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For Katy, thankfully


October 13th, 1660. To my Lord’s in the morning, where I met with Captain Cuttance, but my Lord not being up I went out to Charing Cross, to see Major-General Harrison hanged, drawn, and quartered, which was done there, he looking as cheerful as any man could do in that condition.

Thus it was my chance to see the King beheaded at White Hall, and to see the first blood shed in revenge for the blood of the King at Charing Cross. From thence to my Lord’s, and took Captain Cuttance and Mr. Sheply to the Sun Tavern, and did give them some oysters.

—Samuel Pepys, diary entry
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– CHAPTER 1 –

London, February 1664

Balthasar de St. Michel was contemplating his excellent good fortune at having such an influential brother-in-law as Samuel Pepys when he looked up and saw the head of Oliver Cromwell, mummifying on a pike. Revolting, he thought.

It had been there for—what—three years now? When the late king’s son, Charles II, was restored to the throne, he ordered the moldering corpses of his father’s executioners dug up, hanged, and decapitated. “Symbolic revenge.” Ten of the fifty-nine men who signed the King’s death warrant were rather less fortunate than Cromwell. They got hanged and butchered while alive.

Balthasar shuddered and moved briskly along to his destination, the Navy Office in Seething Lane, a busy warren near the Tower of London.

“Brother Sam!” he said with a heartiness suggesting it was a social call.

Samuel Pepys, Clerk of the Acts of the Royal Navy, looked up from his desk. His face did not convey delight. He knew from experience that this was not a social call.

“Brother Balty. I fear you find me much occupied.”

“I was passing by. Thought to stick my head in. Say hello.”

“Good of you,” Pepys said heavily.

“What’s the commotion?” Balty said, looking out the window at the bustle in the courtyard below.

“Meetings. So as you see, I am somewhat—”

“Say, how long are they going to leave Cromwell’s head on that pike?”

Pepys sighed. “I wouldn’t know. For as long as it pleases his majesty, I expect.”

“Frightful thing.”

“Yes, I imagine that’s rather the point.”

“Weren’t you present when they”—Balty made a chopping motion—“lopped off the king’s head?”

“Yes. I was sixteen. Played truant from school. And was well whipped for it. Now if you’ll—”

“Didn’t you also see the execution of the first of the regicides? What’s his name . . . Harrison?”

“Yes. Well, good of you to—”

“Must have been ghastly. Hanging, disemboweling, cutting off the privy parts. Then—”

“Yes, Balty. It was horrid. So much so that I endeavor not to dwell upon it.”

“People will suspect you’ve a penchant for gruesome entertainments.” He pronounced the word in the French way, himself being half French. Balty and his sister, Pepys’s wife, had the tendency to lapse into their father’s native tongue.

“My penchant, Balty, is to be witness at great events. I do not attend only executions. I remind you that I was aboard the ship that brought his majesty back to England from Holland four years ago.”

Pepys did not mention—to Balty or anyone, for that matter—the diary he’d been keeping since 1660. He wrote it in a shorthand decipherable only to himself, so that he could tell it all.

“Well, good to see you,” Pepys said. “Do give Esther my love.”

Esther was Balty’s wife of two years, and the latest addition to the growing number of mouths it fell to Pepys to feed. His rise within the Navy Office had barely kept pace with the proliferation of impoverished relatives.

Balty’s father, Alexandre, had been a prosperous if minor member of the French aristocracy, Gentleman Ordinary to the great King Henri IV. He was in charge of the King’s Guard on that dreadful spring day in 1610 when his majesty was driven in an open carriage through the Tuileries. The guards lagged behind, preening for the ladies in the crowd. The fanatical Catholic François Ravaillac saw his opening and lunged, sinking his sword into the King. The King died quickly. Ravaillac’s death was a more prolonged affair.

According to St. Michel family lore, never entirely reliable, Alexandre redeemed himself some years later when he plucked Henri’s drowning son, King Louis XIII, from a pond after his horse threw him during an excited hare hunt. Thus he could claim the unique distinction of having got one king killed and another saved. A series of disastrous decisions had reduced him to his present station here in London, taking out patents for various inventions. One supposedly fixed leaky chimneys. It did not. Another was a device that rendered pond water fit for horses to drink. The horses died.

The proverbial apple did fall far from the tree. At twenty-four, Balthasar could claim no achievements, nor was there any indication of ones to come. The word “feckless” might have been coined to describe Balty. But his older sister Elizabeth, Pepys’s wife, adored him and doted on him. For her, Balty could do no wrong. Pepys fumed that he could do no right. Pepys loved his wife, though fidelity was not chief among his qualities. And so it fell to Sam, again and again, to provide money and employment for his pointless, impecunious brother-in-law.

“As to Esther,” Balty responded in a merry, conspiratorial tone, “we have news. We are with child.”

This stung. Pepys and his wife had been trying for ten years to produce a child. Sam was more and more convinced that the hellish operation he endured to cut out his kidney stone had rendered him incapable. Elizabeth meanwhile was plagued by feminine cysts. God himself seemed against them.

“Well, Balty,” Pepys said, forcing a wistful smile, “that is news. I am glad. Heartily glad. Bess will be very pleased to hear of it.”

“That is, we might be with child.” Balty threw up his hands to show his frustration at the impenetrable mysteries of conception. “I suppose we’ll know at some point.”

Pepys frowned. “Yes, I expect so. Now you really must excuse me. I’ve a great deal to do.”

A clatter of hooves and carriage wheels came from the courtyard. Balty peered down. “A personage of significance arrives. Very lush carriage.”

“Lord Downing.”

Balty considered. “Downing . . .”

“Sir George Downing.”

Balty made a disapproving face. “What, the one who lured his former comrades into a trap and got them butchered? Bloody Judas.”

Pepys said sternly, “Have a care with your tongue, Balty. And for my position here.”

“But surely you can’t approve of such a man as that? It was monstrous, what he did. Perfidy of the lowest—”

“Yes, Balty. We all know what he did. For which service the King created him baronet. Those he lured were among the men who’d condemned the King’s own father. Try to bear that in mind, amidst your deprecations.”

“I find him despicable. Honteux.”

Pepys agreed with his brother-in-law. Privately. He confined his own indignation about Downing—“perfidious rogue,” “ungrateful villain”—to his diary.

“Downing is Envoy at The Hague. And the King’s spymaster. He’s a powerful man, Balty. I’d urge you to keep that in mind before you go emptying your spleen in public houses. His lordship’s not someone you want for an enemy.”

“I shouldn’t want him for a friend.” Balty sniffed. “Not after what he did to his.”

“Well, what a pity,” Pepys said with a touch of pique. “I was about to suggest the three of us take tea together. Now really, Balty, I must say good day to you.”

Balty took a few steps toward the door.

“Brother Sam?”

“Yes, Balty?”

“Might you have something for me? A position?”

“A position? Well, yes. I could arrange a position for you today. Aboard one of our ships.”

“Sam. You know I’m no good on ships. They make me ill. Even when they’re not moving.”

“This is the Navy Office, Balty. Ships are what we are about.”

“Couldn’t I be your aide-de-camp? Or subaltern, or whatever they’re called in the Navy. Here. On land.”

“Balty, I say this with the deepest affection—you have no qualifications. None. You have not one scintilla of qualification for Navy work.” Or any other kind, he thought.

Pepys regarded the specimen of aimlessness who stood before him. He knew what scene would greet him at home tonight—his wife berating him, either with icy silence or volcanic eruption. Elizabeth, being half French, was capable of both modes. It wasn’t fair. Again and again, Pepys had done what he could for Balty, usually in the form of “loans.”

“There might be something in Deptford, at the dockyards. Let me make some inquiries.”

“Oh, bravo. Thank you.” Balty added, “Nothing too menial.”

Pepys stared.

“I’m told I’ve got rather a good head on my shoulders,” Balty said. “No sense wasting it putting me to work hefting sacks of gunpowder and dry biscuit all day. Eh?”

Pepys inwardly groaned, but his desire to be rid of Balty was greater than his temptation to box his ears. “I’ll make inquiries.” Pepys rubbed his forehead in exasperation.

“Valerian,” Balty said.

“What?”

“Valerian. The herb. They call it the Phew Plant. On account of the stink.” Balty pinched his nose. “But there’s nothing better for headache. Or the colic.”

“Thank you. But I have my hare’s foot for that.”

“Cures flatulence, too.”

Pepys sighed and pointed to the door. “Go, Balty.”

“Shall I stop in tomorrow?”

“Go.”
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– CHAPTER 2 –

Downing

Pepys waited outside the Lord High Admiral’s chamber. It was a closed meeting, just the Duke and Downing, no attendants.

It was no secret that Downing had been pressing hard for another war with the Dutch. Pepys had confided to his diary: The King is not able to set out five ships at this present without great difficulty, we neither having money, credit, nor stores. He wanted desperately to focus the Duke’s attention on this lamentable but inescapable reality. His brother, the King, was bleeding the Exchequer white with the extravagances of his merry court.

The door opened. Downing emerged: forty-one, corpulent, suspicious eyes that seemed to look at you sideways, cruel smile, blue-tinted periwig.

“Ah, the evitable Mr. Pep-iss.”

Pepys fell in beside him as they walked to Downing’s carriage. They’d known each other for fifteen years. Downing had been chief judge at Pepys’s school examination, awarding him a scholarship to Cambridge. Downing found it witty to mispronounce Pepys’s surname, instead of the correct “Peeps.”

“I trust my lord’s meeting with my Lord High Admiral was satisfactory?”

“Very. I am as ever impressed with his grace’s grasp of affairs, naval and otherwise.”

“And are we to have another war with Holland?”

“What, Sam—no badinage today? You know how I enjoy our chin-wags.”

They reached Sir George’s carriage. Downing gestured for Pepys to climb in. The carriage started on its way to Downing’s house in Whitehall, abutting St. James’s Park.

His lordship was in a frisky mood, which always accentuated his air of malevolence. There was no softness to Downing. Some ascribed this to his being New England born and bred. He was notoriously mean with his money, of which he possessed a great deal. He maintained his aged mother in wretched poverty.

“War,” Downing said idly. “Did the Duke and I talk of war? Let me see. There may have been some mention of war. We talked about so many things.”

“If I may, my lord—the Navy is simply not equipped. It would be calamitous to embark on—”

“Yes, Sam. All in good time. In omnibus negotiis prius quam aggrediare, adhibenda est preparatio diligens.”

Pepys couldn’t be flummoxed by extracts from Cicero.

“ ‘In all matters before beginning,’ ” he translated, “ ‘a diligent preparation must be made.’ From the De Officiis, I believe.”

“A lump of sugar for my clever boy. Was I not perspicacious to promote your career? My eye for talent is peerless.”

He liked a bit of groveling, Downing. Pepys was content to acquiesce if it would get him heard on the catastrophic consequences of starting a war with Holland.

“I should be shearing sheep, were it not for my lord’s generous patronage.”

Downing stared at his protégé, trying to decide if he was being flippant.

“You overstate. No, you’d be in your father’s tailor shop. But as it happens, the Duke and I spent most of our time on another subject. New England.”

New England was of no great interest to Pepys, except as a potential source of timber for the Navy’s warships.

“The Duke informs me his brother the King is much vexed by his colonies there. Since his restoration, they have been conducting themselves very sourly. But then”—Downing smirked—“the Puritan saints have always been sour.”

Downing’s family had emigrated there from Ireland. Downing was in the first class of the Harvard College in Boston. His first cousin, John Winthrop, was Governor of the Connecticut Colony.

“Massachusetts has been minting its own coinage,” Downing said.

“Is that not contrary to law?”

“Very contrary. They also chafe at his majesty’s recent missive constraining their persecution of the Quakers.”

“We persecute Quakers here.” Pepys shrugged. He disapproved of it, privately. “Just yesterday I saw twenty of them being marched off to jail, clapped in chains.” He stopped himself from adding, Poor lambs. “Why does his majesty not approve persecuting them in New England?”

“The New Englanders’ zeal was somewhat extreme. When Endecott hanged the Dyer wench in Boston four years ago it apparently left a bitter residue. Three other Quaker women caused a fuss and got sentenced to be tied to the cart and whipped naked through ten towns. Ten! A bit harsh, arguably. Left a trail of bloody snow for miles. Finally, the local magistrate at the next town said enough and cut them loose. Queer lot, Quakers. But if his majesty tells his colonial governors to stop killing them, then stop killing them they must. And get on with it. At a practical level, if we want the Quakers here to emigrate, we ought to make New England more hospitable to them. Or at least less lethal.”

“Quite.”

“The Puritans despise them almost as much as they do papists. They are convinced his majesty and his brother the Duke are secretly Roman. That his real purpose in protecting the Quakers is to give him cover to protect Catholics. Under the guise of ‘general toleration.’ ”

Pepys trod carefully in these matters. His wife was Huguenot, but she often remarked—in front of others, for which Pepys boxed her ears—that she intended to die in the Catholic faith.

“The New Haven Colony is the worst,” Downing went on. “They left Massachusetts because it wasn’t strict enough for them. Can you imagine? Not strict enough! I spent years in Massachusetts, and let me tell you, it was plenty strict.”

“So I’ve heard.” New England sounded very grim to Pepys.

“It was New Haven protected two of the regicide judges, Whalley and Goffe. We tried to get them in ’61. But they hid them. Gave the hunters a jolly runaround. It was most brazen. His majesty has not forgotten it. I’ve half a mind to have another go at finding them and bringing them to justice.”

“If it’s been three years, surely the trail’s gone cold by now?”

“Oh,” Downing said, “I shouldn’t expect to catch them. My purpose would be otherwise.”

“How so?”

“To annoy them. Let them know his majesty still remembers their lack of fealty.”

Pepys smiled. “Seems rather gentle. Surely better to tax them than vex them.”

“Oh, no. I think it would unsettle them no end to remind them of his majesty’s authority. Nothing vexes a Puritan more than superior authority. It’s why they left England in the first place. And now, the monarch has returned. It’s put them in a terrible funk. Their hopes for heaven on earth died with Cromwell.” Downing seemed quite taken with his idea. “In the name of his majesty, open up! We seek the regicides Whalley and Goffe! I can see their long faces. It would be quite . . . sporting.”

“I expect his majesty would find it so.”

“The King is droll. I think it might amuse him.”

Pepys suddenly found himself saying, “If you decide to proceed, I’ve just the man for you.”

“Ah?”

Pepys had to keep from laughing. “Well, if the idea is to annoy them, I can’t think of a better person. The one I have in mind has a genuine talent for annoyance. Genius, even.”

The carriage had reached Charing Cross. Ten of the regicides had met their fate here in October 1660 after the return of the King. The stench of their burnt bowels finally became so noisome that the locals appealed to the Crown to move future executions elsewhere.

“This fellow of yours,” Downing said. “Send him to me.”
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– CHAPTER 3 –

Our Own Brave Balty

Pepys’s initial exhilaration at the prospect of getting Balty dispatched to New England was short-lived. Downing was a man of remorseless cunning. He would see in a minute that Balty was a popinjay incapable of striking fear in a butterfly. Why had he even suggested such a thing? Then he thought: no harm in seeing how far it might go.

He didn’t tell Balty the real reason Downing wanted to see him. Balty would only tell Esther and Elizabeth, which would cause family mayhem. He told him Downing was considering him for some gamekeeping job on one of his estates.

“He’s very tight with money,” Pepys said, “so he’s death on poachers.”

“Oh,” Balty said, “I should love to shoot poachers.”

“Just say as little as possible. No prattling. Understood?”

“Entendu, mon vieux.”

“And no French. He hates the French.”

“Why?”

“He hates everyone. Dutch, French, Spanish. Just stand there, nod, and for God’s sake, try not to talk. And if it turns out to be something other than gamekeeping, well, it could only be to the good. Just nod and don’t talk and when it’s over, bow and say what an honor it’s been. And leave. Clear?”

“Yes.” Balty nodded. “You are good to have fixed this up, Brother Sam.”

“Well, you’re family, aren’t you?”

To Pepys’s astonishment, Downing was quite taken with Balty, even charmed. Pepys deciphered this as Downing thinking it would gall the New Haveners even more to be bossed about by a nincompoop.

When Downing revealed what he had in mind, Balty’s mouth went agape. He looked at his brother-in-law. Pepys feigned surprise and nodded brightly as if to say, Well done, Balty! Your ship has come in at last, old cock!

Downing wrote out Balty’s commission on the spot, signed and sealed it. He then wrote a letter that he didn’t show to Balty, and sealed it, instructing Balty to give it to Downing’s agent in Boston, one Plantagenet Spong. He would act as Balty’s aide-de-camp and bodyguard. Pepys knew the name must be a pseudonym. He’d done a lot of ciphering for Downing, rendering his messages in code. No one in the spy business used real names.

Pepys took the stunned Balty to the Legg tavern in King Street and in a celebratory mood ordered Rhenish wine and lobsters.

“Sir George certainly went lighter on you than he did on me at my school examination. Grilled me remorselessly on Catullus.”

Balty was subdued. “I . . . It is a bit overwhelming, Brother Sam. New England.”

“Overwhelming marvelous, I should say. It’s not every day one receives a Crown commission. I confess I’m a bit jealous.”

“Did you know? Beforehand?”

“Well, yes. Of course.”

“You might have told me. Instead of making up that jibber-jabber about gamekeeping.”

“Brother Balty. You must understand—this is the King’s business. It’s highly confidential.”

“Yes, but I’d rather be a gamekeeper. Or work at your dockyard.”

“Oh, come. Testing hemp at the Ropeyard? Tallying barrels of pitch? Instead of a commission to hunt for killers of his late majesty?” Pepys sighed heavily. “I fear, dear Balty, you do not comprehend what a great honor this is.”

“I don’t say it’s not. It’s jolly lovely. But New England? I shall have to take a ship.”

“That is the customary way of going. But if you can find a land route to New England, that would certainly be an achievement to eclipse finding regicides.”

“But what if I don’t find them?”

“Oh, I shouldn’t worry. I suspect Lord Downing’s real purpose in sending you is to remind the recalcitrant Puritan ‘saints’ of New Haven that a new King sits on the throne. I’m sure he’s well aware that Whalley and Goffe are long gone. Probably dead of the rheumatic fever from years of hiding in dank basements. I venture to suppose that your true task is merely to stick to these New Haveners. Let them know all is not forgiven. Remind them of the King’s continuing displeasure.” Pepys grinned. “Make a nuisance of yourself. Shouldn’t be—” He stopped himself. “Puff out your chest, bang on their doors, wave your commission in their faces. Demand to inspect the premises. That sort of thing. Sounds rather a lark. Almost wish I were going with you.”

“What if they slam their doors in my face?”

“God help them if they do. Obstructing a Crown commissioner in the course of his duty? Treason! Punishable by death. That paper Downing gave you entitles you to be the biggest pain in the arse in all New England.”

Balty brightened. “Oh. Well, I suppose. Yes.”

“I envy you. I should love to make sour-faced Puritans dance to my tempo. I’ve long yearned to see the New World. I hear it is full of marvels. Who knows? You might fall in love with a beautiful Indian princess and decide to stay.”

“But I love Esther.”

“Yes, of course. But you might fall in love with New England. You could send for Esther to join you there.”

“I . . .”

“They say a man can be anything he wants to be there. I must say, it sounds perfect heaven. Virgin land. Forests teeming with game. Rivers. Lakes. Skies.” Pepys leaned closer and purred. “With all respect to Esther, I am reliably informed that the native women are not only beautiful but complaisant. They hurl themselves at Englishmen. Oh, dear. Now I truly do wish I were going with you.”

“But there are savages. One hears appalling stories.”

“No, no, no,” Pepys said emphatically. “All that’s in the past. There was a bit of unpleasantness at the outset, but the savages have been entirely domesticated. Apparently they make very good servants. I wonder—do they put them in livery? Hm. We English have the gift of civilizing our conquered peoples. Unlike the Dutch. Hollanders are constantly at odds with their savages. Always having to put down rebellions. We give ours a nice bit of land of their own and everyone’s content. We keep the peace among the various tribes so they’re not at each other’s throats over beaver hides and oyster shells and wampum and whatnot. You’ll meet one or two, I imagine. I saw a painting of one. Superb-looking chap. Feathers everywhere. Marvelous cheekbones. Some say they’re descended from the Trojans.”

“How did they get to New England from Troy?”

“Slowly, I should think. But they are talented about boats. Some other scholars say they’re the rump bit of the Lost Tribe of Israel. Take notes, Balty! I shall want to hear every detail. In the event you do decide to return.”

“So it is safe?”

“Oh, far safer than London. And no plague. You’ll have Downing’s man, Spong, looking after you. I’ve met some of Downing’s men. And they’re not ones to tangle with. You’ll be in the best of hands.”

Balty considered. “I don’t know how Esther’s going to take the news. Or Elizabeth.”

Pepys said gravely, “Balty, you must understand, this is a highly—highly—secret undertaking.”

“I can’t not tell Esther and Elizabeth.”

Pepys shook his head. “It is imperative that you not tell Esther. Or my wife. It could put your mission at risk. Even your life.”

“My life?” Balty squeaked.

“Dear, sweet Balty. His majesty has enemies in London. Do you think Esther and Elizabeth would be able to keep your secret? They would be so . . . proud of you, they’d be shouting it from the rooftops. Our own brave Balty, off to New England to hunt for traitors! Absolutely, no. Under no circumstances must they know the true nature of your business. For your own safety. Once you’re in Boston, you’ll be under this Spong’s protection.”

“But—what am I to tell them?”

“Yes. We shall need a legend for you. We shall tell them . . . we shall tell them that I managed to secure a place for you on a . . . survey. Um. Yes. Just the thing.”

“Survey? Of what?”

“Forests. You will be scouting for timber. For the Navy’s warships. Certainly we shall be needing no end of timber if we’re to have another go at the Cheesers. New England white pine is far superior to what we get from Norway and Sweden. Taller. You can make an entire mast from a single tree. Norwegian wood requires two. And doesn’t last as long.”

“I don’t know much about timber.”

“Dear Balty, let us speak frankly. You don’t know much about anything. Which is why at age twenty-four you are sans career. But no longer. Now you are employed. Gloriously employed!”

Pepys raised his glass. “A toast. His Majesty, Charles the Second. Long live the King.”

Balty raised his glass solemnly. “Vive le roi.”

“And to Balthasar de St. Michel, judge hunter. Let New England tremble at his approach!”

Balty blushed. “Rather like the sound of that.”

They clinked glasses.

Pepys was all aglow. “Another round of lobsters? And another bottle of this damnably expensive wine? I think the Navy Office owes us a celebratory dinner. What say?”

“I say, Encore!”
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– CHAPTER 4 –

March 2nd. I cannot but think that Providence itself hath smiled on this strange undertaking, else how could it ever have come about, against all expectations? My heart full to bursting.

Despite joy at being rid of him, find myself afflicted with strange tender feelings for Bro Balty, which hitherto I have never entertained, as a consequence of his incessant neediness and importunings.

I pray he will not make a pig’s breakfast of matters and reflect ill upon me. Yet I can foresee no reason why he should not be up to the task of making Puritans yank out their hair, since he has made me yank out mine on so many occasions.

Tomorrow shall inform my wife. Doubtless there will be a scene. In anticipation thereof, today purchased a pretty pearl necklace at a cost of £4 10s.

And so to bed.
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– CHAPTER 5 –

Baltee ’ates Boats

“New England? New England?”

Elizabeth Pepys’s round face flushed pink with outrage. Her ringlets jerked and bounced in rhythm with her outbursts. During scenes like this—not uncommon in the Pepys ménage—her French blood dominated the English. “But Baltee cannot support ’imself in old England. No. Non. It is completement absurde. I forbid!”

She’d been going on now for hours.

“Nonsense,” Pepys said. “It’ll be good for him. Don’t you want him to make something of himself? Other than a beggar?”

“You are a ’orrible person, Samuel Pepys.”

“Well, there’s gratitude, I must say. Have I not been the sole support of your brother all these years? To say nothing of other members of your helpless family? And for this Christian charity I am called ’orrible. I ought to box your ears.”

Elizabeth had seized one of his lutes, a particular favorite for which he paid the sum of ten pounds. She held it by the neck, brandishing it as if it were a club.

“Woman,” Pepys commanded, “put that down. This instant. Or you’ll be hearing church bells for a week!”

She collapsed onto a chair, sobbing. Pepys went to his wife, knelt, and held her and kissed her hand. “My love. What a silly girl you are.”

“ ’E will never return,” she whimpered.

Pepys averted his face so she would not see what unalloyed joy this prospect brought him.

“Tush. Really, what a to-do my sweet darling makes. Why, you make it sound as though he’s going off to war.” Pepys thought, Hm. “There’s talk of war with Holland, you know. If you would really prefer, I could get him a billet tomorrow on one of our warships. Perhaps that would be best. Nothing turns a boy into a man like a good, raging sea battle. Cannonballs smashing through the hull, rigging crashing down on the deck, bits of wood and iron flying through the air like knives. Smoke everywhere. Fires raging. Grappling hooks, the cries of the dying . . .”

Pepys seized a poker from the fireplace and began slashing at imagined boarders. “The cut and thrust with cutlass and pistol and axe.” Pepys paused in his bellicose miming and said pensively, “Perhaps in the end that would be better for Balty. To be blooded in battle, rather than tromping about forests, marking trees to cut down.”

“No!” Elizabeth said, weeping anew.

“All right. If you say. You might be a bit happy for him. It’s a job, darling. How long has it been since your brother had one? The reign of Charlemagne?”

“Esther is not ’appy about this.”

“Perhaps. But neither, as it happens,” Pepys said with a trace of acerbity, “is she pregnant. She bloody well ought to be thankful.”

Elizabeth wiped her tears with her sleeve.

“Where is New England?”

“Oh, not far. Just, you know, other side of the water.”

“Baltee ’ates boats. Always he is vomiting.”

“Darling, in the Navy, we call them ships. And my job is to help the Navy build them. Which is how I rose to be Clerk of the Acts. Which is how we can afford such a fine home, and servants, and your petticoats, and your baubles and all the rest. As for Baltee’s mal de mer, until I assume the powers of Neptune and am able to calm the waters with a wave of my triton, there’s not bloody well much I can do about that. Maybe a sea voyage will cure him of seasickness. And of his other chronic affliction.”

“What affliction?”

“Poverty.”

Before she could remonstrate, Pepys leaned forward over her lap and kissed her between her breasts, inhaling sweet perfume. “Now, come, my strumpet. Put on that lovely pearl necklace I bought you and see how it hangs on this delectable neck. It was very expensive, you know. What an extravagant husband you have!”
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– CHAPTER 6 –

March 4th. My wife at first exceeding stroppy on news of her brother’s coming timber quest in Newe England. Threatened me with my lute. Eventually pacified. Exprest pleasure at gift of pearl necklace.

For dinner a dish of marrowbones, neat’s tongue, a plate of anchovies, and a tart. Also a cheese.

Played “Gaze Not on Swans” for her on my lute, passingly well.

Afterward merry in bed.

And so to sleep.
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– CHAPTER 7 –

The Devil’s Own Work

Balthasar de St. Michel looked out upon Boston harbor from the deck of the ship Nymph with a joy greater than he had ever known, having spent the previous ten weeks with his head in a bucket while being violently hurled from one bulkhead to another amidst incessant gales. He had lost so much weight that his clothes hung from him like an insufficiently stuffed scarecrow. His pallor resembled a corpse too long awaiting burial.

During the first of the Atlantic gales, Balty had crawled from below on all fours to the quarterdeck and demanded that the captain turn his ship back to England. Being somewhat occupied trying to keep his ship afloat, the captain ignored him. Balty clung to the mast so as not to be swept overboard and repeated his demand, insisting that as Crown commissioner, he outranked the captain. The captain paid no attention to his ululations. Balty contemplated letting go of the mast and allowing the waves to sweep him into the deep and end his misery. Finally he crawled back to his berth, where he spent the next weeks regretting that he had not chosen to end his life.

He stood at the head of the gangway, holding on to both stanchions for support as he gathered strength to disembark.

“Rest assured,” he croaked to the captain, “his majesty shall hear of your contumacy. To say nothing of your atrocious seamanship.”

“And a good day to you, sir.”

Balty wobbled down the gangplank onto the New World. He would have dropped to his knees and kissed the ground beneath his feet, except that it was a mire of muck.

He stood, dizzy and weaving, and beheld Boston Town.

Elated as he was to be standing on terra firma, Balty was not impressed by what he saw. Boston seemed somewhat shabby. But it did not heave and pitch beneath his feet.

His nostrils twitched from a sour smell. A building by one of the wharves was smoking. A line of men were passing buckets, one to the next, throwing water onto it. Balty wandered toward the commotion.

It appeared that the battle was lost. The fire had consumed all but a few beams. A cluster of official-looking men stood nearby, observing the scene with grim faces and much stroking of chins. Armed constables appeared to be standing guard over the charred remains. Odd.

Balty went over to the clump of officials.

“What burned down?”

“Our mint,” a man said crossly.

“Oh, dear. Bad luck.”

The man scowled at Balty. He said, as if speaking from a church pulpit, “Bad luck? Be not deceived, sir. This was the devil’s own work.”

His tone was not inviting of theological debate.

“Could you direct me to the Blue Bell Tavern? I’m told it is somewhere in the vicinity of Oliver’s Wharf.”

This seemed to inflame the man further. “You seek drink, sir, on the Sabbath day?”

“Sabbath? Ah. I wasn’t aware. You see, I’ve just landed here in Boston. I crossed on that godforsaken ship there.” Balty pointed at the Nymph. “I do not recommend it, in case you are contemplating a passage. The captain is quite incompetent.”

“We tolerate no blasphemy here. Mind your tongue, lest you want it bored through with a red-hot poker.”

“Um, yes, well, I’ll leave you to your mint. What’s left of it.”

Balty walked away, trying to think what blasphemy he’d uttered that had set the fellow to threatening him with boring a hole in his tongue with a red-hot poker. What an appalling town.

For the first time since leaving England, he felt a growl of hunger in his belly. He got directions to the Blue Bell Tavern from a more obliging local and made his way to his rendezvous with Downing’s man, Spong.

The tavern keeper was an enormously fat man with a rubicund face between two bushy white side whiskers.

He greeted Balty, taking in his forlorn appearance.

“Good day to you, friend. Are you . . . well?”

“A bit tucked up. Just arrived. From London. Hellish voyage.”

The tavern keeper walked to the fireplace and pulled a poker from the embers. Its tip glowed red. Balty wondered: Had he blasphemed again? What was wrong with these people?

“Now see here,” Balty said. “I meant no offense.”

“Sit you down.”

The man filled a tankard from a jug and plunged the tip of the poker into it, causing a great bubble and hiss. He handed the tankard to Balty.

“This’ll set you right.”

Balty drank. It tasted like hot, sweetened beer, excellently spiced. His tormented insides glowed with delicious warmth.

“Oh,” he said. “Oh, I say. This is good.”

“Flip, it’s called.”

The man went off and returned with a plate of cold roast fowl, pickled onions, cheese, jam, and boiled potatoes. Balty ate with relish. It was the finest meal he’d ever had.

“I seek a Mr. Spong. A Mr. Plantagenet Spong.”

“Ain’t seen him lately. He comes and goes. Like the tide. In, out.”

“I have business with him. Of some significance.”

“What about?”

“Confidential. Crown business.”

Some drinkers sitting nearby stared.

“Crown business?” the tavern keeper said. “Well, well. I’ll give him a message if I see him. And you would be Mister . . . ?”

“St. Michel. Balthasar de St. Michel.”

The drinkers tittered.

“You are amused?”

“Where’d ye get a name like that?”

“From my father. Where did you get yours?”

“What were ’is name? Beelzebub de Saint Michelle?”

The tavern filled with snorts and guffaws, hands thumping on tables.

“As it happens, his name is Alexandre.”

“Alex-andre? Alex-andre the Great. King of—what were it?—Greece or thereabouts?”

“Since you ask, he was in service to the late Kings Henri Quatre and Louis Treize. Of France.”

“Service? Did ’e service ’em well and proper?” The fellow made an obscene gesture, prompting a fresh convulsion of mirth.

“His position was one of eminence,” Balty replied. “Beyond the understanding of peasants like yourselves.”

Silence. Mugs slamming on tabletops.

“What’d you call us?”

“Pheasants,” said a man apparently well marinated in flip.

Several men rose from their chairs, fists clenched.

“Now, now,” said the tavern keeper, his right hand going below the counter. “Everyone just settle down.”

“You ’eard what he called us.”

“Well, John, you weren’t so cordial yourself, were you? Now sit down.”

John held his ground. The tavern keeper drew a club from beneath the counter.

“You all know the penalty for fighting on the Sabbath.” The tavern keeper turned to Balty. “As for you, Mr. Whatever’s your name, I’ll say a good day to you. It’s four shillings sixpence for the food and drink.”

“I require a room,” Balty said, “while I await Mr. Spong.”

“This is a peasant establishment. Try the King’s Arms. Henri Quatre and Louis Treize stay there when they’re in town.”

The drinkers laughed and sat down.

“It’s for your own good, sir,” the tavern keeper whispered to Balty. “I’ll tell Mr. Spong where to find you if he calls.”

Balty sniffed and counted out coins. “Less than one hour have I been in this town of yours, and already I have been threatened with mutilation, and now with a beating. For taking offense at my dear father’s noble name being abused by brute inebriates. I will say good day to you, sir. My compliments to Mr. Spong.”

Balty found the King’s Arms and collapsed onto his bed, too exhausted to undress.

*  *  *

Next day, Spong not having materialized, Balty decided to pay a call on Endecott, Governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony.

On being ushered into the Governor’s office, Balty started. The grim, pinched-looking man behind the desk was the same person who had threatened to hole his tongue with a poker.

Endecott looked up from examining Balty’s Crown commission, unfolded before him on his desk. He peered with vague recognition.

“Have we . . . met?”

“We have, yes. Yesterday morning. At your mint.”

Endecott frowned and went back to examining the commission with an air of searching for evidence of forgery. He sat back in his chair and scowled at his visitor with beady eyes. He had a long black goatee. His neck protruded from a square of delicate white lace against a black doublet.

“What is it you seek from me, Mr. . . . St. Michel?”

“I so enjoyed our first chat I thought I’d pop in and have another.”

Endecott stared.

“To pay my respects, as it were,” Balty added. “On behalf of his majesty.”

“If you’ve come seeking regicides, I assure you we have none here. We are out of regicides.”

Endecott seemed a bit nervous. Balty suddenly felt something he’d never felt before in a lifetime of being the spaniel in any situation—power. Evidently Brother Sam had spoken the truth when he told Balty that his Crown commission would entitle him to be the biggest pain in the arse in all New England. Well, well, he thought. This might be fun.

“His majesty certainly hopes there are none in Boston. Or elsewhere in your Bay Colony, as you call it,” Balty said. “To think what dishonor that would bring. Quelle honte!”

Endecott stared. “Are you a French person, Mr. St. Michel?”

“Half. My pater is of the noblesse. He was in service to their majesties Henri Quatre and Louis Treize.”

Endecott’s eyes widened. He pushed backward in his chair, as if trying to increase the distance between them.

“You are a . . . papist?”

“Not at all. Huguenot. Protestant. Like yourself.”

Balty’s claim of coreligion didn’t sit well with the Governor. “We are Puritan here, sir.”

“Yes. I noticed.”

“We live godly lives.”

“Doesn’t sound much fun. But to each his own. Judge not lest ye be . . . et cetera. Lovely book, the Bible. Wish I had more time for reading. Damned time-consuming, chasing regicides.”

“As we have no regicides here,” Endecott said icily, “perhaps you will find the time to study Holy Scripture.”

“We have Puritans back in England. Not as many as before, mind you. Things have rather loosened up under the new king.”

“So we have heard.”

“The theaters have been reopened. Bear pits, too. Very exciting. We’re back to celebrating Christmas again. I missed Christmas. I was only a lad of nine when Cromwell chopped off the King’s head and everything got so grim.” Balty laughed. “I imagine that’s not quite how the ‘godly’ folks here view it. Toleration’s not really your thing, is it?”

“Obedience is our ‘thing,’ Mr. St. Michel. Obedience to God.” Balty stared. Endecott looked like a man straining at a difficult stool. He added, “And to the King.”

“I’m sure his majesty will be pleased to hear it.”

“You are at Court, then?”

“I sort of skulk about the edges, you might say. But near enough to hear the laughter and the music. Very gay, his majesty’s court. And the ladies. Such pulchritude has not been seen since the days of . . .”

“Sodom and Gomorrah?”

“I was going to say ancient Rome. But his majesty’s court is very splendid. The King has set a new tone. England seems quite a bit happier now.”

Endecott smiled. It seemed an unnatural expression on him, like a blemish in marble.

“Then you must be in haste to conclude your mission here in New England. So that you can return to the pleasure gardens of Old England.”

“To be perfectly honest, I am.” Balty added, “No offense to New England.”

“None taken. How, then, may I expedite your return?” He glanced again at the commission on his desk. “These fugitive judges, Lieutenant General Whalley and Major General Goffe . . . you are doubtless aware that in 1661 I deputized two men to hunt them in New Haven.”

“Um. After they’d spent a jolly time here in Boston. As honored guests of your Bay Colony.”

“That is putting it strongly, sir. In any event, they fled. And alas, the hunters failed to find them. In New Haven.”

“The New Haveners were very naughty. They did not cooperate in the least with your hunters.”

“I am not responsible for the New Haven Colony, Mr. St. Michel. Massachusetts keeps me well enough occupied.”

“I suppose. Lots going on. Mints burning down. I gather the devil keeps you busy.”

Endecott stared, trying to decide if he was being taunted.

“Your ship,” he said. “It tied up at the dock at what hour?”

“I hardly remember. I was in a coma since leaving London.”

Endecott sifted some papers on his desk and peered.

“Nymph. Docked May 7th, just before midnight.” He resumed staring at Balty. “About the hour it is reckoned the fire was set.”

Balty stared. “Oh? Well, I wouldn’t know. I was in my bunk, praying for death.”

Endecott continued to stare. “There is some disharmony between London and here as to whether we are within our rights in minting our own coinage.”

“Oh? Yes, I should imagine.”

It dawned on Balty that the sour old coot was implying that he had torched his mint. Balty held a Crown commission. And he had arrived simultaneously with the burning. Hm.

Balty shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

“You are off to New Haven, then?” Endecott said. “In pursuit of your regicides?”

“Yes. As soon as . . .”

“As?”

“I am to rendezvous with Lord Downing’s agent. But he has not shown up. And I can’t seem to find him.”

“Perhaps I can help.” Endecott’s sudden friendly tone made Balty wonder if he had volunteered too much information.

“He’s to be my guide. Keep me out of trouble.”

“Yes. One can get into trouble in New England. What is his name? Perhaps we can help you find him.”

“Jolly good of you to offer. But best not.”

“Oh, come, Mr. St. Michel,” Endecott said silkily, “I am Governor here. And a loyal subject to his majesty, whatever differences of perspective we may have with regard to certain . . . principles.”

“In that case, thank you. Let’s see, what was his name? Odd name. I wrote it down. Somewhere. I think. Must be back at the inn.”

Endecott stroked his foxtail goatee. He wondered: Was his visitor coy, or an imbecile? He inclined to think the latter. But how had such a blithering tosspot managed to procure a Crown commission from Sir George Downing, one of the most powerful men in the realm?

Whalley and Goffe were long gone. Governor Leete in New Haven might still be hiding them, after all this time, but was that likely?

Endecott entertained possibilities. Had Downing dispatched this bumbler all the way across the ocean to twist his nose for dragging his feet back in ’61?

No. Surely. He knew Downing well enough to fear him. Downing wasn’t one for games. No, there must be some other aspect here. Quite other.

Had some fresh intelligence about Whalley and Goffe reached London? After the last hunt, Endecott had made a point of not inquiring of Leete or any of the Puritan saints of New Haven as to the whereabouts of the judges. Better not to know.

But if there had been news, this stammering ninny before him seemed an unlikely choice for a Crown pursuivant. Downing’s agents were steely, fierce, and no fools. Perhaps this St. Michel was only playing the fool.

“Well, lovely seeing you again,” Balty said, suddenly in a hurry to be gone from the gubernatorial presence. “Good luck with your new mint.”
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– CHAPTER 8 –

A Whole Different Kettle of Nasty

Where was Spong? It was intolerable. Hanging about Boston, with Endecott convinced Balty had torched his precious mint, was not appealing. Should he press on to New Haven on his own?

The prospect held little appeal. Indeed, none. The very thought of boarding another ship made him break out in a cold sweat. He inquired at the waterfront and was told that sailing from Boston to New Haven could take a week or more, depending on the winds. New England was larger than Balty had thought.

At a stable he asked about going by horse. The answer was also dismal. By way of something called the Connecticut Path, via a town named Hartford, this, too, could take a week, but at least he’d be on solid ground.

The stable owner, an ostler of coarse aspect whose breath reeked of rum, told him with inappropriate jocundity that another consideration was “what type savages yer encounters.”

“What do you mean by ‘what type’ savage? How do they differ?”

“Well,” the ostler said, “there’s yer praying savage, as we calls ’em. Them what’s been learnt the Bible and been civilized. Then there’s yer nonpraying type. Them’s the type yer not wanting to encounter.”
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