleep in her mother’s room. Sickly, poor mite.’

‘But she is not . . . ?’

‘No. No question of that. Whereas this one—’

‘Yes. Oh, yes, the resemblance is remarkable.’ The gentleman ruffled my hair and kneeled down to face me. His accent was Irish, soft and liquid, and his eyes most narrow and penetrating. ‘Well, Jemmy, and how are you?’

I said that I was very well, and hoped he was the same. I was used to meeting gentlemen, and showing proper courtesy; though I had never known any take this peculiar interest in me.

‘A very pretty way. Tell me, Jemmy, what instruction have you had?’

I heard Anne Hill give a snort. She started to say something, but the gentleman gestured her to silence. ‘Let the boy speak, mistress.’

‘I have sat a horse,’ I said. ‘And I learned to skate on the ice.’ We were living that winter at The Hague in Holland, and at Christmas I had gone with my mother and her beau to the frozen shores of the lake, and skated till the sun went down. ‘Also fencing – a little. I’ll show you.’

I fetched a stick from the corner of the room – there was a little cache of what I thought of as my treasures, a ball, a penknife, a broken doll, and such – and demonstrated my childish versions of parry and riposte. The gentleman watched, and seemed to smile a little sorrowfully.

‘That is excellent,’ he said. ‘And now, what of religion, Jemmy? Do you know your Bible?’

‘That is the big book in the church,’ I answered confidently.

‘Only in church?’

‘Well . . .’ I thought hard: I wanted to please. ‘Mr Van den Bos has one downstairs.’ Our landlord was a tobacco-seller who, outside of the counting house, spent all his time bent over his Bible. Or nearly all: there were also the quarrels with my mother, over the rent, over her habits. She called him a Calvinist prig, which I did not understand – nor did I quite understand the name he had for her, though sometimes Anne Hill muttered it too when my mother had vexed her.

‘But have you not read in the Bible yourself, Jemmy?’ the gentleman asked me.

‘Oh, no. I can’t read, sir.’ I believe I said this quite cheerfully. I must have thought it quite a special attainment, and hardly to be expected.

‘But you know your letters a little, surely?’ the gentleman said, with a glance at Anne Hill, who just raised one eyebrow; and bending down to the floorboards, where there was, I fear, plenty of dust, he wrote with his fingers what I now know to be A B C. ‘You know what these are?’

I shook my head.

‘She’s never troubled with it, sir,’ Anne Hill said. ‘And as for me, I’m no scholard, and I have enough to do keeping them clean and fed and clad.’

‘Can you count, Jemmy?’ the gentleman said. He was frowning now.

‘I can count to ten,’ I replied, and did so.

‘You do not know what comes after ten?’

‘No . . . but I would like to.’ I wanted to please; but I spoke truthfully.

Gently smiling, the gentleman told the numbers from eleven to twenty; and I recited them after him, and then again, unprompted. He seemed delighted at my quickness, but in fact I was most passionately interested. There was only so much diversion to be had from watching the street, and no one had taken this manner of trouble with me before.

‘You would like to learn more, I dare say, Jemmy?’ the gentleman said, getting to his feet.

‘Oh, yes, sir.’ I began to suppose that he was a tutor of some sort, though his dress was very much of the Cavalier fashion, and he wore a sword. ‘If my mother was agreeable.’

Anne Hill snorted again. ‘Trust me, sir, she’ll never consent to it. I’ve been with her these ten years, and I know her better than anyone. She’s gone down and down. This new beau of hers – it’s common knowledge he has a wife. What does that say about her? She’s never fished in them sorts of waters before. I could tell you worse. There’s a midwife in this very town knows a thing or two. There’d be more brats than this, if she hadn’t found ways of being rid.’

Though I did not wholly understand this, I knew that my mother was being harshly talked about. She often was. I felt I should defend her in front of this stranger, but all that came to mind was: ‘She is very beautiful. My mother.’

‘Ah?’ The gentleman smiled again. ‘Well, you are a good boy, Jemmy. And chivalrous.’

‘She sings to me,’ I went on. ‘She sings me to sleep when I have nightmares.’

‘You often have nightmares, Jemmy?’

I did, though I supposed it normal – as I supposed it normal that we had no settled home, and that sometimes there was no food even though my mother wore pearls and satin. But it was true that my mother would sing the nightmares away – cradlesongs from her native Wales, tender as the call of doves in deep woods. I have since tried to sing them to my own babes, but that haunting note eludes me.

‘He’s forever having the horrors. But no wonder,’ Anne Hill said. ‘The wonder is he’s not crazed, or an idiot.’

The gentleman shook his head, saying ‘Tut-tut’; then bent down and, looking very seriously in my face, said, ‘Are you happy, Jemmy?’

‘Oh, yes, sir,’ I answered; and then to my own surprise and shame I burst out crying, I think because this too was quite new to me. I was used to my mother’s gentlemen giving me sweetmeats and, as I gobbled them up, looking on and saying, ‘Ah, you are happy now, eh, boy?’ But this was different.

Anne fussed, scrubbing my face with a handkerchief. The gentleman stroked his beard thoughtfully.

‘I think, indeed, I must speak to Mrs Barlow, and put the matter to her.’

‘Huh! I wish you joy of that,’ Anne said grimly. ‘And just what is the matter to be? Will his father own him?’

‘My father?’ The word jolted me out of my tears.

‘Yes, mistress, he will,’ the gentleman said; and then, putting his hand on my shoulder, ‘Yes, Jemmy, that is who I come from. Your father the King.’




TWO

It was thus that I found out who I was – who I am. It marked, as I have said, the threshold of my destiny.

And yet the identity of my father was no secret. It was often talked of: I had even seen him. To explain this, I must tell of my mother.

At that time she went under the name of Mrs Barlow. Where the ‘Barlow’ came from I know not: certainly ‘Mrs’ was meant to confer respectability, as she was a lone woman with children. But her true name was Lucy Walter.

That is a name that has been much besmirched. Well, I shall be honest about her, and you shall decide for yourself.

She was born at Roche Castle in Pembrokeshire, of good family – good inasmuch as they were well-connected and not poor. I know they were not happy. Her father and mother quarrelled ceaselessly and at last separated, and though she never spoke much of them, I recall her once saying to Anne Hill that no one could hurt each other like two people who had fallen out of love.

‘No knives can cut so deep. It is butchery – slaughter,’ she said. I fear she had found that out for herself.

While she grew up in a house of bitter division, the kingdom went the same way. Like wrangling spouses, King Charles I and the Parliament came at last to their bitter parting, and the country was torn by civil war. There was blood and fire across a land that for so long had counted itself blessed. One of the many places on which the hand of destruction fell was Roche Castle. Soldiers of the Parliament burned it to the ground, as the Walters were of the Royalist party, though fortunately it stood empty at the time. My mother was in London with her father, who had a town house at Covent Garden. Though he did not take up arms for the  King, he must have shared in the general wreck of Royalist fortunes, as the Parliament began to emerge victorious. Many people fled abroad in the wake of that defeat, dispossessed and despairing. Amongst them was my mother, who with her maid, Anne Hill, and a few pieces of luggage took ship for Holland when she was scarce seventeen years old.

She did not go as some gentleman’s mistress. That story has been put about, and I know by whom. But the fact of the matter is she had a relative who was set up as a merchant at Rotterdam, and my mother went to stay with him: a sensible arrangement, with things as they were in England.

It is true that many of the exiled Cavaliers, as the Royalist party were called, were gathering in Holland, and there were women who sought them out, for advantage. Like many in that troublous time, my mother was wrenched from her normal habit, and found herself in a world shattered out of its old custom and ceremony. But when she met my father she was no whore. She always said that fate had impelled her to him. And as I was the physical result of that meeting, I am the last person in the world to dispute it.

Certainly I know about fate. In my own life it has moved beside me, quite as apparent and unmistakable as my shadow. Only now, as I write these words at the town of Gouda in the year of grace 1685, do I feel its absence. Suddenly in my thirty-sixth year I must decide where my fate lies. It may be in a grave or on a throne. It is partly to help me decide that I set down this narrative. Also so that a portion of the truth may survive: for if it is indeed in death that I shall find my fate, then it is my enemies who will have the ear of posterity.

It was at The Hague, the capital of the Dutch Republic, that my mother met my father. They were both then eighteen years old. If there is any person of that age steeped in prudence and discretion, I have yet to meet them, and my mother’s nature was singularly impulsive and passionate. They fell headlong in love, and she was very soon with child. Love – I have no doubt of that. Even Anne Hill, who was the most sturdy and sceptical of countrywomen, and often severe on my mother, said she never saw such a doting couple.

There would never have been any question about it, had my father not been who he was. But he was a prince, and so, of course, my mother must have been a designing harlot, aiming for titles and wealth. The  gossips should stop and consider, though, what sort of a prince he was just then.

He was the eldest son of King Charles I of England, Scotland and Ireland: he was heir to the throne, and next in a line of illustrious monarchs that had included Henry VIII, the maker of our Church, and glorious Elizabeth, who repulsed the Armada and wrote our name on history’s page in letters of gold. And when he met my mother, he had one good suit of clothes, and scarcely a penny to his name.

For the Royalist cause was by then in such ruin as, I think, neither side could have conceived when that deplorable war began. The last troops had been defeated, and King Charles I himself was Parliament’s prisoner. Guessing what might befall him, the King had already sent his son and heir abroad to safety – but a dismal and despairing safety it was for that young prince. His native country was closed to him, and he could only linger about the Courts of Europe, living upon their charity, or on credit, and helpless to intervene as the tragedy of England and his House played itself out.

This was the young man my mother fell in love with. He was very tall and well-shaped, but not handsome: too dark and swarthy for that, his long face at once gaunt and fleshy. My mother, on the other hand, was a great beauty. That in itself explains much about her, I think. Beauty can be a burden as well as a blessing, for this reason: it takes away responsibility. Instead of shaping your own life, you find beauty speaking for you; decisions already made, as if by a well-meaning but meddlesome guardian.

My father was at The Hague as a guest of his sister, the Princess Mary, who had been married as a girl to the Dutch Prince, William of Orange, and so was safe from the wreck that came upon her family in England. My mother was well enough received by Princess Mary, who was unhappy in her marriage and disliked by the Dutch, and whose one solace was the company of my father. Him she adored, and it may well be that she was kind to my mother simply for his sake, for in later years there was a sad change. But that winter, while I grew in her womb and she basked in my father’s love, was, I fancy, my mother’s happiest time. Strange then that it should be marked by an event that shook the ground beneath the feet of Europe’s kings.

In England the men of the Parliament sealed their victory by placing  King Charles I on trial, and sentencing him to death.

That event was midwife to the birth of a different world – the world in which I have grown up and lived. I can only try to imagine the effect it had on men’s minds at the time. Crowned heads had rolled before, certainly – but only at the behest of other crowned heads, in the battle for thrones, the jousts of power. This was different. This was the King’s subjects who warred upon their anointed monarch, defeated him, and took on themselves the power to execute him. And most importantly, they decided to have done with kings altogether.

They killed the King on a scaffold outside the Palace of Whitehall on a cold January morning, before a great crowd. There have been many accounts of that scene: of the dignity with which he went to the block, a pale figure dressed all in black, his long chestnut locks tucked neatly into a cap so as not to impede the stroke of the axe. Before dying he spoke to the crowd, and declared himself the martyr of the people, and it is as a martyr that many still remember him, keeping his portrait like a holy relic. This man was my grandfather.

His exiled followers did not hear of his execution until a week later, for Parliament sealed the ports; but my mother always claimed that on the afternoon of that fateful day I had given a great kick within her womb, as if I felt the killing stroke. On that, of course, I cannot speak. But I may as well set down my belief that if my grandfather was a martyr, then it was because he chose to be. It need not have happened. He would be absolute, and he paid an absolute price.

The scene on that black-draped scaffold has branded itself upon the minds even of men who never saw it, yet just as dramatic, and of even greater import, was what happened behind the closed doors of the Parliament-house that day. Because there, in haste, they passed a measure declaring that this was to be the last King of England. It was forbidden to proclaim his son as his successor: that was all done with. Oliver Cromwell, who was soon to assume the leadership of those men, is supposed to have urged my grandfather’s execution with the words: ‘We will cut off his head with the crown upon it.’ I doubt he said that: Cromwell has become twined about with as many myths as my grandfather. But that is what in effect they did. And so when the shocking news came to my father at The Hague, he burst into tears.

He wept for the death of his father, of course, as any man would. But  I think he must also have wept for himself. For suddenly he was a king with no kingdom, a leader with nowhere to go, and a provider with nothing to give. Charles II, of nowhere.

Less than three months later, at a secluded house in Rotterdam, I was born. Surely no child of a king ever entered the world so inauspiciously.

My father chose my name: James. Like many, I came to be called Jemmy. It is a measure of my insignificance as an infant that I had no proper surname. Even ‘Barlow’ was entirely notional. Perhaps, indeed, my life has been a search for a true name, and it is still not found.

I was placed with a wet nurse, but my earliest memories are not of her, nor of my mother. Anne Hill is the chief presence. It is her tough red hands that tie laces, shoo away the crawling wasp, and bathe the grazed knee. I hear her rich country voice, which I somehow associate with dough and yeast, as she grumbles about my dirty neck or the meat I have pushed to the side of my plate. She was full of old saws that to me had a sinister thrill. ‘Shut your eyes, or you’ll see the fairies,’ she would admonish me when I was put to bed; and, if I was late stirring in the morning, ‘There’ll be sleep enough in the grave.’ That always set me scrambling up.

Against this, my mother is only an occasional figure, a scented and jewelled remoteness. When she did notice me, and take me on her lap, she was gently affectionate, kissing and caressing me and calling me her treasure. But I was faintly alarmed; I even thought it must mean I was ill.

As for my father, he had parted from my mother while I was still a babe in arms. He had a duty to try to win back his kingdom – indeed, there was nothing else for him – and so he sailed to join the Scots. They had not recognized the new republican government in London, and were willing to crown my father and march on England with him, provided he submitted to their religious conditions. These were strict, and many of his advisers were against the expedition, saying he would be no more than the Scots’ puppet. But he saw no other choice. The powers of Europe would not intervene for him, for all their fine words. He was just a houseless young man with the empty name of king.

I think there was no question of my mother’s accompanying him. The Scots were fiercely puritanical in their morality: many of his lords were even forbidden to go with him to that godly kingdom because of their reputation for profaneness and loose living. He and my mother may  have sworn fidelity at their parting, for all I know, but those were disordered and faithless times, and I believe my parents may even have begun to fall out before he left. Suffice it to say that while he was away in Scotland, my little sister, Mary, was born, and she was certainly not his child.

How did my mother feel, with a king for a lover, and her child a king’s son? There have been plenty of voices to say that such was her ambition all along. Well, if it were consequence she was after, she did not get it, nor seem to know the way to court it. My father supplied her with money, as much as he could, but that was little enough. As for influencing policy, I know my mother no more thought of that than of climbing a steeple and learning to fly. It was love my mother wanted, always. That was her only greed.

She was proud, though, of her royal lover. She invoked his name freely when, as often happened, there was trouble with landlords and creditors; and at such times she would seize me tightly in her arms, thrust me under their noses, and ask them how they could be cruel to the King of England’s own son. They were never, in my remembrance, much impressed. That is partly why, though I soon grew used to my mother talking of ‘your father the King’, I did not take much account of it. Also, I am afraid, there were the men. They came and went – indulged me, mostly; ignored me sometimes. The notion of a single, fixed person who was my father did not really occur to me.

There was one man who was around a lot – the father, I now know, of my little sister, Mary. His name was Lord Taaffe. He was very grand and jolly, with a booming voice, and he wore lace and lovelocks in the true Cavalier style – though his face, close to, was flushed and coarse, and he smelled of liquor; and he had a great smile that sometimes looked like a bite. He would often bring sweetmeats, and invite me to hunt through his pockets for them.

‘Do you have them yet? Ah, not there, that’s my purse, you rogue. Though there’s little enough in it, God knows. There, you like those, eh? What a greedy wretch he is, Lucy!’

I suppose I was. But life was such that you grabbed what you could, before it was gone.

‘Why, he grows more and more like his father.’ Lord Taaffe held me by the shoulder, staring at me. ‘Look at that face. The very spit of  Charles, by God. Well, well. No chance of getting him to own the little she-brat as well, I suppose?’

‘You beast. Do you think he can’t count?’

‘Aye, aye, I see what you mean. Hey, well, if my dead sovereign can own a bastard, then so can I. And damn me, on the same woman: how’s that for keeping the King’s interests warm?’

‘Don’t – don’t speak of him.’

‘Cock’s life, you’re passionate today.’ A rumble of laughter. ‘I speak no ill of Charles, God knows. I fought for his cause, and I count myself a pretty good friend of his. And now we share even more—’

‘Devil!’ My mother struck out at him, while he laughed. I heard, but did not understand. It was usually so. If I did question my mother about things, she called it being teasey, and pushed me away; and so I lived pretty much in my own world, separate from hers, which was mysterious and dramatic. I often heard her call Lord Taaffe ‘devil’, but sometimes also ‘angel’. That was at night, in the dark. Our lodgings changed so often that they have all melted into one in my memory, but I know they were never large, and commonly my bed was in a closet close to my mother’s; and I would hear grunting and creaking, and her cries. I soon learned to take no heed of them; likewise when she and Anne Hill quarrelled. They would call each other dreadful names, and throw things, and my mother would tell her to pack her bag. But the bag was always unpacked later on.

And it was in that spirit, I think, that I took my mother’s talk of this absent person, ‘your father the King’. I was not so precocious as to see in her a wild and unstable fantasist. But I felt that my mother moved in a different reality from that of Anne Hill, who darned and scrubbed and counted coins, and myself and Mary, with our colics and night-terrors and simple hungers, and that it was not one that concerned me at all.

I know Lord Taaffe was with us when I first set eyes on my father. The place was the palace of the Louvre, in Paris, where Lord Taaffe took us in his coach. Here my father’s mother, Queen Henrietta Maria, kept a threadbare court of exile. Of French royal birth, she had never been popular in England as Charles I’s queen. Her Catholic religion and her high-handed temper were equally disliked; and when the Civil War came, the Parliament bore a particular hatred towards her, which she returned in full measure. Long before my grandfather’s final defeat, she  fled abroad, where she lived as a guest of her French kin, and continued to dispatch ill-timed advice to her husband across the sea, right up to the eve of his execution. There is no doubt that his death hit her hard, and that she mourned most sincerely, even desolately. But even among the most loyal there were murmurs that her influence was partly to blame for the disaster of the royal cause, and that she still sought to dictate as a widow as she had as a wife.

Henrietta Maria had her circle, however, who were devoted to her. Most importantly, she had in Paris an establishment, which was precisely what the exiles felt the lack of. Later I came to know those royal apartments of my grandmother’s very well, but nothing remains of my first impression, on coming to the Louvre with my mother and Lord Taaffe, except for my cry of disgusted discovery on stepping into a puddle of urine in one of the cavernous corridors. Appropriate perhaps. The French royal family did not much care for that grimy old pile, which hoisted its turrets above the stinking vapours of its moat like a revenant of a barbaric past, and the suite of rooms where my grandmother lived on a meagre allowance were shabby, draughty and ill-lit. And so, again, I had no sense of living in an exalted sphere. It was just another lodging. And the young man who came with Lord Taaffe one evening to look at me, and to ask me how I did, was just another young man.

Or, not quite: for in truth I think I was a little afraid of him, because he did not look like the others. They were always peacocks, curled and ribboned and exquisite. This man’s thick crow-black hair was cropped short, and he had on a plain brown coat, much worn and soiled. His dark eyes looked soberly into mine, with no suggestion of a smile. I do believe, indeed, that I supposed he was one of those Roundheads of whose terrible deeds I was always hearing. There could hardly be a greater irony.

There was reason, of course, for the extraordinary appearance of my father at that time, though I did not learn it till later. He had recently arrived in France, a ragged and exhaustive fugitive, after such an adventure as no king can ever have known. His alliance with the Scots had been a tangled and embittered one, but at last he had led a Scottish army into England, hoping to reclaim his throne – hoping above all to rally his lost kingdom to his side.

That did not happen. There were Englishmen aplenty who preferred a  king to a commonwealth, but that did not mean they wanted an invasion of Scots, who were foreigners after all, to settle their affairs. But I believe it was a sheer weariness with fighting and bloodshed that counted for most. Under the Commonwealth the country was settled at last, after a decade of war. Folk could turn to tending their farms, plying their trades, making love, rearing children. They could scarcely be blamed if they chose not to hazard it all again, for what seemed a mighty lean chance. The Parliament’s armies were toughened and well-supplied, while my father’s ragtag following melted away the further south he marched. When at last they made their stand at Worcester, with the troops of Cromwell at the gates, there could be only one result.

Battles always grow fiercer with each telling, but it is well attested that the streets of Worcester ran with blood that day. My father fought till the end, and at last, as night fell, escaped through the last gate with a handful of men, his army destroyed, his hopes blasted, and his enemies in triumphant pursuit. He was now the quarry, and his kingdom the hunting ground. ‘Wanted for treason: a tall black man two yards high’, were the words on the posters put up by the vengeful Parliament, and they offered a thousand pounds’ reward for his capture. And so began that six weeks’ miracle in which, his hair cropped and his clothes exchanged for a countryman’s drabs, my father made his way across the country, smuggled from house to house by brave well-wishers, sometimes wearied to death and half starved, even clinging to the topmost branches of an oak while Cromwell’s soldiers beat the thickets below him; until at last he got a ship at Shoreham, sailing just before the pursuing soldiers rode into the town, and was set down on the coast of France in so wretched a condition that the innkeepers would not give him houseroom.

The fabulous tale of his escape was one he loved to tell in after years. But the gaunt face I saw that first time was not that of a man triumphant, or even relieved. It was the face of a man who had lost everything. I wonder if he saw, as he looked at me, the innocent untried boy he had lately been, and whether he could not bear it.

My other memory of that time is my mother weeping, late at night. I was not unused to that, but commonly the tears came in loud fits, quickly ended, usually by someone giving in. Indeed, being a child I quite understood them.

‘She wants to have her cake and eat it,’ grunted Anne Hill, when I asked what was wrong.

As usual, I did not understand and it was not thought necessary that I should. Hindsight, casting its sad light, shows a woman who believed in love as enchantment, something not subject to normal everyday laws. She loved my father passionately before he went away; I believe she loved him till the end of her days. But she could not be alone in his absence, and there was not only scandalous report but the evidence of his own eyes to show him that. His late experiences had been of a bitter and disillusioning sort: they must have changed him. He expected, I think, little good of human nature – and I am afraid in my mother his expectations were met.

And yet she wanted them to begin again. Foolish, light-minded: perhaps. But anyone who knows anything of love knows that it is an enchantment of a sort, and can survive great divisions. If in my father the flame had gone out, she did not give up hope of rekindling it. Yet Lord Taaffe remained a friend and trusted agent of my father’s, in spite of what had happened. That should have shown her how complete was the cooling.

Henrietta Maria, at any rate, professed herself shocked by this strange ménage at her court, and it must have been soon after that that we moved on again, to a meagre lodging in Paris. I think economy more than morality was behind it. The Court of the exiles was miserably poor by then, and I know that when my father dined at his mother’s table, he had to pay in coin for his meals, which were set down in an account book.

It was a hopeless time for them and their cause. It was made even bleaker when Oliver Cromwell was declared Lord Protector of England, a title which satisfied the powers of Europe and made him a sort of king without the crown. Who had need of Charles II, that curious young relic of a vanquished house, trailing about the continent looking for a welcome? And it was a similar wandering, rootless, empty existence that I pursued with my mother, though as I had known no other, it did not seem to me strange.

Apart from my little sister, Mary, I did not mix with other children. Such as I came across did not speak English, straggling about France and the Low Countries as we did. I grew used to seeing the world beyond  our chamber windows, the succession of cobbled squares and timbered gable ends, as an alien element – just as if the people going about their business down there were mer-folk swimming at the bottom of the sea. I knew only the company of adults, and they were all Royalist exiles: people who had nothing left but time, and nothing to fill the time but vices. Instead of fresh air, I breathed wine fumes and tobacco smoke; instead of lessons, I listened to scabrous gossip and bloody talk of duels, and innocently learned an array of curse-words.

I remember coming out with one of these to my mother. Unusually, she was seeing me to bed. Anne Hill was poorly, and had been in bed herself all day, clutching a charcoal foot-warmer to her belly. I asked if Anne had the gripes in her stomach, as I had once when I gorged on underripe fruit. My mother said no. Then I asked if the pain was somewhere else, using a word I had often heard among my mother’s associates.

She slapped my face hard. I was too shocked to cry. I just stared at her. She seemed to tower over me, flushed and beautiful and terrible, her scented bosom heaving.

‘I should soap your mouth for using such a word.’

‘But it’s what they say.’

‘Who? Who says such things to you?’

I wanted to say ‘the men’. And to add that they did not say the words to me, I just heard them because no one took any notice whether I was there or not . . . But young as I was, something restrained me, some recognition that to say it would be to cross a threshold. Once across, I must see my mother differently. I must even confront my own unhappiness, my knowledge that my life was being wasted.

So I kept silent. But it was my mother who seemed, just then, to shrink and slump, as if the knowledge had borne down on her without my speaking. She quietly saw me to bed, and then sat and sang to me a while. By the light of the candle I saw her hand steal to her cheek and rest there, as if it were she who had been struck.

Later, dozing, I heard a man come into the next room. After a time there was laughter. I felt relieved. In my circumscribed world, my mother had something of the stature of a goddess, and we do not care to see our deity shrunken and humbled. But when I heard the man say that word, I crammed the pillow over my ears.

I do not think it was Lord Taaffe, but he was still often with us. It was he who brought money from my father – not that there was ever enough. He brought sweetmeats for me and for Mary, and sometimes gifts for my mother; but increasingly, they were offerings to repair a quarrel. There were more devils than angels, as time went on: another cooling. Occasionally he stirred himself to take an interest in me, and I remember that causing a great row.

To beguile the time, I invented games for myself and Mary. One day, when my mother was out and Anne Hill was snoring in a chair, we investigated my mother’s dressing table. We festooned ourselves in her pearls and earrings, and gaudily painted our faces with the white lead and Spanish paper and henna we found there. We must have looked like little Indian savages. When my mother came home, with Lord Taaffe, she gasped at us, then laughed and laughed. She had to sit down and hold her side. I was pleased. But I saw a frown on Lord Taaffe’s face.

‘These monkey tricks are all very well, Lucy. But at his age – damn it, he should know more. He should know his letters, he should—’

‘I know what you are saying.’ The laugher was gone, as if wiped off a slate. My mother turned on him. ‘God damn your soul, you would have him took away from me, wouldn’t you? That’s the shape of it.’

‘It need not be exactly so, Lucy. But he is concerned about the boy. You know he would not wish him to live so. His future—’

‘His future is no concern of yours.’ My mother took her handkerchief and began with fierce jabbing strokes to wipe the paint from my face. It hurt, but I could tell from her face that she was not seeing me.

‘He’s a bright fellow,’ Lord Taaffe persisted. ‘’Tis a shame—’

‘Get out.’ She seized the lead pot and hurled it at him. It struck him on the brow, and shattered on the wall behind. His face darkened, and for a moment I was afraid.

Then he spoke softly, half smiling. ‘You think to get him back, Lucy, by means of the boy? Is that how the wind sits? And so you will deny the child, and stunt him, just so as you can gain Charles’s attention? Well, well. I’m aware, my dear, that you know some whore’s tricks, but that is a new one.’

She screamed at him to get out, her face contorted, and then fell down weeping. Mary and I hung about her, plucking at her skirts, but it was a long time before she moved or spoke.

Then she embraced us and, taking my chin in her hand, said: ‘One day your father will be with us, and we shall all be together, and live in a palace with gold platters to eat off, and sleep in beds trimmed with silver and satin. Do you believe me, Jemmy?’

I nodded, because it was an agreeable daydream, and I wanted to comfort her.

France had come to terms with Cromwellian England, prudently considering her a better friend than enemy. That made the presence of the exiled King on French soil an embarrassment. My father had to go. That other refuge, the Court of his sister Mary of Orange, could not welcome him either, even though Mary now reigned alone. William of Orange had died very young of smallpox, just a few days before Mary gave birth to their only son: a sickly boy, and for a time not expected to live, but mightily important. He was the heir to the House of Orange, and the Dutch made much of him. Against Mary’s wishes, he was christened William too. Above all he must be Dutch in his heart. They always suspected Mary of being more attached to her brother’s cause, the royal House of Stuart, than to her adopted country, and feared she would drag them into its misfortunes; and with the Prince out of the way, they made sure she fell into line. She was not to receive her brother. So he and his vagabond Court had to wander about such free towns and petty princedoms as would let him in.

And now I understand my mother’s wanderings, which began to take us to out-of-the-way places. She was pursuing my father – perhaps for money, but, I believe, it was somewhere in her mind that she could win him again. At Cologne I think she secured a meeting with him. Certainly it was after that she showed off a paper promising her a pension of four hundred pounds a year. Anne Hill sniffed. ‘Show it to the butcher and the chandler,’ she said.

My mother only laughed; but later there were high words. The pension was to be paid at Antwerp, for the simple reason that Antwerp was out of the way. But the notion of being put out of the way was tinder to my mother’s fiery temper. Anne Hill, ever practical, was shouted down. My mother would go where she liked. And so when we moved on again, it was to The Hague, where there was more fashion and amusement and English company. Also, of course, there was Princess Mary of Orange, my father’s sister. The lonely Princess received  my mother quite graciously, had her to supper and cards. I think she preferred the company even of a scandalous Englishwoman to that of the Dutch, whom she called a set of sour-faced cheesemongers. For my mother, of course, it was a link to my father: I doubt she was any more calculating than that. She was a woman who lived from day to day. And one day brought a new lover, one she never called anything but angel, one she told Anne Hill was the most beautiful man she had ever met.

‘Huh! I dare say his wife thought the same when she married him.’

‘You don’t understand, Anne. You understand nothing. How could you, with your fudgy face?’ My mother was dreamily practising dance steps, while Anne mended Mary’s last petticoat. ‘Love is outside your ken.’

‘Thank the Lord it is, then, when it turns sensible creatures into fools,’ Anne said, her cheeks reddening. ‘Not that you’ve ever had any sense to begin with. And that don’t make him any less married.’

‘In London these things are accepted. In London—’

‘We aren’t in London. And even if we were, they don’t hold with that sort of goings-on there now, from what I hear. It’s all changed. And no bad thing neither, if you ask me.’

‘Come, Jemmy. I’ll show you the steps of the galliard. So – and point your toe, so . . . You make me laugh, Anne. I fancy you would fit in, you know, with that set of gloomy Puritans. They have closed the theatres and taverns, not because they are immoral but because they give people pleasure – and that’s you in a nutshell, is it not, Anne? Oh, yes, that’s you – the pinafored Cromwell—’

‘Don’t tell me what I am.’ Anne was often angry with my mother, but something in her voice made me look at her. Her face was scarlet, and her eyes glistened. ‘The Princess will soon tell you what you are, when it gets round.’

‘Why should it get round? It’s nobody’s business but my own – mine and Tom’s.’

Anne stabbed her needlework, saying nothing.

My mother’s new beau, Tom Howard, was Master of the Horse to Princess Mary. I liked him. He was not coarse like some of the others: he was handsome and soft-spoken, and I fancied I detected something brotherly in the glance of his pale blue eyes. He took me to the stables of The Hague palace, and showed me how to sit a horse; taught me the  first rudiments of fencing; and with my mother we skated when winter froze the lake meadows and trimmed the Gothic pinnacles of the old city with white. And so my narrative catches up with itself – or almost.

My mother was off somewhere with Tom Howard when that strange gentleman came to see me in my cold chamber, and spoke of my father the King; but the carefree happiness of their liaison had soured somewhat by then. Princess Mary had got to hear of it, and was stern. Colonel Tom Howard was a married man. Her unsteady position with the Dutch, a pious people, would not be improved by scandal in her household. She would have nothing more to do with my mother. But when she came home that night, foggy-eyed with wine and loud in her talk, my mother gave Anne her own version.

‘I know what it is. I’ve been thinking of it – it all falls into place. The Princess has a taking for Tom herself. It’s well known she cannot fend for herself as a widow, and looks for a man. Her mother-in-law rides roughshod over her – they scarcely give her a say in the bringing-up of that measly boy of hers. And so she looks about her – of course! I’ve seen the gleam in her eye, for all she acts the prim miss. I’m treading on her toes, and that’s why she treats me so shabbily, and blackens my name, and sees to it that I am shunned by all good company . . . I wonder I didn’t think of it before. How monstrous funny!’ She beckoned me over and covered me with moist kisses. ‘Well, I’m glad my boy is so strong and handsome. He will grow up to be a most splendid and dashing man, and turn all the ladies’ heads, will you not, Jemmy?’

I had no notion of what I would grow up to be. I must have supposed that this wandering life with my mother would simply go on indefinitely. But now I felt a change within me. ‘Your father the King’: the words of the stranger still buzzed in my head. I had a father; he was the King. In the giddy vortex that my poor mother made of life, I had never been able to grasp these simple facts. Now the gentleman had made them real.

Most exciting of all was the realization that my father had sent him to look me up, that my father was watching me from afar, even perhaps making plans for me. It was like shutters opening, light streaming in from new perspectives.

I kept trying to picture again that gaunt, crop-haired, rather forbidding man I had seen at the Louvre. But somehow the image did not tally  with those words ‘your father the King’, and my childish fancy replaced it with one of its own – some regal and potent shape – I believe it was something like a lion. It is a measure also of how unripe and unformed my impressions were at this time that this England of which my father was King appeared to me quite a mythical land. I had been born in exile, of course, and had never been there, and I could only conceive it as something like the fairy countries of the tales Anne Hill would sometimes tell me, full of goblins and curses. I supposed indeed that this England was a land that had been conquered by some terrible monsters called Roundheads, of whom the chief was a fell creature called Cromwell, and that they had cast out the rightful King along with his followers good and true. I am amused to find that there are sensible grown men who would call that an accurate description of our country’s history during the Civil Wars.

Though I had never before kept secrets from my mother, I did not speak of the gentleman’s visit. Something in Anne Hill’s look bid me be silent; but besides that, I felt it belonged to me alone, like a special gift. It was my little sister who gave it away. Kissing her good night, my mother asked what she had been up to today, and Mary innocently said that a man had been here.

‘What man?’ My mother was alert at once.

‘He spoke to Jemmy.’

I did not know what I would say. I could not lie about it. But it was Anne my mother turned to – turned on, rather.

‘What man? Anne Hill, you beast, what have you been about? What man?’

Anne was evasive. ‘Someone from the King’s party, I fancy. I don’t know. He called, and went away again – he hardly stopped a minute.’

There was a storm in my mother’s face, but then she smothered it, and was curiously quiet. She fell to thinking. My mother was not a reflective woman: she lived life upon the pulses, and when she did think it afflicted her like a depression of the spirits. She went drooping to bed, and for the first time I wondered if I had done wrong.

She soon found out what man, however. The very next day, when Anne brought Mary and me back from a walk to the market, we found the gentleman seated in our parlour with my mother. He just nodded at me, with a twinkle in his eye, before Anne hurried me to my chamber.  Soon I heard my mother’s voice raised in anger, but the gentleman’s voice remained smooth and muted, even when he departed – forced out by my mother by the sound of it, with a great crash as she slammed the door after him.

His name, I afterwards discovered, was Daniel O’Neill. In the Civil War he had fought for the Royalist cause under Prince Rupert, and now in the exile he was a confidential agent for my father, entrusted with the most delicate missions. ‘Infallible Subtle’ was his nickname, and justified. In spite of being turned out of doors by my mother in her fury – and that was something that made strong men quail – he managed another interview with her that evening. Anne Hill, whom my mother was refusing to speak to, had been sent out of the house, and though I was meant to be in bed, I could not help but creep to the door and listen.

‘. . . But it’s she who has been tattling these tales. She is full of spite against me – why, I cannot think, for I treat her better than she deserves, and she will never get half so good a place. Truly, sir, I am shocked that you should pay heed to the scabby lies of a common servant.’

‘But I fear, ma’am, this matter of Mr Howard is common knowledge—’

‘Because she has made it so! She will say anything to blacken my reputation! It pleases her to have me in her power. Dear God, it is a crying shame that I should be so. But what am I to do? If I dismiss her, she will only go about spreading more lies. Sir, will you not help me to be free of her? It might be simply done. I have heard that while a person sleeps, you may thrust a bodkin-needle into their ear, and they are snuffed out without a sign, as if they died in their sleep . . .’

I could tell my mother had been drinking. Even so, this was wild talk, and O’Neill said so.

‘And yet you have been a soldier in the wars, have you not? And killed your enemies in battle? Why then so shocked – because it is a woman who speaks?’ My mother was magnificently scornful.

‘It is the kind of talk, madam, that has helped to procure you this unenviable reputation at The Hague. You are very public here, Mrs Barlow. Not only the court of His Majesty’s sister the Princess of Orange, but the presence of many of the exiled party make this city a centre of attention. You may be sure that the agents of Cromwell watch here as elsewhere. And they will seize on anything that may injure His  Majesty’s own reputation, which is most vulnerable just now—’

‘Pooh, Charles is a king: what can kings fear?’ That was very characteristic of my mother. She was a royalist of a grand, ultimate, Cleopatra sort.

I seemed to hear a smile in the voice of O’Neill as he answered: ‘His Majesty is a king, indeed, madam, but he has nothing but the name. I will not disguise how desperate are his straits. One meal a day from a pewter dish is his habitual dining. I have known him not taste meat for ten days together. His clothes are scarce fit to be seen. All his suite are in like case. And yet he must try to maintain his dignity, and preserve his royal claim in the eyes of the powers of Europe. Consider, then—’

‘I don’t have to consider, sir. I am the first woman Charles ever loved, and between us there is a – a sacred bond that can never be dissolved. I am the very last person in the world who would injure his reputation.’

I do believe my poor mother meant this with her whole heart. She spent a lot of time in front of her mirror, but she never did really see herself.

‘As for that wretch Anne—’

‘Let us,’ O’Neill said swiftly, ‘let us pass over that now, madam. I have a sum which I believe will satisfy her present complaining state, and dispose her to be more discreet. And I urge you to be discreet, Mrs Barlow, because it is not simply a matter of your maid’s tales. What I have heard from two midwives of this town I will not repeat. I will only say that they do not hesitate to repeat it – and that the city magistrates have shown some restraint in not having you banished from The Hague altogether. Yet.’

My mother was silent then. My imagination supplied the heaving breast, the gnawing lips. Often she made them bleed without knowing it, and I had had many a kiss that left my face bloody. Though I did not understand what was meant about the midwives, some instinct brought to my mind the couple of times when my mother had been mysteriously ill, and I forbidden to enter her chamber.

‘It is done most humiliatingly, Mrs Barlow – with drums beating, and a cryer proclaiming your infamy,’ O’Neill said, soft but distinct.

‘You would like to see that, I dare say.’

‘If I did, I would not be warning you thus, madam.’

‘From the goodness of your heart.’

‘Oh, come, who ever does anything so? I act for His Majesty’s interests. Which brings us to the matter of the boy . . .’

There was a stir. I hesitated, dreadfully torn, for I wanted to hear about myself, but feared being found listening at the door. But my mother must only have got up and moved restlessly about. When she spoke her voice was cold, though not composed. She never was composed.

‘You spoke secretly to him, sir, that I know. You are trying to turn him against me, aren’t you?’

‘Even if I were, it is plain I would have no success, for he is most loyally devoted to you.’

‘Good. Tell that to Charles, then. That is what you are doing, is it not? Spying for your master?’

‘Yes, I suppose.’ O’Neill sounded almost bored. ‘He is concerned about the boy—’

‘He need not be. You have said it yourself.’

‘I have said he shows a true and loving nature. And if such were all that is needed in life, then . . . The fact is, he cannot read or write, madam, nor reckon figures, and I think he has no more religion than a street urchin. If you love him, you would surely wish to see him properly raised and taught. Mrs Barlow, this is no life for him. The King—’

‘He wants to take Jemmy away from me. Why do you not say it, sir?’

‘What he wants is what is best for Jemmy. Many boys of his age, you know, go away for instruction: the sons of noble houses are sent to be reared elsewhere . . .’

I should have realized that my presence at the door would not ‘scape’ my mother’s keen senses. Suddenly she was there, seizing me and caressing me with ferocious tenderness, dragging me before the surprised eyes of Daniel O’Neill.

‘Let us ask him. You cannot object to that, surely, sir? Let us ask my son.’ She kneeled and fixed me with a look. I could feel her hot breath on my face. ‘What do you say, Jemmy? This man wants to take you away from me, never to see me again. It is because I am a bad mother to you, and make you unhappy. But you do not have to go; it is only if you want to. If you do, it will break my heart and I shall die. But still it is up to you. What do you say, Jemmy? Shall you go?’

Tears stood in her beautiful eyes. I think it is no matter of wonder that I was weeping in a moment, and clutching at her desperately. I sobbed that I did not want to leave her, that she must not die, and other such things, all most heartfelt. But I believe part of me was weeping for something else.

O’Neill said nothing. When at last he got to his feet, I became aware of him, and embarrassed by my tears. I looked askance, through the damp net of my mother’s hair, and found an expression on that subtle gentleman’s face I could not read. It might have been pity, or disgust – perhaps they are never far from one another. Then he raised a hand in farewell, and I think I cried all the more bitterly because I believed it was for ever.




THREE

Soon we moved on again. Though I was not surprised, I found myself asking where we were going, and why. My mother, unused to this, said it was typical of the sulky humour I bore just lately.

Her lover, Tom Howard, was coming with us. It was he who took me aside and said, ‘You have heard of the kingdom of Spain, Jemmy?’

‘Are we going there?’

‘Well, not exactly to Spain. The Spanish Netherlands, which belongs to it. The Spaniards, you know, have got hold of great portions of the world, even across the ocean, where they dig up great piles of gold and silver and treasure, and bring them home. You will tell them by the little forked beards the men wear, and the cloak thrown over one shoulder; and the ladies wear farthingale skirts that stick out like wings.’

What he did not say, but what I soon discovered, was that my father was there too.

Cromwell’s England, a doughty fighter, had fallen to war with Spain, and begun helping itself to those treasures across the ocean. My father and his advisers saw their opportunity: here at last was a potential ally. He went to Brussels and had talks with the Spanish governors there, persuading them that as they had a common enemy they had a common cause. So his fortunes at last seemed to take an upward turn. The Spanish agreed to support him. By the terms of the treaty they gave him money and soldiers, and he was allowed to establish a court at Bruges in the Spanish Netherlands, with the Channel coast near at hand. Here he issued a call to arms, gathering all the Royalist forces about him, with the ultimate aim of landing in England. In return, he would show favour to Spain once he had brought down Cromwell and gained his throne. It  must have seemed that heaven was, if not smiling on him, then lifting its frown at last.

Most importantly, he was solvent, and could oblige those who relied on him for provision – reason enough for my mother to head towards him. That Tom Howard went with us suggests she was not hoping to recapture my father’s affections – but that I don’t know. My mother relied much on her natural magic, and it was not an entirely misplaced faith. Men did lose their reason around her. As for Tom Howard, he pressed for the move. If he had plans of his own, he did not reveal them yet.

It was a short journey into Spanish Flanders, and at first I was disappointed that this tidy flat country looked little different from neighbouring Holland. But I was excited to see Spanish cavalrymen go by, with their vivid sashes and burnished breast-armour, and later a troop of musketeers on the march – proud-looking men, fierce and well drilled. As boys do, I imagined myself on one of those magnificent horses, charging into battle – the leader, of course, with my men cheering me. I did not suppose it could ever happen.

We had a good lodging, which Tom Howard must have secured, at the house of an English merchant in Antwerp. Here we were joined by a man I had seen but seldom, and never much liked. He was Justus Walter, my mother’s brother – my uncle, though I hardly thought of him in such terms, for he was supremely awkward around children, and would look at me and Mary as if we were farmyard animals that had somehow got indoors. He had studied law, and since the end of the Civil Wars had attached himself to the Royalist party in exile, acting as agent for such of them as still had business affairs to conduct. He had not my mother’s good looks or charm, being spare and sharp-featured and unsmiling. When they were together in a room she quite extinguished him. But he was equipped for the world in a way she was not.

He came to Antwerp to bring my mother news of a death in their unloving family. He was still in touch with England, and there Mrs Elizabeth Walter, their mother and the grandmother I had never seen, had died some months since. Her affairs were in some disorder, but it seemed there might be legacies.

‘I shall have that coach and four at last,’ my mother said, dancing me round, ‘and it shall be lined all with red velvet, my darling!’ No more  mourning than that – but they were not a happy family, as I have said, and those were harsh, disjointed times, when people snatched what they could from the ruins. I am afraid I rejoiced too, the more so when my uncle spoke of our going to England to see to the business. That would be the greatest of adventures.

My mother, though, put him off. She had come here seeking my father, and she did not propose going away without seeing him. She began to compose a letter, announcing her intention of visiting his court at Bruges, but before it could be sent, Lord Taaffe arrived at the house. My mother’s coming had already been noticed, and Lord Taaffe brought a message from my father himself.

‘Aye, he is coming here, Lucy,’ Lord Taaffe said, sprawling in the best armchair, and tapping mud from the heel of his riding boot. ‘But quite incognito, you understand. There are many in his council who don’t like you and your doings, I’m afraid, my dear, and would have you kept quite away from His Majesty’s person. I don’t see why, for you have always amused me greatly . . . Ah, is that the little witling there?’ he added, seeing my sister, Mary. ‘Here, sweetheart, I have some silver shillings for you. Mind your ma don’t take ’em, for she’ll spend ’em on liquor.’ Such was the extent of his paternal obligation.

‘Oh, I know what they say about me, and no doubt they have quite poisoned Charles’s mind against me,’ my mother said. ‘No matter. My enemies will be scattered, and they will lick the dust.’ There was quite a vein of religion in my mother, and sometimes she fell on these biblical phrases.

‘Will they now?’ Lord Taaffe smiled his biting smile. ‘Well, I believe you, my dear: you’re capable of anything, I’m sure. Anyhow, that’s how it must be, Lucy – discreet. His Majesty is a guest of the Spaniards, and he must comport himself with dignity. He does have the greatest care for you and the boy, and would see you well provided. However, that’s for him to discuss tomorrow: I’ve said my piece.’ Getting up, he glanced at Tom Howard, who kept quietly in the background, and gave one of his loud hard laughs at nothing. ‘And so you are protecting the lady on her travels, are you, Howard? Very chivalrous. I’m sure His Majesty will commend you.’

‘I am His Majesty’s loyal servant,’ Tom Howard said, in his gentle way, ‘and I ask for nothing.’

‘Indeed? Then you’re the first I’ve ever met. Every man has his price, that’s what they say – don’t they, Jemmy? Why, how you’ve grown. You’ll be as tall as your father, I think. But make sure you grow in there as well, boy,’ – Lord Taaffe ruffled my hair, and rapped upon my skull – ‘grow in there, else you’ll not last in this naughty world.’

I took no heed of this. All I could think of for the rest of the day, and the sleepless night that followed, was that my father was coming: my father the King. It was hard to tell who was the more excited, me or my mother, who took tremendous pains with her dressing and painting. But I had a conviction in my heart, which no guilt could quell, that it was really me he was coming to see.

I watched for him from my window all morning. Our lodging was opposite one of the old guild-houses of the city, a gabled fantasy covered all over with curious carvings, which could not fail to draw my childish eye when I grew tired of the waiting; and so I almost missed him, for he came very discreetly. He was on horseback, attended by only one gentleman, who took care of the mounts when my father stepped nimbly down, and then he had hurried up the steps to the house and was in, almost before I knew it.

Escaping from Anne Hill – with whom my mother had come to an uneasy peace – I ran to the landing.

I found my mother had done the same, and had thrown herself into his arms – at least, her arms were about him, and he was holding her – whether to him or away from him, I could not tell.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘Hello again, Jemmy.’

He was changed from the bleak crop-haired man whom I had seen after the flight from Worcester. He had on a good suit of velvet with a lace collar and embroidered leather gloves, and his hair had grown back into those long glossy black curls now so familiar to the world; and instead of the listless abstraction there had last been on his face, there was that acute penetrating look that I came to know well. It did not transfix you, or question or accuse you. Rather it seemed to reach right into the inner chamber of your being, and behold all that was there, tolerantly and without surprise. I lost my tongue.

‘Do you remember me?’ he said. Being very tall, he kneeled down and extended his hand for me to shake. ‘It has been a good while. I remember more of you, perhaps. I held you as a baby – odsfish, that  does not seem so very long ago, yet look at you now.’

I shook his hand, which was very large and firm. I felt a fool for my silence. But he only smiled and went on: ‘Alas, I wish I could have seen more of your growing. But I have had a strange, hither-and-thither life of it in late years, and it can’t be helped.’

‘Oh, so have we!’ I burst out – I suppose in some childish attempt at fellow feeling. I noticed how my mother was looking at us – bright, breathless, somehow suspicious.

‘Yes,’ my father said. ‘And a pity we couldn’t have all had that life together. But sometimes grown-up people do not agree, Jemmy, and are better living apart.’

He glanced then at my mother. But she, with the same unnaturally bright look, said only, ‘You must be thirsty from your ride, Charles. Will you have some ale? That was always your draught after riding, I remember. When we were first at The Hague—’

‘Thank you, Lucy, that would do very well. And I would like to have some talk with Jemmy here. If you are agreeable, Jemmy?’

She could not stop him, of course, and I am sure part of her wanted it, as I was the most tangible evidence of their union, and so held them together. Yet she could not keep still while he sat me down in our parlour, and genially asked me about my health, and what I had seen of this country, and how I liked it. For my part, I was struck by how much older he looked than the general run of my mother’s men – much older than Tom Howard, who had made himself scarce that day. My father was then only in his twenty-sixth year, but there already seemed a world of experience in those heavy-lidded brown eyes, gaunt cheeks, and wry heavy lips.

‘Well, I am glad to learn you take no physic, Jemmy. As a boy I always refused to take it, because it made me worse. I remember telling my old governor the same, and he left off, and was much better for it.’

‘I had a wart,’ I said, ‘and Anne Hill made a poultice for it out of tansy and crushed snails gathered under a full moon.’

‘Indeed?’ He smiled, though I did not feel myself laughed at. ‘What does the moon have to do with it, I wonder.’

‘It sheds a vapour, of course,’ my mother put in impatiently. ‘But you must catch it right.’

‘Well, it is all very strange. There is a most clever man at Danzig,  Jemmy, called Hevelius, who has built on the top of his house a great tube called a telescope, and through that he can see the moon almost as plain as you can see the spire of the cathedral. I have seen the drawings of it, printed in a great book. There are mountains and valleys there, and huge pits and plains, and jagged outcrops like terrible cliffs.’

‘Oh – why can’t I see that?’

‘Because the moon is so far away. Everything you see depends on where you are looking from.’

‘It sounds monstrous ugly,’ put in my mother restlessly. ‘Pray, Charles, don’t fill his head with such things, for he will only have more nightmares.’

He was alert. ‘You have nightmares, Jemmy?’

‘Sometimes,’ I said reluctantly: I did not want him to think me a milksop. ‘Sir, I should like to see that book about the moon.’

‘I would like you to see it. But, Jemmy, I think you cannot read.’

‘Oh! I have been teaching him his letters just lately, have I not, Jemmy?’ my mother put in quickly, with a significant look at me. ‘We spend each morning with a hornbook, and he gets along very well. But come, Charles, drink your ale, and sit easy. Where is Anne? It’s time for the children’s walk. They must have their exercise every day, you know. I am firm on that.’

‘Aye, aye,’ my father said, with a regretful nod at me, ‘you are right, Lucy: you and I have much to talk of. But I shall see you anon, Jemmy. Here.’

He brought sweet-heart cakes from his pocket. I was ravenous, for there had been no breakfast that day: all our housekeeping had gone on viands for a grand supper in the evening. I fell most bearishly upon the cakes, I dare say. When I looked up, my father was watching me with raised eyebrows.

‘Hm,’ he said, reaching into his other pocket. ‘Fortunately I brought more – for I knew you would wish to share them with your little sister.’

It was a reproof, but gentle, of a kind I was not used to. I felt my shame, though it did not sting.

My mother bustled me out of the room. Her hands were damp with sweat. I went to find Anne, but she declared her intention of staying, ‘In case,’ she said, ‘there’s pothers and ructions.’ I understood. My mother had smelled of wine, and Anne was used to sweeping up broken glass,  mopping spills, and binding cuts at such times. Somehow, though, I felt she would not be needed today.

Most unusually, it was my uncle Justus, at his own suggestion, who took us out for our walk. This felt strange, for he stalked along as aloof and taciturn as ever and, unlike Anne Hill, did not tug at me and keep me from darting off to explore this or that. It was summer, and hot. The old city was full of glare and stink as well as beauty: Flemish maids tittuped across the dung-strewn cobbles, their white-capped faces plain and creamy and wholesome as the milk they carried in yoked pails; here and there a door stood open in the heat to reveal a gaberdined Jew murmuring over the tortoiseshell trays of a jeweller’s stock, or an old woman spinning flax at her chattering wheel. Down by the river seagulls quarrelled over rotten fish-heads, and ragged seamen diced in the doorways of slop-shops. There were many of these, and beggar boys too, thrusting out spidery hands for coins. A treaty had closed the Scheldt to shipping and the port was sadly decayed. My uncle waved them away, hardly seeming to see them, but I could not help noticing, in a dingy alleyway, two such boys who were huddled together and laughing uproariously, as if they had hit upon the most delightful game. I took advantage of my unusual freedom to investigate.

When they saw me, they turned round and actually bared their teeth. What they said I could not understand, but I had seen what their game was. They were hanging a mongrel puppy. They had looped twine around its neck, and tied the other end to an iron stud halfway up the wall. Beneath the poor beast’s feet they had set a heap of stones, which they were pulling away one by one, so that it scrabbled for purchase more frantically each time, whining most piteously.

At once I pushed them aside, and tried to free the pup. The twine was tightly knotted around the stud, so I had perforce to untie the noose around its neck, which cost me some sharp bites, the poor creature scarcely knowing its deliverer from its tormentors. But I got it free at last, and it went skittering away. All the time the boys were raining blows on me with fists and bare heels. When I turned, and saw their faces all vexed at being disappointed of their torture, I believe I gave a sort of roar, and fell upon them wildly, gnashing and flailing. I have, I know, a hasty and inflammable temper – legacy, I fear, of my mother – but that was the first time it betrayed me into violence. The fight is an alarming  blank in my memory, hidden behind a red mist of fury. I know one of the boys slipped away, but the other was quite pinned beneath me when I was roused by my uncle’s voice, crying out in shocked admonition, and his hands gripping my shoulders and trying to pull me off. Little as I was, it still took him some effort to prise me away. When he did, I saw that the boy’s nose and mouth were bloody, and there were livid bruises around his throat. He was weeping, and went whimpering away with a hand to his ribs, while I stood looking after him in a sort of trance.

‘What do you mean by it?’ My uncle looked down with distaste at Mary, who was howling and clinging to his leg. ‘See here – you have made your sister cry.’

I tried to comfort Mary, who was slow to be placated, while Uncle Justus looked as uncomfortable as if he had been given the charge of a pair of goblins. At last he urged us away.

‘It is an unsavoury quarter hereabouts. I should have taken more care . . . Tsk, Jemmy, here’s your cuff torn! What will your mother say?’

I could have told him that my mother did not notice such things. Instead I said: ‘They were brutes. They were hanging a little dog and laughing and . . .’ the red mist had still not cleared, ‘I could have killed them!’

‘Plainly so,’ said my uncle fastidiously. ‘’Tis all very well, Jemmy, but you must consider, you know—’

‘Consider what?’ My knuckles were beginning to sting.

‘Well . . . that you are the son of a king.’

‘If I am the son of a king, then why . . . ?’ I burst out uncontrollably, then could not go on. But what I must have meant was, why the patched shoes, the boozy men chucking my chin, the trunks hastily packed and hurried downstairs at night, the emptiness and futility . . . ? Perhaps also I raged and burned because in those ragged urchins, neglected and untaught and with no path open to them but vice, I saw something not far removed from myself.

And Uncle Justus, no fool, must have understood.

‘You know, boy, your father is not the usual run of king, as it were,’ he said. ‘He has come upon desperate hard times, and all those with him. Such times have never been known before. It is a new world, and a very perplexing one.’

‘Will he never get his kingdom?’ I asked – quite seriously, as of one  adult to another; and my uncle answered me in the same way.

‘It has often seemed so. I have had some talk with the men of his council, and there has been great despair these past years, more even than they care to give out. Cromwell’s rule has grown stronger, and so has the fear that he will take the crown and be king himself. Most of the powers of Europe are content to live with him, and there is small chance of any effective rising in England. But now at last, perhaps, with the Spaniards aiding your father – well, who knows? There may yet be another new world.’ My uncle stopped and looked at me narrowly, almost as if seeing me for the first time. ‘He is certainly taking a great interest in you, at any rate, now that he has a chance. I wonder . . .’

He sniffed, and shook his head, and did not say what he wondered. But he was thoughtful all the way home.

We children were to sup with my mother and father, and Anne Hill filled a tub and gave us both a scrubbing before the event. She clucked over my torn cuff and the blood on my hands, and only thinned her lips when I told her the blood was not my own. She had not been needed here, it seemed: there had been no quarrelling or crashing. It made her, in her dour country way, more suspicious.

As for me, I felt awkward about facing both my mother and father – not because of the fight, but the outburst afterwards. Somehow I had all the pangs of a traitor as I sat at the supper table, but a boy’s appetite quelled them. There was pickled sturgeon and anchovies, lamprey pie, rabbits in onions, chicken and mutton – such fare as we seldom had. When my father gave me a glass of canary wine, I felt I was feasting with the gods. I did not mind when he asked me if I knew my Catechism, and when I did not, began patiently to teach it to me. Learning was new enough to me to be a pleasure. My only concern was that my mother would not like this, for it took a lot of time, and I feared her jealousy of his attention.

Yet my mother had a quiet glow about her, I saw with surprise. She had on a new necklace of many brilliant pearls, but it was not that. She was, for once, at ease. No great thing perhaps, but it seemed so to me; and whatever my father’s faults – some have been exaggerated, and there are some the world does not know of – he always had this gift of creating ease wherever he was. It is not a negligible gift, and was in some ways a curse, for I believe that to him ease and harmony were like drink  to other men: he felt sickly without them, and had to have them, sometimes at any price.

I know that I soon felt so easy at that supper table, that I spoke of my encounter with the beggar boys. My mother did not reproach me: she gloried in my spirit. But my father looked so long and pensively at me that I asked him if I had done wrong.

‘Oh . . .’ He stirred, and drank wine. ‘Who is to say what is wrong and right in this world, Jemmy?’

I did not understand. ‘But if you do something bad, you must be punished.’

‘Ah, but who is to do the punishing? Someone who believes himself to be entirely in the right. Yet everyone differs about who is in the right.’

‘When they cut off my grandfather’s head,’ I said, the wine loosening my tongue, ‘that was wrong, wasn’t it?’

‘Jemmy!’ my mother cried.

But my father only smiled. ‘Mr Walter,’ he said to my uncle, ‘there is a lawyer here in the making, I think. He will catch me in my own net. I only mean, Jemmy, that it is a hard task setting the world to rights.’

Which was precisely, of course, what my father was expected to do. In my innocence, I supposed that courage was enough for that.

‘When I was with the Scots, trying to win my throne,’ my father said, ‘Cromwell brought up an army to their borders, to fight them. There was a great battle at a place called Dunbar. Now the Scots are a very strict people, and believe you must be thoroughly good in all ways. They pray all day, and fast, and even wear sackcloth and ashes when they feel they have not been good. Before the battle, they examined their soldiers, and the ones they thought were not good – meaning wicked and sinful – they got rid of, and replaced them with proper religious men, the sons of church ministers and so on. And they lost the battle. Those men were very good – but for that purpose, very bad.’ A hard, remembering look came over his face as he spoke of the Scots, and for a moment he seemed to forget I was there. Then he brightened. ‘Still, don’t trouble your head over that, Jemmy. Just make sure, if you ever pitch in like that again, that they have no hidden knives about them.’

‘Oh, I don’t think they could have. They hadn’t even any pockets.’

This amused my father greatly. I viewed his laughter with wondering  delight. It was my first experience of a simple truth about him. He loved to be amused, and to amuse him was to earn his love. We think of amusement as a trivial thing, and it is on those grounds that many have judged him harshly. But I believe for him it was the counterweight to universal despair. I think his mind, like the eyes of a blind man, saw blackness.

‘Everyone has a hidden knife, Jemmy,’ he said casually. ‘Mr Walter, will you take some more of this wine?’

After supper my uncle withdrew, and Anne came to take us away to bed, but I begged to be allowed to stay up a while, and though I saw my mother’s eyes flash, it was granted at my father’s urging. Anne sat Mary and me down to a game of cards at the table, while my mother and father took seats at the window, open to the pleasant breeze of evening, and talked.

What measure of accord they had come to that day I could not tell, but though the talk was of serious matters, there was no heat in it. We had a very simple card game, so that Mary could join in, and I was able to give most of my attention to their words.

‘O’Neill,’ my father was saying, ‘is a trusted agent, that is all. I cannot do everything myself, and so I rely on him for such reports.’

‘And those reports have gone all about your council, no doubt, and fuelled their hate for me.’

‘Who hates you?’

‘Sir Edward Hyde, for one. He has always been against me.’

‘That may be so. But Hyde is against a lot of things that I do. He reproaches me for dancing, for riding, for doing anything but attend to business. I dare say he is right. I am a lazy dissipated fellow, and he cannot help but berate me for it. He is, God help him, a truly loyal servant of the crown. He wore himself out as my father’s adviser, trying to save him from himself, and will surely do the same with me. But he is a prig, you know: he does not like any women.’

‘Even that woman you have at Bruges? Aye, you see, Charles, I am not the only one whose affairs are talked of.’

‘Yes, her also. What would you have me say, Lucy? Do you expect me to be the saint you are not? No, no. We are too much alike in that.’

‘In that, perhaps. Yet we differ greatly. Do you not see how unhappy I am without you?’

‘Are you?’ There was a pause, as if he digested this. ‘What about Tom Howard?’

My mother made an impatient movement. ‘It is a separate thing. Life – life is full of separate things.’

‘Lucy. You know, you are the only one I don’t understand. Everyone wants something from me. It is usually quite clear-cut and for their own betterment. Hyde wants to be my chief minister, and to run the kingdom neatly with lots of ribbon and sealing wax. My mother wants me to marry a French heiress of her choice, and keep me under her thumb. My brother James, I think, wants me to fall off a cliff so that he may have a chance at wearing this damned invisible crown. People want peerages and honours and favours . . . but what do you want, Lucy?’

‘I want you.’

There was a silence. Anne Hill, scowling, tapped my nose and made me attend to the cards.

‘Then,’ my father said at last, ‘you want the one thing I cannot give. I must – keep something, Lucy. Do you see? It’s the only way I can live. I cannot help it.’

‘Do you suppose I can help the way I am? Your spies tell you I have gone to the bad. But why do you think that is? It’s because I lack you, Charles. Without you, this is all I can be.’

My mother’s voice was not raised, but it throbbed deeply as if her very lifeblood had given tongue. But my father’s was flat as he said: ‘No. If it is so, then . . . I am sorry. But I cannot be decisive for another mortal in that way. It’s a responsibility I won’t take.’

‘Are you afraid?’ my mother said, and I found an echo of that in my own mind, though it was quickly gone.

‘I speak of the real. We are all alone for ever, each and every one of us. We do best not to pretend otherwise.’

‘Your father would grieve to hear you talk so.’

‘You didn’t know him,’ my father said, a little snappishly. He drew a deep breath. ‘I have the last letters he wrote to me from his prison. The ink is black yet, the paper still crisp. He will be dust long before them. A hard thought. And here’s a harder one: if I think of him up in heaven, he seems no more remote to me than he did in life. His parting advice to me, by the by, was that it is better to be Charles the Good than Charles the Great. Impossible to be both, of course, in this world. But I don’t  want to be either. Do you know who I want to be? Charles the Long-lived.’

‘Why, that’s a poor glory to aim at.’

‘Perhaps. But it’s the one and only permanence there is.’

My mother did not answer that. Instead she came over to us and, stroking my hair, said to him, ‘Charles, I think you and I should have a hand of cards together, as we used to do.’

‘Let the children finish their game first.’

‘Oh, they have played long enough. And it’s time they slept,’ my mother said, and I found the cards snatched from my hand. Anne surrendered hers with a dark look.

‘Very well, but if you mean high stakes, I had better tell you I have only a few pistoles left in my purse. And you don’t mean to game that necklace away already, I hope? It is meant as portable income, my dear.’

‘No, no.’ My mother urged me out of my chair. ‘Let us sit down to a game for love, Charles, as we used to.’

And that, I must think, is what they did that night, in some sort. For my father stayed. I slept as sound as a church, and did not know it till the morning, when I ran into my mother’s chamber, and found my father there in shirtsleeves with a bowl of water, shaving himself.

‘Good morrow, Jemmy. How do you find yourself this morning?’ he said easily. ‘See how I am reduced. Will you believe that once upon a time I had half a dozen pages kneeling about me for every little thing I did? At dinner a food-taster, and next to him a cup-bearer, and next to him a napkin-bearer to dab my mouth every time I took a sip of wine. The curious thing is, I get along very well without them.’

He had a very strong beard, as befitted his dark southern complexion, and the bowl was full of black flecks.

‘Sir,’ I said with childish directness, ‘are you going to stay with us?’

‘I wish it could be so, Jemmy, for I have only just begun getting to know you. Alas, I must go. That does not mean, of course, that we shall not see any more of each other, my son. You understand, don’t you?’

I understood – better, perhaps, than anyone guessed. My mother knew no persuasions but love, and so he had employed them; and I was the object. How I grasped this knowledge I do not know, unless it be that I had spent my life among people who manoeuvred and manipulated in this way, and breathed an air of bad faith. Yet his motive was to get hold  of me, and certainly there was a tremulous rejoicing in amongst the terrible confusion of feelings that racked me, as I stood before my father that morning, rumpled and blinking from sleep, with my future in the balance.

And so there was no surprise for me in what followed. In a way I had already seen it. My mother came up, very brisk and bright. She had been out early marketing, which was a thing she never did, and when she gaily asked me what I would like for my breakfast, I hardly knew how to answer, because that too was unheard of. My father knew it, of course. He missed nothing. But he said, smiling, that we would all sit down to breakfast together; he only craved a word first.

He was still in shirtsleeves, and I remember, as he spoke, that I sat down on the bed, and took up his doublet that was lying there, and toyed with the ribbon points that went round the waist. I counted them: twenty-one. I had practised my counting to twenty diligently since Mr O’Neill had taught me. I believe it was as I sat on the bed that morning, listening to my mother and father talking for the last time, that I realized twenty-one must be what came next.

‘It is time to think of Jemmy’s future, Lucy.’

‘Yes.’ My mother was temperate, at first. ‘Yes, that is one of the things we must think of.’

‘I have in mind a good household, where he can be set to a good tutor, and brought up as – as befits my son.’

‘Ah. And what of me?’

‘Well, you may depend upon me for a good maintenance. I know it has been unreliable in the past, but now my affairs are somewhat more settled—’

‘Why, you bastard. Oh, you double-dyed whoreson bastard.’ I had heard my mother use such language often enough, and I don’t know why I flinched just then. She had brought a posy of flowers from the market, and I flinched again as she hurtled them at the wall. One fluttered, broken, on to the coverlet of the bed. ‘So this is what it was all about. This is what it comes to – all those pretty things you said last night, Charles—’

‘I said no pretty things, Lucy. You must be mistaking me for one of the others.’

‘Pah! You stand in judgement on me,’ she exclaimed in fury, ‘you of all  people – when even your counsellors despair of you for a whoremaster—’

‘Precisely why I don’t stand in judgement. Neither of us, Lucy, has any right to get upon the high ropes. So let us leave off talking morals at each other, in God’s name, for it’s all a sham. The matter is, what’s best for the boy. Come, you are no fool, nor blind: you know that’s what brought me here.’

But even I could see that such an appeal missed my mother entirely. She thought with her heart. She has been called wanton and light-minded, but I fear her real trouble was that she was the most romantic creature that ever existed. The airy castles of hope she had been a-building were absurd, no doubt, yet I cannot but pity the destruction of them.

‘I know you want to take him from me,’ she said. ‘It is a great spite in you, and I cannot think what I have done to deserve it. You loved me once, Charles, you loved me—’

‘I don’t deny it,’ he said dully.

‘Good, excellent. Perhaps then you can say why you have decided to hate me.’

‘I don’t hate you, Lucy. But maybe you would prefer it if I did, eh? For at least then the play is still on, and we can stay in costume and strike attitudes, instead of facing the plain light of day. But if you can’t be reasonable for your own sake, then be reasonable for the boy’s – your little girl too, though I have no say in her fate. Let me have the custody of him, and you may do as you please.’

‘Never,’ my mother said. ‘You shall never have him.’

I counted the ribbons again, while the words seared my ears. Twenty, twenty-one.

‘Why?’ My father seemed to search for some other expression, but could only repeat that pure, rational question. ‘Why, Lucy?’

My mother could have answered, of course, that she loved me too much to part with me. Things might have been different, perhaps, if she had: I might have been different; and our country’s history also.

But she said, spitting the words out: ‘Why? Because you want him, Charles. That’s why.’

‘Him, and not you. At long last you are truthful.’

I grasped the flower, and began to pull off the petals. Well, it was  already broken. My father’s shadow fell across me as he picked up his doublet and put it on.

‘Jemmy, don’t weep,’ he said. I didn’t realize I was, but he put a hand gently to my face, and his fingers came away wet.

‘Don’t touch him.’ My mother pulled him bodily away; he nearly overbalanced. I looked up at the two of them wrangling, and expected that it was time for the broken glass and the blood.

But my father had no taste for that. He lifted away my mother’s hands, rather as one might lift away a couple of clinging kittens. He quickly finished his dressing, and went downstairs, with my mother screaming after him. After a while I followed – I don’t know why, for I had seen and heard enough.

Outside the house my father’s gentleman was there with the horses, and my father was mounting up. A little crowd had gathered, for my mother was yelling things about him, gutter things that made them stare and laugh. It was because of this crowd that I was able to slip through and get near him, unseen by my mother. He had just gathered the reins when he saw me, down by his horse’s flank. His frown lifted a little.

‘Jemmy. God bless you, my boy.’ He reached down and extended his gloved hand, and I took it; and then I felt his grip tighten. He did not pull me, he did not speak, but his eyes bored into mine, and I knew what he was saying. It would be the work of a moment: up on to the back of his mount, and he would ride off at speed, and so it would be done.

And, of course, I did not. I could only shake my head, and slowly withdraw my hand. He sat up, and nodded, gathering the reins again, and it seemed he wore a faint look of shame at having put me to the choice. But it cannot have been as great as the shame that filled me, knowing that I had wanted to go.

So, burning with that shame, I went to my mother after he had ridden away, and hugged and embraced her till I could not breathe, seeking expiation; and felt it was only what I deserved when she thrust me away and went weeping alone into the house.




FOUR

Shortly afterwards, we crossed the sea in a leaky fishing boat out of Ostend, and I came for the first time to England. This was the most significant of my travels, and not only in its dangers – though they were greater than I knew.

My mother country – so it was, but an unwelcoming mother I found it at first, having been prodigiously sick on the crossing, and then at Gravesend finding we must take to the water again, almost as soon as I had stamped my trembling legs on the dockside. Two wherries were engaged at once, to carry us upriver to London. My mother was impatient to complete the journey, and had not suffered in the least, being naturally sturdy. Mary, Anne Hill, my uncle Justus, and Tom Howard were all as sick as me. But such was my mother’s mood since we left Antwerp that no one chose to challenge her. It was not merely bad temper, though there was plenty of that. There was a heightened and feverish aspect to her, which broke out sometimes, for example, in tremendous exulting over what she would do with her mother’s legacy, and the figure she would cut in the world, and so on. She was, I think, very unhappy, though it would have taken a brave spirit to suggest it to her; and for my part, I found only a new coldness towards me, which coupled with a brooding dissatisfaction in my own heart, disinclined me to much affection. A sad alteration, for I believe I had as loving a disposition, even intemperately so, as any child ever born. But I kept thinking of my father, as she well knew, and in that there could only be poison.

So, an ill-assorted party, we came to the capital, and struggled ashore at a set of steep and slimy stairs above London Bridge; and it was from then, I think, that the spell of the city feel upon me, and excitement  drove out my sickness. On the Continent I had seen places handsomer and more well-proportioned; never had I seen a place that made my heart beat so fast, and filled me with something akin to a promise, as if here at last life would unfold a shining secret that hitherto had been but dim shadowings. The river was one vast swarm of craft, so that I fancied a nimble man, leaping, could cross its whole span from bank to bank dry-shod. The crowd of buildings, roof upon roof, spire upon spire, was so great that I made myself dizzy turning about to look at them in astonishment, and in that astonishment it seemed only natural to me that there were quaint narrow houses standing all along London Bridge itself – as if in the press for room they had been elbowed out, and had had to take their station where they could. And then the people – so infinitely various in their aspect and business, and somehow more vivid, noisier, and even more frightening than I was used to. We went by hackney coach to the Strand, where my uncle Justus had bespoke lodgings, and though my mother was for having the leather blind pulled down, I had my way, and hung my head out all the way, pointing out the sights to Mary. Of course, I was as little informed as she, and could do no more than cry ‘Look’ at the ranks of painted and carved signboards, which, hanging often from upper storeys crazily leaning over the roadway, seemed likely at any moment to take off our coachman’s head; at the herds of pigs and geese being driven through the streets, under the very windowsills of grand houses, and in peril of the iron-shod wheels of carts and drays jostling on all sides; at the little ancient churchyard, like a shored-up mound of mould, that protruded hideously over the street and appeared ready to spill its crumbling dead at the feet of passers-by; at the languid lady in a mask, carried in a red-lined sedan chair with a Negro page trotting along behind. The noise was prodigious, and so was the smoke and smuts and stink. But it was magnificently alive, and I understood now why this England, the fabled land of which the exiles were always talking, was so important.

And yet I did not understand why they spoke of it as they did – as a place fallen under a monstrous tyranny since the execution of my grandfather, Charles I, and the driving out of his heir. There were no ogres in sight, nor people slinking about as if in fear of them. Dress was chiefly dark and sober, but, having lived in Holland, where the tall-crowned hats and plain bands were common, I found nothing  remarkable in that – and though I saw a couple of mounted troopers, they had to make their way in those crammed streets like everyone else. When we came to the coach-stand by Somerset House, in the Strand, my mother cried out in fury: ‘Oh, the great maypole is gone! Those devils have cut it down!’ But I had no notion of what a maypole was, and as for the obliteration of the playhouses, bear gardens, bordellos and low taverns that was the distinctive policy of Cromwell’s rule, that was not immediately visible. But I fear that to a child such as I was, nothing that went on in those places would have appeared noteworthy in any case.

‘Lucy, my dear,’ my uncle said, ‘remember, tongue betwixt teeth, if you please. When we are behind closed doors, then you may speak your mind.’

My mother was silent at once. I was surprised, for normally nothing was more likely to make her fire up. But the truth was, for all her bravado she came to England in some fear. The Government of Cromwell was still vigilant about Royalists returning from exile. That did not mean they could not come. Many, as the years passed and the royal cause came to seem lost, decided to make their peace with the new masters, and return home. The Duke of Buckingham, one of my father’s oldest and closest friends, did just that about this time, and even married the daughter of one of Parliament’s greatest generals. What Cromwell’s agents were chiefly on the watch for were any who came to foment Royalist rebellion. But, of course, they were interested also in those who were intimately connected with my father, the King in exile, their shadowy enemy lurking over the sea. There, they were very interested indeed.

In that regard, my mother ran a great risk in coming to England. And when I say she was fearful, I give perhaps a wrong idea of her personal courage, which was always absolute. No, what she feared was endangering my father, by anything she might do or say if taken. And this was in spite of their last unhappy parting. I have been unsparing of my mother in this narrative, because I am trying to set down the truth. That is part of the truth too: that not for a moment did she think of selling or trading her knowledge of him.

She may have been fearful of what she might say under torture, of course – such were the notions of Protectorate England that went  around the exiles. Already on the crossing she had warned me to say nothing of who I was, or who she was, if put to the question. When we climbed down from the hackney outside our lodgings, she put up her hood and bustled me inside, as if everyone going about their business in the street was a spy.

As for me, I found this exciting, simply because it reminded me of what I had heard of my father’s flight after Worcester – the creeping about in disguise, the secret knock, the dread suspense. I was a boy, after all. And it was as a boy that I very soon found our adventure turning to disappointment. Our lodgings, above a barber’s shop in the Strand, were comfortable enough. We lived well, for my uncle was quick to raise credit on the strength of my grandmother’s legacies, while the will was being proved. I ate heartily, and was measured for a new suit of clothes by a tailor who was quietly ushered upstairs one afternoon, and whom I was strictly enjoined not to speak to beyond civility. But of London I saw no more than the view from the window. My uncle went out often, about the legal business, and Tom Howard made the occasional foray, but my mother would not stir, and neither could I nor Mary. Even Anne Hill complained at not being able to slip out for a cup of ale. My mother said she could not trust that busy tongue of hers. Meanwhile I chafed at what I felt as no better than imprisonment. The noise of the great city – compounded of bells, street sellers’ cries, wheels and hoofs, boots and pattens a-clatter, a thousand voices tuned to a thousand fascinating tones – seemed to call out in mockery to me, as I lounged at the lattice. I fear that, like a tethered dog, I grew destructive. One evening I tore up the Publick Intelligencer, the official news-sheet, which my mother had been anxiously scanning in case her coming was rumoured in it. Being unable to read, I found no better use than making pellets of it. My mother boxed my ears, and I went to my bed and wept and sulked. Tom Howard, who was often kind, came and tried to soothe me, but I would not lift my face from the pillow. I remember him, after a moment’s pause, ruffling my hair with a most gentle action, and then hearing him sigh, and his footsteps going away; and then, the knock at the street-door below.

It was no great thunderous knock that set the house shaking; there were no cries to open up in the name of the Protector. And yet somehow it sent a shiver through me, and I knew. I scrambled up from  the bed, and looked around me for, I suppose, something to strike out with. Before I knew it, the soldiers were there, standing in the doorway.

At sight of their buff coats, helmets and swords, I was paralysed. I remember being conscious of having been crying, and hoping they would not see the tears and think they were on their account, but that was the limit of my courage. Then my mother stepped forward, with a third soldier at her elbow. She was talking angrily. She had given it out that she was the widow, and we the children, of a Dutch sea captain, and this she kept loudly reiterating, turning her flushed face to each of the soldiers in turn, and demanding to know what they meant by molesting us in this way. She was not a good actress, but plainly they had their orders anyway, and they paid no heed to her. One of them, bending close and looking at my face with interest, bid me take up my hat and come with them. My eyes sought my mother’s.

‘Aye, do it, Jacky,’ she said, ‘there’s no help for it, for now. It’s all a monstrous mistake, and will be resolved soon enough . . . What do you do there, sir? How dare you?’

One of the soldiers was rummaging in her room, and searching the bureau there. But true enough, there was no help for it, and soon they marched us downstairs. My mother carried Mary, who was a picture of terror. I followed with my uncle Justus, who, though pale, was composed. Then came Tom Howard, who was not, for I saw the hair sticking to his forehead with sweat. Knowing him for a swordsman, I fear I despised him a little that he did not draw his blade and have at our captors, though there were another two soldiers posted at the door, and it was such odds as no man could have prevailed against. Last came Anne Hill. Outside my mother said to her in a clenched voice, ‘Well, wretch? And what have you to say for yourself?’ But Anne Hill was whispering prayers and puffing and blowing, and I think my mother did not truly suspect her of betrayal. Indeed, as we were led down to the landingplace on the river below Somerset House, I heard her catch her breath, and murmur: ‘The tailor. He looked a fanatic. Damn . . . ’

The soldiers at once commandeered two boats, and we were sculled downstream, my mother sitting very proud and complaining bitterly to the waterman of her ill-usage. Once she demanded to know precisely where we were going, and though the soldiers only stared impassively at the river, I saw the waterman give me a look of odd, fearful compassion. 

On our first coming to London by water, I had glimpsed the Tower, and had longed mightily to see more of that fabled place. We do well not to have our wishes granted. As our boats made the best of their way through the shipping below the Bridge, the grey-white turrets of the Tower melted into view. They seemed insubstantial at first, in the dusky gloaming, above the sharp etching of masts and rigging, but as we hove towards Tower Wharf, they took on massive form, and what had seemed misty space became tremendous masonry.

An iron gate was opened at an inlet of the waterside, and we passed in through dripping darkness ill-lit by torches, amongst a dank cold smell that brought to mind moss and blind frogs and worse things. Then we were ascending a set of stone stairs, and following a lofty passage, with the clank of the soldiers’ trappings echoing all around us.

By now I think I had made up my mind that we were going to be killed. I was determined to be brave. When one of the soldiers unlocked a stout door, and ushered my mother and Mary and myself inside, I found myself closing my eyes and taking deep breaths. Opening them, I expected to see a dungeon, chains, spikes, a block . . . Instead I found we were in a room, decently furnished though very old and quaint, with low beams and a great warped oak table and even a bed with dusty hangings. There was a single small window, too high to see out of, but a candle was burning and the soldier handed my mother another before closing the door and turning the key.

We sat huddled together on the bed. I was bewildered. Did they mean to leave us here to starve, perhaps? When I suggested it, my mother bid me hush, as she was thinking. But my question was answered when a soldier came with a tray of bread and pickled meat and a pitcher of small beer. For once, though, I had no appetite. I wondered what had happened to Anne Hill, to my uncle and Tom Howard. I wondered how dark it would be in here when the candles were gone.

My mother was pacing up and down now, gnawing her lips. At last she stopped and seized my shoulders.

‘Say nothing of your true father, Jemmy,’ she told me. ‘Pretend you know nothing of him. Your father was a sea captain, and he died years ago, and that’s all.’

I nodded very solemnly: I understood. But I asked what the sea captain’s name was, as I thought I might need to know. My mother  frowned at me – it may be that she had not even thought of a name – and then turned at the sound of the lock again.

‘Ma’am, I hope you are comfortable enough. I ordered no fire lit, the nights being so warm. I pray you, be seated.’

It was a gentleman, though his dress was soldierly, and his face was bluff and weathered beneath a fringe of grizzled hair. He took a chair, and sat with his elbows propped on his knees, studying us quite dispassionately.

‘Who are you, sir?’ my mother said, very high.

‘Colonel Sir John Barkstead, ma’am, and Lieutenant of the Tower.’

‘Very well, sir, then you are the very man. I want to know by what right I am confined here—’

‘And you, ma’am, are, I think, Mrs Barlow,’ he went on, as if she had never spoken, ‘lately come to the Protectorate of England from Flanders, where there are a great many disaffected and malignant persons of Charles Stuart’s party. And these are your children, of course.’ Colonel Barkstead’s eyes lingered on me. ‘You have a pretty boy, Mrs Barlow.’

‘I cannot conceive why you address me so. My name, sir—’ my mother licked her lips – ‘is Van Gelden. That is my married name, my husband being deceased. A Dutchman – he died at sea. These children are his remnant. I do not know how you can have come to make such a mistake, but it is a very ill one, and you may be sure I shall protest it to the highest authority—’

‘The highest authority ordered your arrest, ma’am, so we may as well have done with that,’ Colonel Barkstead said. ‘Mrs Barlow, you need not fear. I ask only that you be frank. Now, how long have you been in England?’

‘Three weeks. I came over from Flushing, where my late husband lived, to return to my home country. I thought only to live quietly, and bring up my babes on such means as my husband left me. You may imagine, then, how shocking it is to be taken up in this way. Your soldiers frightened my little girl half to death—’

‘I am sorry for that, ma’am, but she looks well enough – and really it was a foolish action in you to come to London and expect to evade our attention. The treacherous attempts of Charles Stuart and his followers to overturn the security of our Commonwealth has meant we must  constantly maintain the greatest vigilance.’

‘Spies,’ my mother said dismissively.

Colonel Barkstead shrugged, then drew out a handkerchief and sneezed loudly. ‘Charles Stuart employs them upon his side, ma’am, as you surely know. Come, Mrs Barlow, we have searched your possessions, and your intimacy with that man is not in doubt. Among other things, there is a document bearing his signature, relating to a pension or some such.’

My mother, who had been striding about, came and sat down by me, taking my hand in hers.

‘You speak of past matters, sir,’ she said. ‘I knew the—I knew Charles Stuart, when I was living on the Continent, certainly. But I have not seen him in years. It is not a crime, surely, to have clapped eyes on him?’

‘No one is speaking of crimes, ma’am. But it is well known that you did a good deal more than clap eyes on him.’ Again his eyes dwelled on me. ‘The boy is the living image of his portraits. And it is common knowledge on the Continent that you have proclaimed him to be Charles Stuart’s son. It has been your boast, I think.’

‘That boy is dead,’ my mother said quickly, squeezing my hand so hard that the blood ceased to flow to my fingers. ‘I tell you, you speak of past matters. The boy you speak of died in infancy, and so it was all put behind me, and I married Captain Van . . .’ I almost cried out at the pain in my hand as my mother hesitated. ‘Van Gelden. This is his son. Now you see, sir, where you are going wrong, and I think you can have nothing more to ask me—’

‘What was your purpose in coming to England?’

‘Purpose? Why, to live privately in quiet with my children. Is that a crime in your horrid republic?’

I had now begun to tremble violently – not because of any special menace about the colonel’s aspect, but rather perhaps the reverse. He was so very much at ease here, in the midst of all this vastness of echoing stone, and we were so very much prisoners. I could not forbear thinking that these were the men who had cut off my grandfather’s head, and pursued my father to an inch of his life. I had never felt any consciousness of royalty in my own person – it was not likely I should, with my upbringing – but now I seemed to feel it like a glowing brand on my brow. And I was afraid.

Colonel Barkstead looked at me again, and a shadow of pity passed across his harsh face.

‘You do not deny, then, ma’am,’ he said, stirring, ‘that you have been the kept woman of Charles Stuart?’

‘I have never been kept,’ my mother said spiritedly. ‘You do me dishonour, and him, and our whole relation, to speak in that way.’

‘The enmity of Charles Stuart to our state, the tyranny of his father, and the disorders that his line would bring back to our country,’ the colonel rapped out, ‘make it impossible to talk of honour in that way, ma’am.’ He got up. ‘We will talk more on the morrow.’

My mother threw a wild glance at the door, as if she thought of making a dash for it. ‘You cannot mean to keep me here. Sir, you cannot do it—’

‘We cannot do otherwise, Mrs Barlow; that you know.’ The door boomed behind him.

He spoke truly, though I could not appreciate it then – could appreciate nothing, indeed, but my fear, and the fear of disheartening my mother by showing it to her. For we represented a great prize, even if one they did not quite know what to do with. First, of course, there was information about my father to be got, and to that end Colonel Barkstead questioned my mother again the next day, having her brought alone to his private office for the purpose. The questioning was thorough, but she was not ill-used. Though there have been barbarities aplenty in that place, detention and confinement were the worst we knew. The information cannot have been of much account: nothing, I am sure, that Cromwell’s spies on the Continent had not already reported long ago. They were most efficient in that regard, whereas the Royalists, I fear, were the veriest bunglers. So much so that even my poor mother could be suspected of being one of their spies, though no person more unsuited to the task ever lived, and I am sure Colonel Barkstead very soon realized that whatever she had come to England for, it was not that.

There remained, of course, the use to which we could be put by our captors. That was what they must have been thinking about, while our imprisonment continued. Though my mother still raged, our treatment grew milder. After the first couple of days, Anne Hill was allowed to rejoin us – she had been examined too, of course – and we took our  meals together, and were given access to a little paved walk at the foot of the tower, and allowed to go under escort to the chapel if we wished. We were allowed to see my uncle Justus and Tom Howard too – though there it was a parting visit, because they had been set at liberty. My uncle had a pass from the Council of State to travel freely, as in his supple way he had never actually undertaken any activities against the Cromwellian government. But in his examination he had echoed my mother’s story, and going out he promised her to do all he could to secure her release. As for Tom Howard, it seemed he owed his liberty to his position in Princess Mary of Orange’s Household, for the Government of England had no desire to get at cross with Holland just then. So he said; and he took his leave of my mother and of me with tears in his soft grey eyes, and swore we would soon all be together again.

As for me, I remained in a state of fearful suspense, which curiously had much to do with something Anne Hill told me when she rejoined us: that there were lions in the Tower. I was most horribly taken with this idea, and could not drive it from my mind. Of course, the Tower menagerie, then as now the favourite spectacle of every gaping visitor to London, was not housed near us, and the cages were quite secure. But at night I fancied I could hear the beasts roaring hungrily, and I think I pictured them as roaming free like house cats. And when on the fourth or fifth day I was taken aside by a soldier when returning with Anne and Mary from the paved walk, and ushered alone down a long dismal passage, I do believe it was in my mind that they were going to feed me to the lions. But though I shivered, I did not scream aloud. Such is the oddity of childhood, in which we can create the most horrific imaginings, and bear them.

I was taken into a long dark-panelled room – so long it was like a gallery, or another corridor. Near at hand was a table covered with papers. Colonel Barkstead sat there, with at his right hand a young man who looked like a secretary of some sort. Beyond, the long room ended in a broad leaded window, through which the summer sun was streaming, and another man was seated apart there. His back was to the light, and I could not distinguish his features. There were, at any rate, no lions. Colonel Barkstead got up and, civilly placing a high-backed chair for me, bid me climb up on it.

‘Now, my boy, don’t be afraid: I would only have a little talk with you,  and then you shall go back to your mother. They call you Jemmy, I think?’

‘Jacky,’ I answered faintly, for that was the name I was to use. But the colonel only smiled a little, then drew out a handkerchief and sneezed.

‘Forgive me, Jemmy. A most wretched tisick, it will not be shaken off . . . Jemmy, you know who your father is, do you not?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘You have been often with him? Lately, perhaps?’

‘He came to see me,’ I said. Not ‘he came to see us’, for somehow, at that moment, I came to a resolution that I would speak only the truth. Perhaps I felt I was more likely to endanger my father if I tried to lie. Also, there was a certain defiance in me now. These were only men, after all – not lions.

‘What manner of things does he talk to you of, Jemmy?’

After a moment’s thought, I said: ‘The moon. I remember he told me about the moon, and how you can see it close through a great tube.’

‘Indeed. And where—’

Colonel Barkstead was arrested by a great sneeze, which made his eyes water. He looked so uncomfortable that I found myself saying: ‘Do you take physic for your cold, sir?’

‘I have been taking physic, my boy, yes,’ he said wiping his eyes, ‘but od rot it, I conceive it has made me worse.’

‘That’s what my father says. He says it is best not to take it.’

‘Well, he may be in the right of it . . .’ The colonel exchanged a rueful sort of glance with the secretary. The man by the window remained quite still: it was as if he were entirely disregarded. ‘Jemmy, how do you address your father?’

‘As my father,’ I said, not understanding.

‘But you do not generally live with him, do you?’

‘No. But he is always going about and has much to do.’

‘Why, do you suppose?’

‘Because he is the King.’

‘Is he? The King of where?’

‘Of England.’

‘But this is England. And he is not wanted here, you know. We do not have a king.’ The colonel spoke in a tone of kindly explanation. ‘People are wrong to call him a king, and he is wrong to call himself a king. See  this, Jemmy.’ He took from the secretary a document, and held it before me, his stubby finger pointing to the signature. ‘You see what it says there?’

‘I cannot read it,’ I said, still resolute upon the truth, but with a newly burning shame at the admission.

‘It says “Charles R”. That means Charles Rex, or King, and it is a great fraud in him to sign himself thus. See, it is quite plain.’

‘I cannot read.’

The colonel and the secretary looked at each other in surprise, and I saw the man at the window raise his head. All at once I felt – I know not what, an angry humiliation, a passionate desire to assert what these gentlemen were coolly taking to pieces. I burst out: ‘I have not learned my letters, but I shall – my father has said so. And he is the King, because his father was; and if I have no learning, it is because we have had to live in such a poor way, going from place to place, and never settled – and that is all because of that Cromwell, who is a great monster and rebel, and he will go to the block some day too.’

Such my innocence. But I was full of hot sincerity as I trotted out these commonplace laments of the exiles, which I had heard from the cradle; and I was satisfied to see the colonel and the secretary taken aback. The secretary raised his eyebrows, and cast a glance back at the window, but the figure there seemed to shake his head slightly, and they turned their attention back to me.
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