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			Charles, Prince of Wales

			It happened at midday on a Sunday in March, 1648. The day started just like any other, I climbed from my bed, dressed and made an early start on my chores as I always do. But this day was no ordinary day. This was to be the day that changed my life forever. This was to be the day I met Charles Stuart, Prince of Wales.

			***

			I am Toby and I was almost ten years old at the time and living at Madam Veronica’s whorehouse on Fleet Alley. Fleet Alley is half a mile from St Paul’s Cathedral, a spit away from Ye Olde Swan Tavern and about a mile from the Great Coffee House and Royal Exchange where the gentry of London met to conduct their business.

			I don’t remember my mother, but Veronica told me she was called Charlotte, and that she was the most beautiful woman in the whole world. She also told me that when my mother left the house it was to get married to someone out Richmond way.

			When I asked why she did not take me with her, I was told that there were circumstances beyond her control that prevented it. But she also told me that one day she would come back for me.

			I know she must have had good reasons for not taking me with her, but because I was only a few days old I never really knew her… so never missed her.

			I have always hoped that one day she would come back for me but she never did, and now it doesn’t really matter because I am very happy with my life as it is… living in Veronica’s big house with her ladies and all my friends. I know my mother hasn’t forgotten me because every month she sends money for my keep.

			***

			Madam Veronica is a jolly lady with a happy smiling face, she is average height for a woman but a little wider in girth than she would choose to be. Her hair is blonde, usually tied back with a pink bow… she has a cheery personality, an infectious smile and dresses smartly as befits a lady in her position. She is always tightly corseted with a broad low neckline and dropped shoulders which allow her bosom to be permanently on show, she wears her long skirt drawn back and pinned to display a heavily decorated petticoat, and she is never seen in public without her jewellery.

			Veronica’s customers call her Madam, some of the locals call her Miss Vee, but those of us who live in her house, her girls, her partner George and me, all call her Veronica. I think she is in her forties and George is about the same age. George and Veronica are not married, but I’m sure in her own way she loves him, and him her, she also finds him very useful in dealing with troublesome customers, or those who become drunk and offensive.

			***

			George is not much taller than Veronica, he’s clean shaven and has a square jaw with a dimple chin. He has bushy black hair, is broad in the chest with thick arms and is as strong as a horse. I have seen him pick up an abusive customer and throw him out onto the street using only one hand.

			George is responsible for the heavy jobs and repairs about the house, he’s a cheerful friendly chap and I like him, though I think he’s lazy and spends far too much time drinking cheap ale at the local tavern with his friend Stinky. Stinky is not his real name, his real name is Samuel Skinner but everyone calls him Stinky because he works on the dung barges that line the banks of the River Thames. They are responsible for dumping the city’s waste out to sea.

			The house has three floors, an attic and a basement, and there are usually five or six girls who work and live there permanently, though the numbers do vary.

			Each girl has her own room where she lives and works and is responsible for keeping it clean and tidy.

			On the ground floor is the parlour which is the best room in the house. In the window there’s a red lamp on a short chain hanging above an aspidistra which is sat in a china bowl. Next to the window is a harpsichord which just collects dust as nobody ever plays it.

			The parlour has red drapes, a number of comfortable chairs, an oak sideboard and a large low table in the centre of the room on which stands a statuette of a naked couple.

			In one corner there is a small bar with gin and brandy for those customers who can afford to pay a little extra, and ale for those who cannot. Painted on the pink walls is an erotic mural of a Roman orgy.

			Veronica and George live in rooms behind the parlour where there is also a communal kitchen.

			I have the basement room all to myself with a small window that lets in a little daylight from the street above. In my room I have two beds, a stove to keep me warm in the winter, and some old oak furniture where I keep my clothes and a few personal treasures. Sometimes Elizabeth sleeps on my spare bed, she is two years younger than me and is the daughter of one of Veronica’s girls. I have to share with Elizabeth on the nights that her mother has a guest staying over.

			I love my life at the house and have many friends, but I have to work for my keep by doing chores. Most days I go to Cheapside Market where all the traders know me… I deliver messages and parcels, and every morning I have to collect fresh bread from Pudding Lane bakery.

			It’s often quite late when George gets out of his bed in a morning, especially if he has been drinking the night before, but when he does finally appear, I help him to empty the piss-pots into slop buckets which we then put onto our hand cart, ready for him to pull down to the river. I always go with him to Black Friars steps where we empty the buckets into Stinky Skinner’s barge, sometimes we go twice a day. Elizabeth likes to come with us and though she’s of little help I do enjoy her company.

			While on the embankment we look for kindling for the house fires. Occasionally when there’s not much slop to take to the river, or if George is drunk, I carry one pail at a time, and go on my own.

			***

			It was the Lord’s Day and George was still in his bed. Veronica and her girls had gone to St Bride’s Church for the morning service, but I was excused because I had two parcels to collect from Temple Bar.

			I had completed all my chores and as there was only one half full bucket of piss on the cart, I decided to carry it down to the river and see if any of my friends were on the embankment.

			It was late March, the sun was shining, the birds were singing and I was content and happy with my life. It was just an ordinary day just like any other. After emptying the bucket, I spent a few minutes ambling along the embankment in the direction of the Tower looking for kindling, and it didn’t take me long to find enough to fill the bucket to the top. I also found a log about a yard long and as thick as a George’s arm which I tucked into my belt like a sword.

			It was unusually warm for the time of year and the stench from the dung barges was particularly pungent, but that didn’t dampen my spirits, I was in a good place, happily doing my chores and content with my life in the big house with Madam Veronica and her girls.

			The sky was blue, the trees along the embankment were starting to burst into life after their winter sleep, and as I was in no hurry to get back to the house, I walked slowly back to Black Friars steps feeling rather pleased with myself. There I sat watching the wherries going about their business on the river while eating the snack Veronica had pushed into my coat pocket.

			It being the Lord’s Day, there were more than the usual amount of people in their Sunday clothes returning from the morning service at St Paul’s Cathedral, the ones I knew spoke to me and some stopped and sat for a while watching the river meander on its journey to the sea.

			***

			I could hear them before I could see them, great crowds of people waving and shouting as two open carriages came down Ludgate Hill.

			Realising it must be someone important returning from the Cathedral, I ran to join the crowded pavement and tried to squeeze my way through to the front.

			I shouted at the top of my voice, ‘Who are they?’ But no one was listening, it was as if I was invisible, everyone so preoccupied with what was happening on the road in front, no one cared a jot about me.

			My vision was restricted by a smallish but well-dressed gentleman wearing black leather boots, a dress coat and a wide brimmed hat, it was only when the first carriage drew closer that I noticed a dagger in his hand.

			Surely he was not going to try to kill a nobleman I thought, he must know that if they catch him he will be hanged and have his head stuck on a pike on London Bridge.

			By jumping up and down I could just about make out the inscription on the tabards of the footmen, they carried the coat of arms of the Royal Stuarts. I knew the king was not in London, he was somewhere fighting Cromwell’s Roundheads, so at first I wondered if it was Queen Henrietta, but then I remembered that she was back in her homeland of France, and in any case she would never be seen in St Paul’s Cathedral. She was a catholic and not very popular with the English people.

			That just left either Charles, Prince of Wales, or his brother James, the Duke of York.

			***

			The two black stallions pulling the first carriage were almost level to where I was standing when the man in front of me burst through the crowd with his dagger in hand.

			There is never a night that I don’t dream of that Sunday in March, 1648. A moment in time as if played out in slow motion. At first they were nightmares that woke me up sweating and gasping for breath, but as the weeks and months passed by they became less disturbing, though still as clear in my mind as if it were yesterday.

			The coach driver and the guard by his side did not see the assailant until it was too late, and the man sat next to the intended victim just happened to be looking the other way. The two footmen standing on the rear of the carriage were like mannequins appearing as if frozen in time, unable or too afraid to move.

			Somewhere in the crowd a woman screamed, and as I followed the man with the weapon I was horrified to see him already standing over his intended victim, dagger aloft and ready to strike.

			Dropping my bucket, I took the log in both hands and brought it down as hard as I could on the man’s head. I then watched in disbelief as he staggered and collapsed onto the road, the dagger falling from his hand and blood dripping from the wound to his head. The wound I had caused.

			I didn’t know for sure if I had killed him, but I was not going to wait around to find out. Trembling and shaking like a tree in the wind, I dropped the log and ran as fast as I could, not stopping until I was home in Fleet Alley.

			It was about midday and my family had just returned from church, the girls already inside removing their hats and coats, Veronica was on the step with George talking to a tall important looking gentleman who I assumed must have been a client.

			I ran through the parlour straight down the stairs to my room, and to my bed where I covered my head with a pillow trying hard not to cry.

			A moment later Elizabeth came in followed by Veronica.

			‘What have you been up to Toby?’ she asked, ‘and where is my slop bucket?’

			‘I think I just killed a man.’

			Elizabeth started to cry, Veronica putting a calming hand on her shoulder.

			‘You had better tell me the whole story from the beginning, and don’t leave anything out,’ she said as she put her arms around me as she always does when trying to comfort me.

			I told her everything that I could remember. Who I had spoken to, the wood I had collected, the man with the knife and how I had struck him on the head with all my strength, the blood on the road and the gasps and screams from the crowd as I ran away. I then looked into her eyes waiting in fear for what she would say.

			‘It sounds to me as though you were very brave Toby, and I am sure you did the right thing, do you know who you were defending?’

			‘Not really, only that it was a man, and that he must be someone important. I think he might have been someone from Westminster or St James’s Palace.’

			‘Were there many witnesses?’

			‘Hundreds.’

			‘And did you notice anyone you knew?’

			‘Not for sure, but everybody knows me, there’s bound to be someone who will betray me.’

			***

			There was the sound of heavy feet, and men talking in the parlour above my room, and a moment later I heard footsteps on the stairs, Veronica took hold of my hand just as George came into my room.

			‘There’s two men waiting in the parlour to see you lad,’ he said, ‘and there’s a carriage outside, you better come right away.’

			‘Just be honest and tell the truth,’ said Veronica, ‘now come, let us face them together.’

			A gentleman standing tall and menacing with hands on his hips was waiting for me as I stepped cautiously into the parlour. I recognised him as the person who had been sitting in the carriage next to the man who was targeted by the knifeman. There was also a footman guarding the door.

			‘Ah,’ said the gentleman. ‘I do believe I have found my man. Let me introduce myself, I am Thomas Hudson, tutor to King Charles’s children, and courtier and companion of Charles, Prince of Wales.’

			I wanted to speak but my mouth was too dry and I was too frightened.

			‘What will you do to him?’ asked Veronica, ‘please don’t punish him, he’s only a child, and he was trying to stop a murder.’

			‘I can assure you madam that neither I, nor Prince Charles, wish the boy any harm. On the contrary my master has ordered me to find the boy who saved his life, and to deliver him safely to St James’s Palace.’

			‘Prince Charles?’

			‘Yes Madam, Prince Charles, son and heir of the King.’

			Veronica flopped into a threadbare settee in shock.

			‘Don’t be alarmed madam nobody is going to harm the boy.’

			‘Did you say you were taking him to the palace?’

			‘Yes madam, St James’s Palace. Are you the boy’s kin?’

			Veronica hesitated before answering. ‘I am his ward, and the only family he has known since his mother left him in my care when he was just a baby.’

			Turning to me he asked, ‘What is your name young man?’

			‘Toby sir,’ I answered.

			‘And do you have any other names?’

			I was not sure if I had another name, so I looked at Veronica.

			‘He is known only as Toby, but if he is ever in need of a second name, he uses Bennett which is my name. You see sir, from the day his mother left him in my care, I have nursed and loved him as my own.’

			‘That was very charitable of you madam, and it seems that you have done a splendid job, the boy is a credit to you. Do you know where his mother is now by any chance?’

			‘Not really sir. She married someone from the west end, I think.’

			‘Do you have any idea why she didn’t take her baby with her?’

			‘I think her new husband feared his father would disapprove of him marrying someone from a whorehouse.’

			‘How old are you?’ he asked as he poked me with his finger.

			‘Ten sir.’

			‘He’s nine. He will be ten in May,’ said Veronica, ’and if you are taking him to the palace, can I accompany him?’

			‘Of course you can madam, but hurry, we shouldn’t keep the prince waiting.’

			***

			Veronica quickly put on her new red leather boots and threw a favourite shawl around her shoulders, then holding my hand we followed Mr Hudson to the waiting carriage where a large crowd of curious locals had gathered.

			‘Where are you going to Veronica?’ shouted someone from the crowd.

			‘St James’s Palace to see Prince Charles,’ she replied as she was helped into the carriage by Mr Hudson.

			A ride in an open carriage was very exciting for me, but it was also a little worrying as I had no idea just what awaited me at the palace.

			Mr Hudson pointed to the seat next to his. ‘Come and sit here with me at the front, it’s you these people have come to see Toby.’

			It seemed so high sitting between Mr Hudson and the coach driver, and in a strange way everything looked so much different from up here.

			The master of the horse made a clicking sound, cracked his reins and the carriage moved forward with a jerk. The watching crowd began to cheer and I heard someone shout, ‘Will you still talk to us when you’re a duke, Toby?’ Not knowing how to answer, I just smiled and waved.

			I had never ridden in a carriage before and loved every second of the journey, but was somewhat disappointed at how quickly we arrived at our destination.

			We stepped from the carriage onto a large courtyard and followed Mr Hudson through massive oak doors into the palace.

			Holding Veronica’s hand, I followed Hudson up the grandest staircase I had ever seen, along a corridor adorned with paintings of famous people (none of whom I could recognise), and lots of stone statues. We continued through a large room with a vast library of books on shelves standing against oak-panelled walls where a man who seemed to be quite oblivious to our presence sat behind a huge desk scribbling in a ledger. Finally we were taken through two highly decoratively carved doors into what Mr Hudson said was the withdrawing room: What I saw there took my breath away.

			Hanging from the elaborately decorated ceiling on a long chain was a massive chandelier, there was an enormous marble fireplace above which hung a portrait of King Charles and his consort, Princess Henrietta Maria, below the painting on the mantelpiece there were two large porcelain figurines of charging horses, each side of a timepiece encased in a glass dome.

			I was fascinated by two magnificent tapestries on the wall: one illustrating a battle that I later learned was the Battle of Crecy, the other a scene of a hunt with men in red coats on chargers surrounded by a pack of dogs.

			More porcelain figurines were placed in strategic locations with arrangements of fresh flowers adding colour and fragrance to the room.

			Extravagantly patterned eastern carpets covered the floor and sitting on a large pedestal table in the centre of the room was a magnificent bowl of fruit.

			On both sides of a large window which overlooked the courtyard were two chaise longue, and surrounding the fireplace was a trio of settees strewn with scatter cushions. Finally, adding to the grandeur of the room, in one corner there was a large harpsichord.

			The prince, now without his cloak and hat, was seated by the window talking to two young courtiers. With a wave of his hand he dismissed them and moved to greet us.

			‘This is our young hero, he’s called Toby Bennett my Lord,’ announced Hudson, ‘and this is his ward, Madam Veronica.’

			I was surprised by how tall the prince was, and thought he must be at least six feet.

			I took off my cap and bowed as I was told to do. Veronica curtsied, which was something I had never seen her do before.

			I could see by her eyes and the way that she looked at him that she was smitten by his youthful good looks, and I realised that all the rumours of women losing their hearts to him were probably true.

			He was handsome, had long dark hair and just the whisper of a moustache beginning to grow on his upper lip.

			‘Good day to you madam, I hope I have not inconvenienced you too much,’ he said as he took hold of her hand and guided her to a window seat. He didn’t invite me but I followed anyway, stopping just within earshot.

			Veronica tried to speak but her words wouldn’t come, I smiled to myself at her embarrassment as she tried again to communicate with the prince.

			‘I am honoured to…’ she stopped and coughed.

			Seeing her discomfort the prince asked, ‘Can I offer you a drink my dear, we have some tea from China or would you prefer a coffee?’

			‘I drink mostly ale and just occasionally coffee but I would like to try tea my Lord.’

			‘Then tea you shall have.’

			He nodded to the footman standing by the door who scurried away.

			‘Now madam,’ he said, ‘please don’t be nervous just tell me what was it you wanted to say to me?’

			‘I was going to beg you to be lenient with the boy my Lord, I have never known him to be violent before and he is only a child, a good child that has been brought up to respect the law and Christian values, he comes with me to church most Sundays and sometimes sings in the choir.’

			‘At St Paul’s?’

			‘No my Lord, St Bride’s and occasionally St Olave’s. We all go: me, my girls and sometimes even my idle partner George.’

			‘Who is your reverend? I might know him.’

			‘Reverend Mills, he will tell you all about Toby.’

			‘I do know Reverend Mills and I know all I need to know about Toby. He’s a brave young man who saved my life. And you have nothing to fear, I have not brought the boy here to be punished, I want to reward him.’

			I was fidgeting, hopping from one foot to the other. I wanted to be involved in the conversation, not ignored, and I wanted to know just what was going to happen to me. Eventually I plucked up the courage and stepped forward, ‘Did I kill him my Lord?’

			The prince came to me, smiled and put a hand on my shoulder.

			‘Come and join us Toby,’ he said as he directed me to the seat next to his.

			‘No you didn’t kill him, but I think his head will be aching for quite a while, and he has a large lump that will take a while to go down.’

			Veronica whispered: ‘Will the man hang for treason my Lord?’

			‘I know this man well, he’s a good man, a man of principles and values, what he did was wrong but he did it believing he was acting to protect his daughter’s honour. He won’t hang… not by my hand.’

			Veronica was curious as to just what had happened between the prince and the man’s daughter but thought better than to ask.

			‘But he tried to kill you my Lord.’

			‘I know he did but because of this young man,’ he said patting my head, ‘he did not succeed.’

			‘What will happen to him then?’

			‘I sent him home to his family, no doubt his wife will have some strong words, but she will also nurse his wounds, and his damaged pride.’

			‘You are a merciful and tolerant man my Lord, and I doubt there are many who would be so forgiving.’

			‘These are troubled times and there are too many good men dying without me adding to the numbers,’ he said lowering his eyes… clearly troubled, saddened and worried by the senseless civil war that was ravaging the country, and how it was affecting his own once happy family that were now separated and scattered throughout Europe.

			‘I am sure you must know that as we speak, my father is fighting the Parliamentary forces of Oliver Cromwell, and this time I fear he may be defeated. My poor mother has long since left London. Returned to her home in France with my sister Henrietta, she was prevented from taking my two younger siblings, Henry and Elizabeth, with her by parliament, they say it was to prevent their young minds being corrupted by Catholicism.

			‘My brother James is with my sister Mary and her husband William of Orange, Sovereign Prince of the Low Countries in The Hague. That leaves just me, the only member of the family relatively free to move about the city. But I fear that will soon change, I think I will eventually have to make my escape across the narrow channel to the continent, or suffer the indignity of being placed under house arrest, or even imprisonment in the Tower.’

			The prince was only eighteen years old and I could see by the way Veronica was looking at him with compassion and empathy that all she wanted to do was to take him in her arms and reassure him that everything would be alright.

			‘The common people of London do not understand what the fighting is all about my Lord,’ she said, ‘but I can assure you that every single one of your subjects supports the crown, we are all worried about the future.’

			‘Thank you madam, that’s good to know and very reassuring.’

			The footman returned with a maid who was carrying a large silver tray. She waited while he laid a lace cloth on the table and then placed the tray gently down. ‘Should I dispense the tea my Lord?’

			‘Yes thank you Jane and add a little sugar. Serve Madam Veronica first.’

			When she was served, I got my cup which I thought was a little small.

			‘Be careful it’s not too hot madam.’

			She sipped from the cup, smiled and placed it carefully on the table.

			It was the first time I had tasted tea and I watched intrigued at the procedure of dispensing the drink which was the colour of ale, I liked the taste but it did burn my mouth a little.

			Unable to control her anxiety any longer and anxious to direct the conversation back to the reason why we were there at St James’s Palace in the first place, Veronica asked: ‘What is to happen to Toby my Lord?’

			‘He saved my life, I want to reward him, and I believe the best way I can do that is to make him a ward of court and bring him into the Royal Household, to educate him and to make him into a gentleman: Perhaps one day a courtier to the king, I just want what is best for him as I know you do.’

			I could hardly believe what he had said. I thought at best I would get a financial reward of some kind, hopefully a shilling or perhaps even a pound that would have been wonderful.

			I was confused and not completely sure just what the prince was proposing, though I had always thought it would be wonderful to be able to read and write properly.

			‘I can’t leave Madam Veronica my Lord, she needs me,’ I said.

			‘Your loyalty does you credit Toby but think about my offer, the decision will be yours, I will not command you to come with me. Stay here at the palace for a few days if you like before making up your mind.’

			‘You must stay with the prince Toby, I will manage without you and I am sure you will be able to visit us.’

			‘But if I go to France I may never see you again.’

			Veronica looked questionably at the prince, knowing that I shared her concerns.

			‘I hope and pray that this dreadful war will soon end, and then we can all return to normality, but at this moment, I am not even sure myself where we will finish up. However, wherever that may be, if at any time you wish to return to London you can do. You are not part of this conflict and therefore there is no reason why you could not return to England at any time you choose.’

			‘You must go with the prince,’ said Veronica.

			The prince placed an arm around my shoulders and looked down at me, he was only eight years older than me but probably a foot taller.

			‘I was so impressed at the way you bravely came to my defence,’ he said. ‘It made me think that with the right education you could grow into a man of principles, a man with moral values, the kind of man I need on my side.’

			‘But who will do my chores?’ I asked.

			‘It’s mostly George’s work you have been doing, so he will have to get off his fat arse and do a bit more.’

			Veronica, realising her language was not appropriate, put a hand over her mouth and apologised. ‘I beg your pardon my Lord, I meant to say backside.’

			He smiled and then looked at me waiting for my answer.

			I had to think hard and quickly: The idea of an education and leading the life of a gentleman sounded appealing, but I didn’t want to let anybody down, nor did I want my answer to sound disrespectful.

			‘I think I would like to stay a few days here while I think about it my Lord?’

			‘I would consider it an honour to be your host for a few days Toby,’ said the prince with a broad smile, ‘and I promise that if you decide to remain you will be free to visit Madam Veronica at any time you please.’

			Prince Charles then handed Madam Veronica a purse tied with a leather lace.

			‘Please take this as compensation for losing your helping hand madam.’

			‘I cannot take that my Lord, it should be me paying you.’

			‘It’s only 50 shillings.’ And then looking sideways at her and smiling he said: ‘I may want to visit your house as a customer someday, call this a payment in advance.’

			‘For 50 shillings I could arrange your own harem my Lord.’

			They both laughed together as friends would do, it was as if she had always known him.

			‘That’s a sobering thought,’ he said. ‘And I may just take you up on that offer someday.’

			***

			It had been a week since I had exchanged my home at the whorehouse for St James’s Palace, and although I was excited at the thought of seeing my family again, I was dreading the time when I would soon have to make the final decision on whether to leave or stay.

			It was just two days previous that the prince had received a strongly worded dispatch from his father the king, commanding him to follow his kin across the narrow channel to France. To raise an army of liberation and to join forces with the Scots in the borders.

			The prince and his staff had already started preparing for the move and time was running out.

			There was clearly an exciting life waiting for me if I chose to serve in the Royal Household, but I had been just as happy before my encounter with the Prince of Wales. I had no ambitions beyond my life in Black Friars with Veronica, I was content and happy. But now my time had run out, I had to decide.

			***

			I really wanted to go alone, but Prince Charles insisted that Hudson escorted me back to Fleet Alley. But so as not to draw attention to ourselves, we travelled in an unmarked carriage.

			‘I’ll wait outside,’ he said. ‘Call me if you need me.’

			I threw open the door and stepped into the parlour. I was hoping to see Veronica but there was just four of her ladies chatting and George asleep in the corner.

			‘Which of you lovely wenches should I choose today?’ I called.

			When they realised it was me, they ran to me shrieking: ‘Me… take me… please take me my Lord.’

			Veronica and Elizabeth were peeling vegetables in the kitchen when they heard the commotion in the parlour, and as soon as they recognised my voice they came running through.

			‘It’s Toby, it’s Toby,’ shouted Elizabeth, as she wrapped her arms around my waist. ‘He’s come to see me and it’s me who he will choose, so keep your hands off him.’

			Veronica followed her into the parlour, wiping her hands on her pinafore.

			‘My, what a handsome young gentleman you are, and taller I think. But if it is a wench you are looking for young sir, what about an older, more experienced lady like me,’ she said as she engulfed me in her arms.

			George stirred and stretched in the corner, ‘Have you come to empty the piss-pots lad?’

			‘No he hasn’t, he’s too stylish to do that kind of work anymore, he’s come to see us, you go back to sleep you lazy lump,’ said Veronica as she continued to smother me in kisses.

			‘When was the last time you had a gentleman between your breasts?’ one of the girls called. The others all laughed.

			‘Not as long as you may think,’ she said. ‘Now Toby, let us get a good look at you in your stylish new clothes, and what a classy pair of shoes on your feet too, that must be why you look taller.’

			‘I am getting used to the shoes but I am not too sure about the buckles, I think they look too much like girls’ shoes.’

			‘Nonsense,’ she retorted, ‘all gentlemen wear shoes with buckles these days, they’re very fashionable and they make you look extremely smart and handsome.’

			‘And this blouse irritates my neck, it’s going to take some getting used to.’

			‘Well I think it makes you look older. Now, tell us what you’ve been up to?’

			‘Well, the first thing they insisted on was that I had a bath. Steaming hot water was poured into a marble bath big enough for us all to get into together. I took off my clothes and climbed in and then these two ladies came in the room and wanted to wash me, I told them I could wash myself but they insisted on staying in case I needed help. I was hoping they would go out of the room and come back later but they just sat and watched me. When I had finished they said I had not done my hair properly, they put soap on my head and rubbed until I thought my scalp would come off. Then one of them held open a towel and said: That will do for now, you can get out. I asked them to leave the room but they refused.

			‘We are not leaving you alone, you’re not shy are you? I told them I wasn’t but I think they knew that I was. I dried myself and asked for my clothes, but they told me they had been burned.’

			‘How old were these women, and did they touch you?’

			‘Only my head thank goodness and they were fairly old like you.’

			‘I am not old,’ said Veronica, ‘now tell us what else have you been up to?’

			‘I have my own room, a big room with large windows where I do my lessons, reading and writing and a little arithmetic, and because Mr Hudson is so pleased with me, he asked the master of the horse to teach me to ride, I even have my own pony.’

			‘And have they been feeding you… you look thinner?’

			‘Lots of food I have never seen before like pullets and larks which are birds, some different cheeses I have never tasted before, peas with pork or boiled beef. One day I had a venison pasty, and even some lobster… I didn’t much care for that. Oh and herring pie.’

			‘Have you seen much of the prince?’

			‘Hardly at all, he’s too busy preparing for the move, I communicate through Thomas Hudson. I like him, he’s like a father to me.’

			‘Handsome too,’ said Veronica.

			‘Is he?’

			***

			We continued talking for the best part of an hour, mostly trivia until a gentleman customer came into the house. I thought it was probably time to leave so I said, ‘I should go.’

			Just then Hudson stepped into the parlour.

			‘It’s time to return to the palace Toby, have you delivered the message?’

			‘I almost forgot to tell you. The prince would like to see you tomorrow at noon. He will be sending a carriage.’

			‘What does he want?’

			‘I think he is going to tell you he’s going to France.’

			‘With you? Are you going to France?’

			‘I’m not sure, I will find out tomorrow.’

			***

			Anxious and worried, Veronica was taken by carriage the short journey from Fleet Alley to St James’s Palace.

			I was there in the courtyard when she arrived, and helped her down from the carriage, then together we followed the footman through the palace.

			A man we remembered seeing on our previous visit together was sat in the same chair behind the same large oak desk as before, but this time he was talking to two finely dressed ladies. They glanced in our direction with accusing eyes, and then returned their attention to whatever business ladies and gentlemen talk about in such fine surroundings.

			The room we had walked through was clearly an office, it was well-appointed with carpets, soft furnishings and a number of tapestries hanging on the walls, also books. Lots of books.

			When we entered into Prince Charles’s chamber he was sitting by the window talking to Mr Hudson. The footman announced our arrival and Charles stepped forward to greet us. But it was Veronica he wanted to speak to, not I. He guided her to a seat by the window, Hudson moved along to make room for her and I stood in the background.

			‘Thank you for coming madam, please do sit down, would you like some tea?’

			‘A small ale would be nice my Lord.’

			‘Good idea… we will have the same.’

			He nodded to the footman on the door who scurried away to attend to his master’s order.

			‘Now dear lady as you have probably realised I have brought you here to discuss young Toby’s future, but before we bring him into the conversation, I wanted to speak with you first. If Toby is willing, and you agree to release him into my care, I would like to make him a ward of court under my guardianship.’

			‘Do you want me to leave the room my Lord?’ I asked.

			‘There’s no need for that Toby, perhaps it is better if you listen to what I have to say. Now madam, I don’t think you have been formally introduced to Thomas Hudson so let me tell you a little about him.’

			‘Are you going to embarrass me?’ Thomas asked.

			‘No, not at all, but I may need you to correct me if I get things wrong.’

			He turned to Veronica and took hold of her hand.

			‘My father the King hired Thomas over ten years ago as official tutor for his children. On May 29th, I will be eighteen years old and my formal education will be complete.

			‘As I am sure you must know, this dreadful war with Oliver Cromwell has split up my family, my younger siblings now scattered all over the continent and my mother back in her homeland of France. Consequently Thomas is no longer needed as a tutor. But he remains an indispensable member of the Royal Household, I rely on him and value his opinion above all others, he is my friend, my companion, my guru, he’s also an official royal chronicler. Thomas graduated from Oxford with degrees in Theology, History and Languages, but his perspicacity and wisdom in all things is without equal, and now if you agree, he has offered to teach Toby.’

			Veronica turned to Hudson and smiled. ‘That’s very good of you my Lord.’

			‘I am not a Lord, Madam, though I do have a doctorate in Theology, so you could call me Doctor. I do, however, prefer to be called Hudson or Thomas, and as for Toby’s education, it’s a pleasure teaching such an eager and enthusiastic young pupil, he thirsts for knowledge. Much more so than my previous scholars.’

			The Prince smiled at that remark then said: ‘If Toby stays with me, and progresses as I am sure he will, when he is eighteen years old I will make him a squire, and he will become a courtier to the king… which hopefully will still be my father, but if not him then me, only time will tell. So what do you think of my idea dear lady? Because without your blessing I need proceed no further.’

			‘I am delighted and cannot thank you enough for what you have already done, I just want what is best for my Toby, he is very precious to me… more than I can say. I ask only that you keep him safe.’

			Hudson took hold of her hand. ‘I will make you a promise madam,’ he said, ‘that I will stay so close to him that he will be sick of the sight of me, and I promise that I will personally make his care and education my priority.’

			‘I will also give you my word,’ said Charles. ‘But before you make a final decision I must tell you that because of this dreadful war, we will soon be leaving England for the continent, we will all be safer there.’

			A maid followed a footman into the room and placed four tankards and a jug of ale on the table.

			‘Thank you Jane, you may go,’ said the prince, he then gestured to me to join them by the window.

			Jane curtsied, took three steps backward, before turning and leaving the room, quietly shutting the door behind her.

			Veronica wiped tears from her eyes and then emptied half a tankard of ale before asking: ‘But why must you go so soon?’

			‘I have had a disturbing letter from my father, he tells me that because some of his former allies have deserted him, he fears he is losing the war against Cromwell’s Puritan army, and he has strongly recommended I leave England urgently for my own safety.’

			‘When do you think you will return my Lord?’

			‘Not until the country returns to some kind of stability. In the intervening time we will be staying in France with my mother, or in the Low Countries with my sister Mary and her husband, the Sovereign Prince William of Orange. I think William is the most likely person to be able to help me raise an army. But the decision as to whether Toby comes with me or not must be yours.’

			‘He must go with you my Lord, a whorehouse is no place for a young boy to be raised.’

			‘I had hoped you would say that.’ He then turned his attention to me. ‘What are your thoughts Toby? Do you want to be a scholar and a gentleman?’

			‘I really can’t decide my Lord. I have loved every moment while here at the palace, but don’t want to leave Veronica. I feel I would be letting her down by deserting her and all my friends in Black Friars.’

			She came to me and encased me in her arms as she had always done, then whispered quietly: ‘You must go with the prince and Mr Hudson, I trust him and am sure he won’t let us down.’

			‘Come and sit with us Toby,’ Hudson ordered, ‘and tell Madam Veronica what we have been doing today.’

			The question took me by surprise, it was not what I was expecting. Quickly I tried to recall the events of the morning, eventually stammering: ‘English, Mathematics and a few more French words.’

			‘And did you enjoy your lessons?’

			‘Most of them. I love English and Mathematics, and I can now write with quill and ink, but I’m not so keen on Latin and Theology.’

			Thomas looked at me quizzically, ‘I thought you liked languages?’

			‘I enjoy French and Spanish.’

			‘I suppose that will have to do for now, but Latin is important.’

			Charles smiled at Veronica: ‘He will get to like all his lessons, and I am confident he will become an accomplished scholar, but that all depends on whether he becomes part of the Royal Household or returns to Black Friars with you.’

			‘He must go with you my Lord.’

			‘If he does, it will mean him leaving England with us for an undetermined amount of time. I don’t want to leave England, I was born here in St James’s Palace, this is my home and I would prefer to stay and fight alongside my father as I did at the Battle of Edgehill, but I have to respect my father’s wishes, and find a way of bringing an end to this civil war by recruiting help from my cousin William in Holland, or my French Grandfather, Henry IV King of France. I have no choice I have to go, but Toby does not.’

			‘This is a wonderful chance for you Toby,’ said Veronica. ‘You must go with the prince.’

			The time had come for me to make the biggest decision of my life. I desperately wanted to embrace my new life, to do new things and see new places but that would mean forsaking the one person in the whole world who loves me unconditionally, the one person who had raised me from a baby to almost manhood.

			With a heavy heart I said: ‘I would love to become part of the Royal Household but I cannot leave Madam Veronica my Lord, she needs me.’

			‘Dear child,’ she said squeezing my hand, ‘you must go with the prince, living in a whorehouse is no life for a boy… especially a boy as clever as you; of course I will miss you, we will all miss you but we will manage and hopefully when you return from France you will come and see us all again.’

			I looked into Veronica’s eyes and nodded, I knew in that fleeting moment of time that my future with Prince Charles and Thomas Hudson was sealed. I was excited but also filled with foreboding, eager to be part of the Royal Household but frightened. My head was in a spin with a mixture of conflicting emotions, I was happy and sad but keen to begin my new life.

			Speaking quietly I whispered to Veronica: ‘Only if you are sure.’

			‘I am sure my darling, and remember it’s not goodbye, someday this war will end and you will return home to England, I’m sure of it.’

			She was still smiling but there were tears in her eyes, I hoped they were tears of happiness but the decision had been made, my future was in the hands of Charles Stuart, Prince of Wales, son of the King of England.

			She stood, adjusted her skirt, and drank down her ale in one gulp.

			‘There’s no need to rush home madam. Drink your ale, then Toby can show you around the palace and gardens. When you are ready, Thomas will arrange a carriage for your return to Fleet Alley.’

			‘Thank you my Lord, you will all be in my prayers every day until your return.’

			He kissed her hand and took a step towards the door, then stopped to wait for Hudson who was now sat facing Veronica.

			Holding her hands he looked directly into her eyes. ‘Remember,’ he said, ‘you have my solemn word that I will make Toby’s safety and education my priority.’

			‘Thank you sir, I know I can trust you.’

			‘Good, now take your time, enjoy your tour of the palace and when you are ready, Toby and I will escort you home.’

			He then stood and moved to join Charles by the open door, but the prince hesitated… clearly deep in thought. He then walked slowly back to Veronica and sat on the arm of her chair. Hudson stood leaning against the door frame looking puzzled.

			‘Before you go dear lady. Tell me truthfully, what are the peasant, the tradesmen and the ordinary common people of London saying about this war? What are they saying about my family, my father and his government?’

			‘Well, apart from a couple of Members of Parliament who frequent my house, I have not heard a single word spoken against King Charles, and everyone loves you my Lord, especially the ladies. It’s Cromwell they all despise.’

			‘Do you know who the two Members of Parliament are?’

			‘No my Lord, but I could ask my girls.’

			‘No matter… it’s not gossip I need, it’s an army, and now dear lady I must really take my leave.’

			***

			Two days later, I was awakened and told to pack as we were leaving within the hour. It was early in the morning and the first signs of daylight were only just beginning to appear in the eastern sky.

			I packed what clothes I had, and a few personal treasures, into a small trunk, which was then quickly taken away. That left just one important thing I had to do, I had to say goodbye to my pony.

			I stepped out of my room to discover the palace had become a hive of activity, anyone who could be regarded as a threat to the government, or who might be thought capable of raising a challenge to Cromwell’s regime, was packing and preparing to leave.

			Trunks were stacked in the reception area ready to be moved to Whitehall Palace where a barge was waiting to take them to London Bridge.

			Furniture was being covered in dust sheets and valuables considered too large to transport were being packed away.

			I ran to the stables knowing that someone would be there, it was always busy early in the morning with feeding, exercising and grooming, but I wanted to see the boy who looked after my young pony.

			I waved to the master of the horse, but he was clearly too busy to talk to the likes of me, so I went straight to the stall where my pony was stabled, I was only there a couple of minutes before the master of the horse shouted: ‘If you don’t go soon, they will be going without you.’

			‘What is going to happen to the horses?’ I called.

			‘They’re all going to Windsor, now clear off.’

			I said a quick goodbye and gave him a final stroke then ran back to the palace wondering if I would ever see him again. In the few minutes while I had been away, a line of carriages had been assembled and were lined up outside the palace door.

			Thomas was anxiously waiting for me, looking as if the troubles of the world were on his shoulders.

			‘Where have you been? Don’t answer that, just get into that second carriage and don’t move until I tell you, we are almost ready to leave.’

			‘Where to?’

			‘There are wherries waiting at Westminster Palace to take us by river to London Bridge, from there we will be transferring to two ships which are being prepared for a voyage across the narrow channel to the continent.’

			The sun was only just rising above the horizon and the city was not yet fully awake, the high incoming tide was about to turn, and there was an eerie calmness on the river as we were rowed through the morning mist to the ships anchored on the eastward side of the bridge. The highest point at which large ships can go upstream. All our luggage was already stowed aboard.

			I had never been on a ship before, only looked in amazement at their magnificence from the shore.

			Thomas Hudson took me to the cabin we were to share, my small trunk already there waiting for me. There were two bunks and Thomas pointed to the top one.

			‘That is where you will sleep, I will have the lower one. Are you hungry?’

			‘Not yet… I’m too excited to be hungry.’

			‘Well when you are hungry, the galley is right at the bottom of the ship,’ he said as he started to unpack his belongings.

			The tide was on the turn and there was a light breeze coming from the west which I was told would help us on our way downstream.

			Oliver Cromwell was not in London, he was somewhere in the North of England directing his troops against the Royalist army of the king.

			I could see that Thomas was worried about something, so I asked what was troubling him.

			‘I am slightly concerned that Cromwell may have left instructions to stop all shipping leaving the river, if that is the case we could be stopped and arrested.’

			As we edged slowly away from London Bridge, the ship’s captain carefully guided us towards the centre of the river. I had hoped to see someone I knew waving from Black Friars steps but they were deserted.

			I was standing next to Thomas on the quarterdeck as we approached the Tower where a few people had stopped to watch us glide slowly and silently by. I counted the menacing cannons on the battlements… all pointing in our direction, but gave up when I saw two guards at Traitor’s Gate. Thankfully they didn’t seem at all interested in us.

			‘Does that mean we are going to be alright?’ I asked Thomas.

			‘We still have to pass Greenwich and Tilbury, but so far so good.’

			With the tide now approaching full flow we began to gather speed, and as the sun rose higher in the sky the mist on the river slowly evaporated.

			I had never seen London from the river before and was surprised by its beauty: the ripples on the water appearing like diamond crystals as they were touched by the early morning sun, the new leaves on the trees lining the embankment were beginning to open signalling the promise of summer, and the blossom seemed to be more colourful… even the wherries and other small vessels on the river with their differently coloured sails added to the beauty and quiet tranquillity of early morning on the River Thames, a still calmness only broken by the screaming of the gulls.

			We passed Greenwich without incident and saw nothing to suggest that we would be prevented from completing our voyage into the North Sea, and across to France.

			We were now approaching Tilbury where the greater part of the Royal Fleet lay at anchor.

			‘If we are going to be stopped,’ said Thomas, ‘this is the most likely place.’

			The river was much broader now and the deck was crowded with officers and crew anxiously looking for anything that could be interpreted as an aggressive move from the shore, but everything remained strangely quiet.

			We were now cruising at a fair speed, and as we passed Tilbury we could see quite clearly that two ships had raised anchor, unfolded their sails, and were beginning to move into the river. But not to stop or attack us, they were coming to join our small convoy, determined as we were to escape the autocratic tyranny that had befallen England.

			More sails were unfolded and I watched in wonderment at the sheer magnificence of the prince’s new ship as it cut its way through the sea… now creating bow waves that raced each side of the ship towards the shore.

			As we passed Canvey Island the wind seemed to be much stronger, the sea much rougher and the seagulls much louder, but what surprised me the most was just how much stronger was the smell of the sea. Reminding me of the fish market at Billingsgate.

			***

			It was only when England was just a shadow on the horizon that we were told our destination was not France, but The Hague in Holland.

			The four ships between them carried a small army of Royalist supporters including a handful of faithful Noble Lords, each with their own families and retainers. There were also officers from the King’s Guard, a few hundred foot soldiers and a number of the prince’s courtiers and personal friends.

			It was the Prince of Wales himself who told us our new destination as he stood tall and proud on the quarterdeck with the wind in his face and his long hair blowing freely.

			‘This is a proud moment for me, because as some of you know, we are sailing on the newest ship in the Royal Fleet. Commissioned by my father and named “Prince Charles”. With the outcome of the war looking more uncertain, I believe our best hope of raising an army in support of the king is with my kin, William, Prince of Orange, in Holland. He is more likely to help and support our cause than my mother’s family in France.

			‘The Scottish army led by Lord Hamilton have regrouped and are preparing to cross the border in the autumn. My father suggests we make haste to Holland, raise an army, and join him there at the River Forth.

			‘Therefore our first destination will be the Dutch seaport of Breda, and then to The Hague where I will be staying for an unspecified time at Noordeinde Palace, the residence of the Dutch Royal family. Enjoy the voyage and God bless you all.’

			Thomas put a hand on my shoulder and asked again if I was hungry. I nodded.

			‘Then we had better feed you. Come, I will take you to the galley and then show you around the ship.’

			The galley was a large room on the lowest deck of the ship, it was very noisy with many people eating. I glanced around but could see nobody I knew.

			They were serving broth; I took a large bowlful, a small ale, and some bread and cheese.

			We took our food and sat at the end of a long bench on our own. At the other end of the bench, a group of well-dressed gentlemen and officers were noisily talking, all at the same time.

			It wasn’t until they began to whisper, and I heard the name Toby mentioned, that I started to take notice. One man seemed to be doing all the talking, he was speaking very softly. Thomas was slurping his broth so I couldn’t hear much of what was said, but I did catch the words ‘whelp of a whore’. I found that most distressing because they were obviously talking about me, and no one was supposed to know about my past.

			We finished our food and sat back together drinking our ale. I dismissed the disparaging remarks spoken about me from my mind… it was just gossip and words can’t hurt me.

			‘Come on Toby, I’ll show you around the ship.’

			I had noticed the cannons on the way to the galley, and was amazed and excited to be so close to such amazing weapons of war… while at the same time praying that I would never be on a ship when they were being used in anger.

			We climbed up one flight of stairs to where most of the cannons were mounted… all new and all spaced equal distance apart. There seemed to be an excess of crew members moving about the deck, some working on the weapons, others just moving between decks.

			‘I’ll take you round the Bow Castle later, but while we are here I might as well show you these cannons. I’m no expert on weapons but I will do my best to explain how they work. These guns are all muzzle-loading, they are made of bronze, and though not as large as the ones used on the battlefield… they are still capable of shooting a cast iron shot over a mile.

			‘As you can see, when not in use they are moved back away from the gun ports and secured by cheese-shaped wedges and chains; look, this is where they are secured.’ He pointed to hooks on the beams and a ratchet used for tightening the chains.

			‘Only the new ships use chains, the older ones only ropes. The cannons are mounted on wheeled wooden carriages, each manned by five crew members, as you can imagine it is hard and thirsty work, so every member is allocated one gallon of ale a day.’

			‘Can we open a gun port?’ I asked.

			‘I don’t see why not, but be careful not to fall out.’

			He opened the gun port which was hinged and secured to a roof beam. Hanging onto the side of the gun port, we stooped and peered out at the waves, watching for a moment, the ship pitching and rolling.

			It could only have been a minute… two at the most, when the ship pitched to port and I heard a thundering noise behind me: glancing round I saw the cannon hurtling toward us. I dived to my right, banging my head and grazing my arm… I was shaken but otherwise unhurt.

			Thomas was not so lucky, he’s older than me and not as agile. A wheel ran over his foot and the carriage glanced his arm, sending him crashing across the deck where he lay still until a group of crew members came rushing to his aid. To my relief he was soon sitting up, blood dripping from his head and arm, but alert enough to ask questions.

			The cannon ended up crashing into the side of the ship, splintering timbers and stopping half in and half out of the ship. Crew rushed to our aid, the cannon already being hauled back inside and being secured. Two strong crew members lifted a groaning Thomas and carried him up on deck to the medic’s room in the aft castle, close to our own cabin.

			The ship’s physician identified two bones in his foot that were broken, and decided the best he could do under the circumstances was to bind the whole foot tightly and trust that they would eventually knit together. His instructions were to rest as much as possible and not to remove the binding for at least six weeks.

			Thomas was sat in a chair with his foot resting on a stool, his right arm strapped up in a sling, the gash to his arm now held in place by a bandage.

			‘There is no doubt in my mind that this was a deliberate attempt on my life,’ he furiously declared.

			‘On what grounds?’ asked the Prince.

			‘Because I know that the cannon was correctly secured with chains and the wheel-wedges. Toby will vouch for that.’

			Charles looked at me and I nodded.

			‘Why would anyone want to harm you? There cannot be that many people on this ship who know who you are.’

			‘I have no idea, but I intend to find out.’

			I spoke softly, half hoping neither had heard me. ‘My Lord, I think I was the target, Thomas was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

			They both looked at me… clearly surprised by my statement.

			‘Why on earth would you think that Toby, nobody knows you, or anything about you?’

			‘Half of London knows about Toby’s heroics. News like that travels fast, it could have been anyone,’ Thomas said as he eased his foot off the rest and placed it gently on the deck.

			‘What makes you think you were the target, and what possible motive could anyone have to want hurt you?’

			‘I have no idea, but I overheard some men talking about me in the galley while I was eating with Thomas this morning, and they were not being complimentary, they called me the whelp of a whore.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Yes my Lord, and I heard someone whisper my name.’

			‘I heard nothing,’ said an indignant Thomas. ‘What else did you hear that I didn’t?’

			‘Just the odd word but it was enough to assure me that I was the subject of their anger… or perhaps I should say, his anger because there was only one man doing the talking.’

			‘How many were there Toby?’

			‘They were behind me, and if I had turned round they would have known I had overheard them talking, so I kept quiet and just listened, but I would guess there must have been about five or six of them.’

			The prince paced up and down thinking and pondering what course of action to take.

			‘We have already questioned the crew,’ he said, ‘and they speak as one in assuring me that all the cannons were properly secured and that they could not have moved on their own without someone releasing the chains and removing the wedges. That’s what they are saying and I am inclined to believe them. I think it is highly unlikely that anyone from the crew was involved, but I will certainly check them out. That just leaves a handful of earls, with their entourages, a plethora of high ranking officers in the King’s Guard and a few hundred soldiers. Can either of you think of anyone I have missed?’

			I looked at Thomas and we both shook our heads.

			‘Whoever the offender is, he is a chancer who must have been passing through… saw an opportunity, and seized on the moment. He then escaped before the accident happened. So what I will do is get someone to interrogate the crew on the gun deck again, I will ask the earls to question their own courtiers and personal staff, and I will speak to my own people. Rest that foot,’ Charles said pointing to Thomas’s injury, ‘And do as the medic has advised.’

			He then turned and walked out of the cabin, shutting the door as he left.

			I found it hard to sleep that night. I was perplexed and puzzled as to why anyone would want to hurt me, and in my head I kept going through the whole bewildering incident over and over again, until eventually the gentle movement of the ship on a calm sea sent me to sleep.

			When I woke I felt a little unwell but Thomas assured me that I would be alright after a good meal, he also thought it better to have food brought up to our cabin, rather than him struggle down to the galley on crutches.

			The rest of the voyage was short and uneventful and we arrived roughly as predicted at the port of Breda, mid-afternoon on the third day.

			The Hague, Holland

			Carriages were at the dockside waiting to take the prince and his entourage (including me) the short journey to Noordeinde Palace, the luxurious residence of the Dutch Royal family where we were warmly greeted by Prince Charles’s sister Mary and her husband Prince William of Orange.

			The commanders and men-at-arms were marched to a camp a mile or so from the anchorage. This was to be their home until they were needed. The nobility made their own arrangements.

			At first sight I thought Noordeinde Palace looked similar to our own St James’s Palace in London, but it was completely different on the inside, with its high concentration of art covering every space on every wall.

			I was taken to my quarters at the very top of the building by a page boy who I thought was about my age. He didn’t speak any English but indicated that I was to wait there until called.

			I had a small window in my attic room from where I could see crowds of people scurrying about, unloading carts and carriages, at the same time stable hands were tending to the horses and carriages as they were vacated.

			From high up in my lofty position they all looked like ants, scampering and rushing about aimlessly… or so it seemed.

			It was not too long before the same page boy returned with my trunk, he dropped it on the floor and indicated that I should follow him down the stairs. Thomas was seated in the library waiting for me, his crutches leaning against his chair.

			‘You will have to look after yourself for a few hours, I have work to attend to, but there’s plenty of places for you to explore. On the other side of the palace there’s an orchard and large gardens leading down to a lake. The stables are next to the servants’ quarters at the rear of the palace… that’s where you will find the horses and coaches. Enjoy yourself but remember I want you back here by five o’clock. If you are hungry there’s snacks in the dining room. Any questions?’

			‘No, I think you have covered everything Thomas, see you at five.’

			I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to use the front entrance, but I used it anyway and nobody said anything, I don’t think anyone even noticed me running round the building looking for the stables. The gardens could wait for another time, I wanted to see the horses, and perhaps even get a ride.

			I rushed into the stables block panting from the run.

			‘Bonjour, peux je vous aide?’

			I turned to find a boy a few years older, and a little taller, smiling at me. I was learning French and enjoyed the language, but I knew I was not good enough to hold a conversation. I wanted to reply in French and tried but I was not convinced that I got it right.

			‘Mon Francais n’est pas très bon,’ I said slowly.

			‘No matter, I’m Louis,’ said my new friend. ‘With our latest guest being an English Prince I should have realised you would be English. I always speak French or English to strangers, not many guests understand Dutch. I speak five languages and English is my favourite.’

			‘I am Toby,’ I said, ‘are you a stable boy?’

			‘I like to think I am more than just a stable boy,’ he said. ‘My father is master of the horse… as was his father before him, and one day I will be a master of the horse too… here at Noordeinde or some other royal palace.’

			‘I love horses Louis, and I was wondering if I could help in any way?’

			I was secretly hoping he would let me exercise one of the horses, but I didn’t mind just helping, I was prepared to do anything.

			‘Have you ever groomed a horse?’

			‘No, but I would like to learn. I had a horse in London, but the stable boys did all the grooming there. When I returned from riding, I just handed over the reins to one of them.’

			‘Well if you like, I will show you the basics, and then you can have a go on your own.’

			He showed me how to clean hooves, and how best to groom the horse’s head and main.

			‘There’s much more to learn, but try doing what I have just shown you on the black Friesian in the next stall, call me if you need any help.’

			I was enjoying myself so much I lost track of the time, and before I realised, I was late. I ran back to the palace to find Thomas waiting for me in the library, just where I had left him earlier in the day.

			‘Get yourself cleaned up and changed into your finest clothes. A banquet and ball has been arranged by Princess Mary to welcome her brother Charles to Holland. Sovereign Prince Fredrick Henry of Orange is apparently too ill to attend, so our hosts will be Mary and her husband William. I will wait for you here in the library in half an hour.’

			‘Am I invited then?’

			‘You will be seated with me somewhere well out of the way I imagine.’

			The banqueting hall was a huge room with small windows which provided very little daylight. But the poor light was improved by large chandeliers, each holding thousands of candles, and there were more candles and lamps on the tables and wall fittings.

			Charles, as guest of honour, sat between Prince William and his sister Mary, I was hidden as far away from the lords, ladies and nobility as was possible, which suited me fine, I was just glad to be invited to such a grand event, and to get a small glimpse into how these people lived and played.

			I was, however, surprised that Thomas was sat so far away from the prince, and thought that had it not been for me, he would most certainly have been on the top table, close to Charles where he belonged.

			I had never seen so much food in my life before, much of which I couldn’t even recognise. Then cheese and port wine, which was poured into tiny glasses, hardly big enough to hold more than one gulp. And finally, decanters of brandy and glass goblets for the men to help themselves.

			I filled my belly to bursting, but I could not help feeling a little guilty at the thought of Veronica back in Fleet Alley, boiling up a stew to last three days. Dismissing the thought from my mind, I asked Thomas could I taste the port wine.

			‘Just a sip but I will pour it for you.’

			***

			After the banquet, the tables were quickly removed and the lords and ladies began to dance to music played by a group of musicians on a small elevated area in one corner of the hall.

			Thomas was tired and his foot was aching, so he excused himself and went to his bed. But I was too excited and fascinated by the dancing to leave. From my quiet corner of the room I watch unobserved.

			The dancing was started by Prince Charles and his sister Princess Mary. I watched in wonderment thinking how graceful and enchanting it looked, and wondered if I would ever get a chance to dance, which I doubted as I think I would be too embarrassed.

			The music stopped and when it started again, Mary was dancing with her husband, Prince William. Charles had chosen a new partner, a young woman with curly chestnut coloured hair, brown eyes and a pretty face. Her figure was as perfect as any of Madam Veronica’s ladies. She was wearing a silk light bronze coloured dress, pinched at the waist by a broad golden velvet sash; she was indeed a young and extremely attractive woman and it was clear for all to see that Prince Charles was quite spellbound by her beauty.

			They danced together all evening and appeared unable to be parted. When they were not dancing, he was holding her hand or had his arm around her waist, whispering and giggling in her ear like a couple of children. I was fascinated by the courtship and found it hard not to watch, and I was not alone, others were watching too, murmuring quietly to each other and observing just as I was.

			I lost track of time, I think I must have been there for an hour or two and was thinking of creeping away up to my tiny room in the roof for the night when I felt a tap on my shoulder. Thinking Thomas had returned, I spun round to find Princess Mary standing smiling at me.

			‘I believe I have a lot to thank you for,’ she said, ‘you are Toby, the young man who saved my brother’s life are you not?’

			She was not much taller than me, I felt embarrassed and a little intimidated by her, I was not even sure how I should address her.

			‘It was me my Lady, but I am no hero, I just happened to be in the right place and at the right time.’

			‘Well we have a lot to thank you for. Now Toby will you dance with me?’

			‘I can’t dance my Lady.’

			‘Surely you can dance a little.’

			‘Not even a little my Lady. I have been watching and I think you are very graceful. I wish I could dance, but I have never had the opportunity to try.’

			‘Well I will get little Anne Huxley to teach you, I think you two are about the same age, and the next time we have a ball I will insist you dance with me,’ she said pointing a finger at me.

			She then held out her hand and I kissed it as I had been trained to do.

			‘When will that be my Lady, how long have I got?’

			‘A week or two when Charles returns,’ she said. ‘He is off on his travels tomorrow trying to gain support for his army. You, however, will be staying here as my guest for at least a month… maybe two or three.’

			She started to walk away then stopped, and turned to face me.

			‘I am looking forward to that dance Toby, don’t let me down.’

			She smiled and was gone, leaving me with mixed feelings of joy and trepidation, worried about the dancing and how I could possibly learn to dance so quickly and with such grace, but also happy knowing that I would be staying here at Noordeinde. I had only been here for a day but I loved it. I had found a new friend in Louis and everyone was so welcoming.

			I tried to put it all at the back of my mind but that night I couldn’t sleep: tossing and turning for what seemed like hours, thinking about my dance with Princess Mary but also worrying about the wretched war at home that was threatening all our lives.

			When I did eventually sleep, it was disturbed by foolish nightmares. I was sailing through rough seas with waves crashing over the bow of a ship that was breaking up in the storm. Of men being sick and others being swept into the sea, I was trapped on the gun deck with Thomas, unable to move or speak, with a group of faceless men laughing as a loose cannon came crashing down on me.

			I woke with a start, sweating and out of breath, daylight was streaming through the window so I knew it must be late.

			Jumping out of bed I quickly dressed and rushed down to the stables to see if I could get in a ride before starting my lessons.

			The sun was already high above the horizon with just a whisper of white cloud moving across an otherwise clear blue sky.

			I could see before I arrived that the stables were a busy hive of activity, a group of riders already trotting off in the distance and a couple more being helped onto their ponies.

			As I stepped inside, I could make out at least six grooms, each busily tending to different horses but I couldn’t see Louis so I called out his name.

			‘He is not here,’ a girl’s voice called, ‘I believe he has been sent to collect something for my Lady Princess Mary.’

			The voice stepped from the stall of one of the smaller Palominos.

			‘Are you Toby?’ she asked as she stroked the head of the pony.

			‘I am, how do you know my name?’

			‘This is my pony she is called Poppy, which is yours?’

			‘I don’t have one here in Holland, mine is at the royal stables in London.’

			‘What do you call him?’

			‘Galileo, he is called Galileo.’

			‘That’s a funny name for a horse, what does it mean?’

			‘I think it is the name of a moon… or a man, but I’m not sure. How do you know my name?’

			‘I am Anne Huxley and my mistress has told me I must teach you to dance.’

			Anne was a girl of about my age but slightly shorter, she was very pretty but not what you would call beautiful, she did have the most amazing green eyes. Her hair was the colour of golden corn with just a hint of red, which was made up into ringlets and tied with silk bows. Her dress was white with a floral design and was tied at the waist with a red belt, she wore buckled shoes and short white socks.

			‘Do you know the summerhouse?’ she asked.

			‘I have seen it from a distance but I have not been that far yet, I only arrived here yesterday.’

			She looked sideways at me and smiled… a playful mischievous smile.

			‘I have to go to lessons just now, but I will meet you there at two o’clock this afternoon; it’s going to be fun teaching you to dance.’

			She turned and ran from the stables, waved and shouted, ‘Don’t be late.’

			She skipped across the lawn towards the rear of the palace. While I just stood and watched spellbound until she had disappeared from view, wondering just what I was letting myself in for.

			Louis appeared at my side and leaned on my shoulder.

			‘So… Lady Anne is going to teach you to dance.’

			‘So it seems, what do you know about her?’

			‘Not much, her father is an odd looking chap with red whiskers, but her mother is nice.’

			‘Are they here at Noordeinde?’

			‘No, they only came to bring Anne here about a year ago. I think they live in Sussex, England. Do you want a ride, I have a lot of horses needing exercising today?’

			‘I would love to but I only have a few minutes left so there isn’t time. I will try to get down earlier tomorrow.’

			***

			‘You’re late for lesson again,’ Thomas barked, ‘I can’t stand around all day waiting for you, I’m a busy man… I suppose you have been down to the stables. Have you brought your books?’

			I dropped my books on the table in front of him.

			‘Thomas, how many other children live here at the palace?’

			‘Six or seven I think, ranging from five to fourteen years old, why do you ask?’

			‘Why am I being taught on my own… why can I not join with the other children for lessons?’

			‘Because they are all more advanced than you, and that is not meant as a criticism; you are doing fine, it’s just that the others will have started lessons when they were five or six years old. You will soon catch up, I am sure of it.’

			I enjoyed my lesson as I always do, but I couldn’t stop myself thinking about Anne Huxley and my dancing classes. Surely Princess Mary doesn’t really want to dance with me I thought.

			‘You’re daydreaming again Toby so I think we will call it a day and finish a little early. Do you think you have learned anything or have you spent the whole time thinking about the stables?’

			‘Do you know Anne Huxley?’

			‘So you haven’t been thinking about horses, you have found yourself a girlfriend.’

			‘No of course not, I’m not interested in girls, you know that.’

			His smile showed that he didn’t believe me, I was embarrassed and anxious to change the subject.

			‘Thomas, how long will we be staying here at Noordeinde?’

			‘Why do you ask?’

			‘Princess Mary told me she thought her brother would soon be leaving here. He wants to try and raise an army.’

			‘You spoke to Princess Mary?’

			‘She spoke to me. She wanted me to dance with her.’

			He started to laugh at the thought of me dancing, and then stopped and asked: ‘So do you want to go with Charles, or stay here and learn to dance?’

			‘I like it here.’

			‘I am sure you do… especially now that you have found little Lady Anne Huxley, but in answer to your question about her, the truth is I don’t know myself yet, but when I do you will be the first person I will tell.’

			***

			Not wanting to be late for my first dance lesson, I rushed down my food and was a little early getting to the summerhouse, but Anne was already there.

			‘We will start with the Allemande,’ she said. ‘It’s a dance you do in pairs, but watch, I will show you the steps first and then you can try on your own.’

			Picking up the hem of her dress she skipped, hopped and spun across the summerhouse floor, talking through the steps as she went.

			‘Now you try.’

			I was feeling a little silly but thought it looked easy enough, so I started by following her instruction to the letter, and I thought I was doing alright until I came to the spin which was an embarrassing disaster. I lost my balance and crashed to the floor.

			Anne, doubled up with laughter, sat down by my side.

			We laughed and talked together for ages. I found her laugh contagious, her sense of humour infectious, and her personality charming and endearing.

			I remember that day as if it were yesterday because it was the first day of a wonderful friendship that was to last for the rest of my life.

			‘Let’s try it together,’ she said jumping to her feet. ‘Dancers form a line of couples, they hold hands like this,’ she said taking hold of my hands. ‘Now we walk three steps then balancing on one foot, turn then a step and a hop.’

			‘How many dances are there?’

			‘Let me think,’ she said putting a finger to her chin. ‘There’s the Bourrée, the Courante, the Gavotte, the Gigue, the Loure, the Minuet and the Passepied… that’s all I can remember.’

			‘And do I have to learn them all?’

			‘Just a couple for today, I think the Allemande and the Minuet.’

			‘Thank goodness for that.’

			Anne punched my arm. ‘Have you explored the garden yet?’

			‘Not yet. I haven’t had the time.’

			‘Well when I am satisfied with your dancing lesson, I will show you my secret place in the garden.’

			We spent almost two hours dancing but mostly laughing and fooling about.

			‘You’re hopeless,’ said Anne, ‘but by the time I have finished with you, you will be an expert.’

			‘I doubt it.’

			‘I promise that by the time you have completed your lesson, you will be as proficient and skilled as the prince himself, just in time for the next ball. You will be so good that all the princess’s ladies will want to dance with you.’

			‘Will you dance with me?’

			‘I will have to think about that. But we have done enough dancing for today, come… I’ll show you my secret garden.’ We walked through an opening in an immaculately manicured hedge to a walled garden with an oblong-shaped pond full of koi carp. On two sides of the pond there were rosebuds, and at each end stone benches, placed in the shadows of willow trees.

			We walked out of the garden, down some steps and across a stream… hopping from one rock to another where the water was running fast before tumbling down into a deep still pool. A hundred yards further along the stream we stopped at a place that was completely hidden from view, and there we sat on a bench beneath a cedar tree and listened to the calming noise of the water trickling down the stream.

			‘This is my secret place, I come here to think and sometimes to study.’

			‘I love your secret garden, but just how secret is it?’

			‘I come here most days and I have never once seen anyone else even walk by.’

			‘Would you mind if I shared your secret garden? I would like to study here with you where there are no distractions.’

			‘Don’t you not think that I would be a distraction?’

			‘Probably, but I am willing to take that risk.’

			‘Then I have no objection to share with you. But first you must answer one question: Did you really save the life of Prince Charles?’

			‘How do you know about that?’

			‘My mistress Princess Mary told me. But everybody knows you are a hero Toby.’

			‘You don’t know me at all, and I promise you I am no hero, I just happened to be in the right place at the right time.’

			‘But you hit the man, a grown man, you hit him on the head with a log, that’s what she told me and I think that’s very brave… tell me about it.’

			‘There’s nothing to tell. I happened to have a lump of wood in my hand at the time, and hit the man on his head with it when he tried to stab the prince, I then ran away, that’s not being very brave is it?’

			She put her arm through mine and whispered, ‘Well you’re my hero today Toby, and I do know about you.’

			‘Then you have me at an advantage because I know nothing about you.’

			‘There is not a lot to know, but I will tell you if you really want to know.’

			‘I really want to know.’

			‘Well my name is Anne Huxley, the only daughter of William Huxley the 3rd Baronet of Lewes. My mother is named Anne like me, and I have two brothers. Peter is two years older than me, and Robert two years younger. I am here at Noordeinde Palace with Princess Mary training to be one of her ladies-in-waiting and I will remain here until my father, or my mistress, finds me a suitable husband: There now, you have it all, you know all about me.’

			‘Could you not choose your own husband?’

			‘Only if my father approves, or if I find a handsome young prince.’

			‘What are your parents like, and do they have lovely hair like yours?’

			‘I am told that I am like my parents, so if you like me you will like them. My mother’s is strawberry-blonde like me, and my father’s is a sort of red and ginger, he doesn’t have much hair on the top of his head it’s all on his chin. He is a little self-conscious about being bald so he wears a periwig most of the time. Is there anything else?’

			‘Yes… tell me who that young woman was that danced with Prince Charles all last night?’

			‘Yes; wasn’t that romantic… love at first sight I think, they couldn’t keep their hands off each other.’

			‘But who is she, is she one of the princess’s ladies?’

			‘No, she came here with her parents to escape the civil war, she is the daughter of William and Elizabeth Walter who are Royalist supporters.’

			‘What is her name?’

			‘Her name is Lucy and she is eighteen years old, just like Prince Charles. She came here with her parents because they feared for their safety. They lived in Wales at Roch Castle in Pembrokeshire, that was where Lucy was born. But the castle was taken and destroyed by Parliamentary forces over four years ago, they stayed in London for a while before moving to Rotterdam… and now she has found herself a prince.’

			‘How do you know all this stuff?’

			‘I talked to her, she’s nice, perhaps even beautiful, but she is too old for you and you’re too late anyway because she has captured the heart of a prince.’

			‘I am not interested in her, I doubt I will ever get married, not for a hundred years anyway, I am enjoying life too much to give it all up for a woman.’

			‘I can’t wait a hundred years Toby,’ she said laughing, ‘and in any case I cannot ever see my father approving of a lowly commoner like you, he wants me to marry someone with a title.’

			***

			We were now sat in the shade, the sun having disappeared from view behind the trees, and as it was getting late we decided it must be time to amble back to the palace.

			We returned on the same path we came on, hopping over the stream and stopping for a moment to watch the fish in the pond, it was still warm but the sun was dropping lower on the horizon and a few dark clouds were beginning to creep across the sky. The lake in the distance was as calm as a mirror, disturbed only by a pair of swans gliding gracefully across the water, and just the occasional ripple of a fish breaking the surface.

			We were midway between the summerhouse and the palace when Anne pointed to a young couple running hand in hand between the topiary bushes and the trees towards the lake.

			‘That looks like your Prince Charles and Lucy Walter,’ she said shielding her eyes.

			‘I think you’re right, I wonder where they’re going.’

			‘Towards the lake I think, let’s follow them and find out.’

			‘I don’t think that’s a good idea, what if they see us?’

			‘We will be careful, come on.’

			Anne set off in a crouching position, running from one hiding place to another, I followed reluctantly behind.

			‘It looks as if they are going to the lake.’

			‘I think we should go back,’ I said, ‘let’s go to the stables.’

			‘I thought you were a fearless hero, don’t be scared Toby, I will protect you.’

			‘I’m not a hero and I don’t need protecting, please let’s go back.’

			‘Look, they’re going in the boathouse, follow me.’

			I had a bad feeling that this adventure was not going to turn out good, a forewarning of misadventure and misfortune, but there was no stopping Anne now, she was excited and determined to solve the imaginary puzzle that was spinning around in her girly mind.

			Prince Charles and Lucy Walter entered the boathouse, closing the door behind them.

			Using the reed beds around the lake as cover, Anne crept slowly forward with me, her unwilling collaborator, following a couple of paces behind; eventually we were near enough to hear the voices inside but not near enough to catch what they were saying.

			‘We will be able to see them through the cracks in the door if we get a little closer,’ she whispered.

			We took a few more steps and disturbed a family of moorhens who squawked in annoyance at being disturbed, it all went quiet inside the boathouse and I was sure for a moment that our secret eavesdropping had been exposed.

			We were now almost at the doors and I could clearly hear the prince teasing playfully and speaking quietly of love and seduction, Lucy was giggling impishly then squealing with delight and then all went quiet.

			Having lived the first ten years of my life in a brothel, I was in no doubt that the sound now coming from the boathouse was the sound of two people in the act of lovemaking.

			‘What are they doing?’ Anne whispered.

			‘Whatever they are doing, it’s none of our business and I think we should leave them alone.’

			Anne peeped through a crack in the door and then slowly turned to face me… her eyes and her mouth wide open at the realisation of what she had just seen, and what they were doing.

			Covering her mouth with both hands, she walked three paces backwards and sat on the bench by the lake in a state of shock.

			I took hold of her arm and pulling her to her feet I whispered, ‘We must go now and don’t argue.’

			Moving as quickly and as quietly as we could, we made haste to the summerhouse where Anne flopped exhausted onto a settee, shocked and traumatised at what she had just witnessed.

			‘They were making a baby, can you believe it Toby? They were making a baby, and they are not even married.’

			I was slightly surprised by her innocence, then realised that unlike me she had lived a sheltered life, protected from the real world by her parents, and therefore not understanding that what she thought was shocking was actually perfectly normal… though in this case perhaps a little unusual. Clearly distressed and upset, she sat with her head in her hands and began to cry. I tried to comfort her by putting a hand round her shoulder.

			‘What they were doing was perfectly normal Anne, they are just two young people in love.’

			‘But what if she gets pregnant?’

			‘It doesn’t always happen, and if it does, Prince Charles will deal with it. In any case, it’s none of our business.’

			Anne may have been shocked by what she had witnessed, but I was not. Prince Charles had the reputation of being a philanderer. I once overheard Veronica telling George that she believed the man who tried to kill him on Ludgate Hill was the father of a young woman whom the prince had dishonoured.

			Anne eventually calmed down, but when she looked at me her eyes were red and sad, I wanted to hug her but at the time I was too shy, and so I just held out my hand to her. ‘It’s late and I think we should go back to the palace,’ I said.

			She took hold of my hand and we walked slowly back in silence.

			***

			I saw very little of the prince during the months of October and November, he was busy travelling Europe accompanied by his brother-in-law William, seeking support for his army of liberation.

			Thomas stayed at Noordeinde to give his injury time to recover, to deal with Charles’s affairs in his absence, and to maintain pressure on me to keep up with my education.

			No motive or credible reason had been found as to why my life was targeted on board the prince’s ship, or who could be responsible, and Thomas having pledged to protect me with his life did not want to leave me alone on my own.

			Meanwhile, the civil war back home rumbled along causing hardship and misery to all who were unfortunate enough to get caught up in its chaos and disorder.

			Despite the troubles in England, the summer of 1648 spent in The Hague was one of the happiest of my life.

			Thomas allowed me to drop Theology and Mathematics. Theology because I could see no point in learning something I had no enthusiasm for, and Mathematics because it was a subject I was taught as a child by Veronica to a level Thomas thought adequate. In return I agreed to add Spanish and History to my curriculum… to study four hours a day, two in the morning and two in the evening, and to spend more time on English, French and Latin.

			The rest of the day I was free to do as I pleased: to work, to go riding with Louis or explore the palace gardens with Anne. Sometimes the three of us would go riding together, although Anne never wanted to go anywhere near the lake.

			I had my dance with Princess Mary, and also danced with some of her ladies-in-waiting who took turns in asking me. One of them was called Anne Hyde who was also a friend of Anne Huxley, who I did eventually dance with… in fact she was the only person I felt really comfortable dancing with.

			Anne and I often took our books to the secret garden and sat in quiet solitude studying together until the long shadows of early evening reminded us that we were hungry.

			The palace gardens were extensive and often surprised us with hidden gems of nature and wildlife.

			The graceful undulating landscaping was tended by a small army of gardeners, resulting in the most beautiful flowerbeds… ponds of colourful fish, fountains, marble statues and manicured lawns with lanes of topiary hedges, and trees… lots of trees.

			But also the lake which was the one place we never returned to. It was as like a mental block in Anne’s mind, a place erased from her memory, a place to avoid. She found it hard to even talk about Prince Charles, and the name Lucy Walter had become persona non grata.

			Not knowing about the summerhouse affair, Louis was confused by Anne’s aversion to the lake. Everyone liked to be by water and trotting around the lake on his favourite charger in the summer with the sun shining on the still water was one of the joys of life, how could anyone not want to be there? Louis and Anne were my closest friends, so I decided he should know the reason for Anne’s uncharacteristic behaviour.

			He swore on oath not to repeat a word, and I explained in graphic detail the cause of Anne’s abhorrence of the lake and boathouse.

			***

			We were well into September when events over which I had no control changed the direction of my life once again. In England, King Charles had been arrested, accused of being a tyrant, a traitor, a murderer and public enemy to the good of the nation. By the time we were told the news, he was at Windsor Castle. But he had been arrested in August and taken firstly to the Isle of Wight, then from there to Holmby House in Northampton and finally to Windsor Castle.

			Thomas Hudson and I were with the prince at Noordeinde Palace in The Hague when the Royal courier delivered the dreadful news of his father’s arrest. His first thought was for his sister Princess Mary, who he found in her private rooms with husband William. Two of the prince’s other siblings, Henry, Duke of Gloucester, and Princess Elizabeth were still being held by Parliamentary forces at an unknown location in England. His brother James, Duke of York, and his sister, Henrietta, were still with their mother at her home in Paris.

			It seemed a lifetime ago, and yet it was only four months since I had sailed down the Thames on what to me was to be an exciting voyage of discovery. It was a voyage to take me to faraway places, some I had never even heard of, but also into danger.

			I was only ten years old at the time but in the next twelve months I grew up very quickly. I become a man when really I was still only a boy.

			However, and despite everything, I never regretted one moment of my new exciting life as a ward of court. Of course I missed my friends back home in England, especially Madam Veronica, but I had new friends now, precious friends that I would never forget, friends for life.

			It was also a period in my life where every day my education became an exciting new challenge.

			The same could not be said for the hundreds of royal guards and officers who had sailed from England with us… bored and idling their time away in a camp on the outskirts of Rotterdam, just waiting to be called into action.

			Countless had already deserted, some of them homesick had found their way back to England, while others had found the comfort of the local women too alluring to resist, and had settled down to a life of domesticity in Holland.

			Being nobility was not a remedy for homesickness, and with the war now over, a handful of Charles’s Noble Lords decided to take a chance and return to their homes in England… taking with them their retainer and their own cadre of men-at-arms: a decision they were later to regret as many who had opposed Cromwell during the war paid later with their lives.

			My education was going well, I was spending more time studying on my own, learning from books or assignments pre-set by Thomas, this meant that my studies were not fixed to any particular time of day, and as I have always thought my mind to be most lucid first thing in the morning, I rose early and revised on my own while everywhere was quiet and peaceful, then after a hearty breakfast I always headed for the stables.

			***

			‘Where do you want me to start?’ I asked Louis as I hung up my coat.

			‘You can start mucking out that end stall if you like.’

			I hooked the door back and wheeled a barrow into the stall, parked it and took a rake from the wall.

			I felt sure he must know about the seizure of King Charles… everyone was talking about it, but I told him just the same.

			‘I suppose you know that the war in England over, and that the king has been arrested.’

			‘Yes I do… how do you feel about that Toby?’

			‘Odd really,’ I said. ‘I’m sad and happy. Sad that the king has been arrested but happy because it could mean I will probably be staying here longer. I love it here at Noordeinde and I don’t really want to be going to war. It’s a bittersweet feeling… does that make sense to you Louis?’

			‘I know what you mean, and I sort of feel the same,’ he said. ‘I don’t know your king but I’m sorry he is stuck in a stinking prison… what do you think will happen to him?’

			‘Nobody really knows, but personally I think he will be held a prisoner in the Tower of London. He won’t be the first monarch to be imprisoned there. Thomas Hudson thinks he may be exiled to France and spend the rest of his life in Paris with his wife Queen Henrietta.’

			‘Well I honestly hope things work out for him Toby… but enough of King Charles, he is not the only important news item being whispered about round the palace. Have you heard about Lucy Walter?’ he asked as he dropped a bale of hay outside my stall. ‘Anne Huxley was right all along… she has got herself pregnant, and the reason you haven’t seen her is because she is in Rotterdam. I have been told that when her time comes, she will be spending her confinement there where her parents have a home, and where they intend to live until it is safe to return to Wales.’

			I was shocked by Louis’s news but not too surprised. Anne thinks they are in love but it’s not the kind of love I am familiar with. I love Madam Veronica but the men who visit her house are not in love, they are just lustful and depraved and I think the prince is a little like them… I have seen how he looks at women and how he talks to them and it sometimes disgusts me… though I would not want him to know that.

			‘Is she in Rotterdam now?’ I asked as I wheeled the barrow full of old bedding out of the stall.

			‘As it happens, at the moment she is here at Noordeinde, but only for a quick visit to see the Princess Mary. She is then going to Paris to see your Queen Henrietta with her parents.’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘Princess Mary’s ladies always know what’s going on, they gossip, and I am particularly friendly with one of them, but don’t worry, it’s not Anne.’

			‘Anne is too young for you, and why should I be worried? She’s just a friend.’

			He looked at me and laughed but didn’t answer my question… feeling a little embarrassed I wheeled the barrow outside and tipped the contents on the dunghill ready to be moved to the farms. When I returned Louis called: ‘Lucy Walter is claiming to be married to your prince, and he has neither admitted nor denied it, so you can draw your own conclusion from that.’

			‘If that is true, the baby will be the second in line to the throne.’

			‘What throne?’ asked Louis. ‘At the moment you don’t have a monarch or a throne.’

			Anne walked into the stables carrying her books.

			‘I thought I would find you here, have you heard the news about Lucy Walter?’

			‘Louis has just told me, so you were right all along, you said she would get pregnant.’

			‘What do you think will happen to her?’

			‘I’m not sure but I think Charles will do the right thing by her. If it’s a boy he will probably be given a title.’

			‘Do you think they are married? She is saying that they are.’

			‘I doubt it… but you never know.’

			‘Now that the war is over will you be going back to England?’

			‘It depends what happens to the King. If they harm him I fear Prince Charles will want to return to England with an army and fight Oliver Cromwell all over again.’

			‘But you will not have to go will you Toby, you’re too young?’

			‘I think he will be going to Paris first,’ Louis said to Anne. ‘I have been asked to have five or six horses ready to travel by the weekend.’

			‘Louis is right. Thomas thinks Prince Charles is worried about his mother and wants to visit her in Paris, and if he goes with him I will probably have to go too.’

			‘No matter,’ said Anne. ‘I am also going to France at the weekend with my parents.’

			Louis was stood listening with his hands on his hips. ‘What for?’ he asked.

			‘I have no idea,’ she said as she turned on her heels and headed for the door.

			‘I’m off to study… you know where you can find me.’

			‘I think you had better shuffle off after your girlfriend,’ Louis jested.

			‘I don’t have a girlfriend and I have important work to do here before I go chasing after her.’

			***

			I sat in silence watching Thomas checking my work, occasionally nodding and sometimes grinning to himself which is usually a good thing. Finally he pushed my work to one side and looked directly at me.

			‘How have I done today?’

			‘I will be going to Paris at the weekend with Charles, he wants to see his mother and he has suggested we travel on horseback as taking carriages would add two days to the journey. It’s a long way and we will probably have to spend three days in the saddle; you can stay here if you wish or you can come along for the ride.’

			‘I will come with you. How is my work?’

			‘I am pleased you want to come with us, I think it will be a good experience for you, and in answer to your question… apart from your spelling mistakes I am reasonably satisfied with your work. But now I think it is time I gave you something a little more challenging.’

			‘Challenging?’

			‘Yes challenging. I want you to do one of my jobs. I want you to keep a record of our trip to Paris. I want you to be the royal chronicler and keep a record of the whole journey… there and back. When we return we will go over your work together. How do you feel about that?’

			‘Do you make a record of every journey or is this just an exercise for my benefit?’

			‘You’re right… I would not generally record a family visit, not unless something unusual happens, I just think it is time you attempted something a little more taxing… something a little more interesting.’

			‘I enjoy a challenge so I accept.’

			‘Good, so now I will give you a couple of useful tips. The way I have always done it is by recording items as headings, or even just single words. That way I can be reasonably sure not to forget anything important when later I transcribed it into the report. Certain features or elements that are more complex you may have to record in full. Do you think you will be able to manage that?’

			I was excited at the chance to prove myself, though slightly worried that I might mess up.

			‘I will do my best,’ I said.

			‘That’s all I ask.’

			This was an important day for me. Not only because on that day I was given a proper job. It was the day I started to keep a record of my own adventures. It was the day I started my own personal journal.

			Thomas had fully recovered from the injury to his foot but was left with a slight limp, a limp that I suspect would remain with him for the rest of his life.

			I had never been to Paris, only heard about it, and seen paintings. And I had never rode a horse for more than half a day at a time before, certainly not at a gallop, so I didn’t quite know what to expect. Nevertheless I was excited and anxious to find out.

			I picked out a hunter from the stables but Louis shook his head and said, ‘You would be much better on a smaller horse… I suggest you take the Palomino you rode yesterday.’

			Surrendering to his greater knowledge, I took his advice and later before retiring for the night, I ambled down to the stables to spend a few minutes talking and stroking the horse that would be my equine companion for the next few days.

			Queen Henrietta Maria

			It was early in the morning and still dark as we rode out of the gates of Noordeinde Palace, and through the silent streets of The Hague into the countryside. I was the youngest of six which included three of Charles’s most trusted knights.

			After a few hours we stopped by a stream to rest the horses and stretch our legs.

			The sky was a blanket of grey and there was a slight drizzle which, though good for the horses, was rather unpleasant for their riders.

			Thomas seemed restless and kept looking back.

			‘Is something bothering you?’ asked Charles.

			‘It’s probably nothing but I have a strange feeling we are being followed.’

			‘I’ll double back a mile or so and check,’ suggested one of Charles’s knights.

			He was gone an hour, and when he returned he said he had seen two horsemen, but they were a mile away travelling in the opposite direction.

			‘I think considering all that happened to us on the ship, I must be getting a little paranoid,’ said Thomas. ‘Let’s move on, it’s a long way to our overnight stop in Brussels.’

			The sky was ashen, and it continued to drizzle all the way to the tavern which was to be our overnight stop. The weather then changed for the worst, with heavy rain and thick black clouds shutting out any chance of light from the moon.

			We were given a meal of mutton stew and sweet pastry. I was tired and so after eating I retired to my bed, leaving the others talking and laughing about Thomas’s phantom horsemen.

			After a quick breakfast we walked together to the stables where our horses were already tacked up and ready to go. It was still fairly early and we had a long way to travel if we were to reach Reims before dark.

			***

			We had covered less than a mile and were galloping round a bend in the road when my saddle slipped. I fell heavily landing on my left shoulder, then rolling over hit my head against a tree. I was dazed and winded but conscious, my head was spinning, my shoulder was tender and I was spitting blood from a broken tooth.

			I sat up feeling rather stupid. I was the youngest member of the party and thought I had let Thomas down.

			While Prince Charles and Thomas attended to my injuries, the guards recovered my horse and discovered that the saddle was split by the fall, and that the strap had been cut through leaving only a thread holding it together.

			‘It must have been cut here in Brussels,’ said Paul, one of Charles’s knights. ‘You could never have ridden a full day with a saddle strap in that condition.’

			‘Get back to the stables and check out the staff there… see what you can find out about the stable boys, and while you’re there, find a blacksmith or someone who can fix this saddle,’ ordered Charles.

			Thirty minutes later they were back with a tanner who made a temporary repair to the strap and stitched up the damaged saddle. While the tanner was about his work the guards described word for word what the stable boys had told him earlier.

			‘He said that when they came into the stables this morning, the Palomino was already tacked up and ready to go, so they assumed that Toby had done it for himself. When I explained the reason for my question he told me that two men claiming to be travellers arrived late last night at the tavern, and left early this morning without paying for their keep.

			‘So my Lord… it looks as if your suspicions were right… we have a potential assassin in our midst.’

			‘So it seems: But how are we going to track him down, and why Toby? That’s the question.’

			I was offered the chance to return to Noordeinde but declined, as my curiosity to see the queen was greater than the pain in my shoulder. I was helped into the saddle and we began the second day of our journey an hour behind schedule.

			The rest of the journey to Reims was uneventful. But my shoulder was hurting more than I cared to admit, and I suspected that we were travelling at a slower pace for my benefit, which upset me somewhat.

			We stayed overnight at a hunting lodge belonging to a relative of Queen Henrietta, and while there, a serving girl rubbed some balm into my shoulder, she said it would relieve the pain, and I think it did help a little. I was not feeling very sociable, so I retired early to my bed, leaving the others flirting with the local wenches and drinking cheap wine.

			***

			The Castle of Doves was situated on high ground above Paris. We passed through the large iron gates and along the extremely long tree-lined driveway specially designed to give the occupants of the castle plenty of time to observe approaching visitors.

			We had been travelling for three days, by far the longest I had ever spent in the saddle. My backside was tender, my shoulder was aching and I felt completely exhausted as we rode the final few yards into the courtyard. My discomfort was eased somewhat in the knowledge that I could now hand over the reins and forget about my trusty Palomino for a few days.

			Standing each side of the double oak doors were two male domestics, and between them Charles’s brother James, Duke of York, who was holding the hand of their little four-year-old sister Henrietta, the youngest of the Stuart siblings.

			James with a wide grin on his face watched as a multitude of servants rushed to attend to our horses and luggage.

			I had expected the queen to be there to welcome us, but was later told that the queen does not meet her guests… it is they who go to her.

			Little Henrietta, still too young to understand the vagaries of protocol, came running to greet us, jumping up and down excitedly until Charles had dismounted. He took her in his arms, and it was clear by the way she embraced him with tears of joy running down her pretty cheeks just how very close a family they were, and for a brief moment I envied them… seeing first-hand just what it must be like to have a brother or sister.

			It was late afternoon, and beginning to go dark; I was about to follow Charles into the castle when Thomas called to me. ‘You see those lights over there,’ he said. ‘Well that’s Paris, you will find it an interesting place to explore.’

			The Castle of Doves was not as big as I had expected… nor did it look like a castle. Nevertheless it was a majestic building with an impressive tree-lined entrance. I was equally impressed by the rear of the building and the extensive gardens stretching 200 yards and beyond to open ground, and then across open fields to a forest of tall Cypress trees. Not surprisingly a line of dovecotes were positioned each side of the gardens.

			The servants and stable boys disappeared round the side of the building with our horses, and I followed Prince Charles into the castle through the open doors into a large reception area.

			The inside of the house was equally impressive with many unique features including a beautiful painted ceiling which Thomas told me was: ‘The Alliance of Bacchus with Venus and his loves.’ I couldn’t help thinking how Veronica would have loved such an erotic painting on the ceiling in her parlour.

			***

			My first impression of Queen Henrietta was of surprise. She was much smaller than I had expected, and sitting on a large throne made her look even smaller.

			Her teeth protruded a little, and she had thin arms. But she had a nice nose, a marvellous complexion and beautiful eyes.

			She embraced Charles and offered Thomas her gloved hand. He bowed respectfully and kissed it in the most gentle way. I was impressed by his elegance and grace and took a mental note on how best to approach a queen… if ever I were invited. She then indicated to Thomas to sit by her side.

			I watched from the back of the room and could not help but notice that the queen seemed always to address Thomas rather than her son, talking softly to him as one would a close friend. Perhaps it was because he was closer to her age, or perhaps it was because he was much wiser and more intelligent than her son.

			They were talking in French and I could catch only a little of the conversation… certainly not enough to make an accurate record.

			I was standing ten paces away and saw Thomas point at me. The queen looked briefly in my direction and nodded. He then came to me and without speaking, put a hand on my shoulder and guided me into the adjoining room.

			‘Queen Henrietta wants to have a private word with her son just now, but has agreed to let you listen into any conversation that is not of a personal nature. On these occasions you will sit at the back of the room and keep quiet, any questions?’

			‘I couldn’t understand most of what she was saying because she was speaking in French.’

			‘Of course she was. We are in France and that is her language, I understand that,’ said Thomas. ‘Just remember what I said about headings, take a note of the words that you do understand and I will go through it all with you later.’

			I must have looked perplexed because he grinned and then chuckled.

			‘Don’t worry Toby, I don’t expect too much from you, and what you don’t understand I will explain later.’

			‘I think you quite enjoy watching me suffer,’ I said, ‘but I accept the challenge.’

			We were sat together for no more than five minutes, when we heard raised voices from the adjoining room. The only two words I could understand were Lucy and Walter.

			Thomas stopped to eavesdrop for a few moments, he then sat facing me.

			‘I think I should tell you a little about the history of King Charles and his Queen. As you know she is French, and a devout Roman Catholic. While he is a Puritan who follows strict Protestant principles, despite the strong religious differences their fathers both agreed that the best way to bring together two potentially warring countries together, was for them to be married. But before the marriage could take place, a special dispensation from the Pope had to be approved. He agreed to the marriage only after he was assured that there would be some measure of toleration for Roman Catholics in England. The English government and Henrietta’s father, Henry IV of France, agreed, and the marriage took place… first by proxy in May, 1625, and later in June, 1626, at St Augustine’s Church, Canterbury.

			‘The twenty-four-year-old King Charles was totally content with the marriage to Henrietta who was only fifteen at the time. He had married well and his bride was young and fit enough to provide him with many heirs. Henrietta on the other hand was totally against marrying a protestant but her personal wishes were of no consequence.

			‘When she first arrived in England she brought with her an army of servants, all of which were Catholics. As you can imagine this caused considerable tension between them. So Charles sent them all back apart from her Chaplain and two ladies-in-waiting.

			‘The first few months were challenging but the marriage became one of deep love and affection, especially after Henrietta provided her husband with the heirs he so desired.

			‘The main problem is religion, and it is on this subject that Prince Charles and his mother always argue. James, like his mother, is a catholic, and no doubt little Henrietta will be raised as a catholic too. The King, his son Prince Charles, and her two other children, Henry and Elizabeth, are protestants. So there you have it. An insurmountable problem… and now to add to their difficulties we have the problem of Lucy Walter who is carrying the queen’s first grandchild.’

			‘How is that a problem for the queen?’

			‘Queen Henrietta is insisting that when the child arrives, he or she will live here in France with her, which means the child will be raised a catholic.’

			‘What does Lucy think about that?’

			‘I don’t think she has any say in the matter… her father agrees that his grandson or daughter would be better raised a catholic here in Paris, than a protestant in England under the rule of Oliver Cromwell. To add to the confusion… Lucy is now claiming to be married to the prince… and is apparently looking forward to living here in Paris as one of the queen’s ladies.’

			‘What did the queen say about Charles and Lucy’s marriage? I take it she disapproves.’

			‘She does, but it is not Lucy whom she blames… she blames Charles, she blames him for everything.’

			‘Will Charles agree to Lucy and her child living here?’

			‘He may have no choice. But enough of Lucy Walter, she is of little consequence, at this moment the queen’s main concern is securing the release of her husband King Charles.’

			Thomas stopped talking and turned his head towards the queen’s chamber. The arguing had stopped and all was quiet in the adjoining room.

			I wasn’t sure if he had finished with me, so I started gathering up my papers and asked, ‘What do you suppose they are doing in there?’

			‘I believe they are trying to craft a suitable letter to send to London. The queen being a catholic has never had any influence or authority in England, so she is helping Charles to put together an appropriate letter, begging for leniency and a speedy release of his father. But it has to be in his own hand.’

			‘Could you not do that for him?’

			‘I could… and he may well ask me to check his work or even to make amendments.’

			‘When will we be going back to Noordeinde Palace?’

			‘Missing your girlfriend are you?’

			‘I don’t have a girlfriend,’ I said angrily.

			‘I personally think we will be here for a couple of weeks, but Charles may decide to stay longer, perhaps until the problem of his father is resolved. So for the time being we are going nowhere.’

			My question to Thomas was answered by Charles himself, a couple of days later.

			‘We will be returning to The Hague on Monday. I would have preferred to go sooner but my mother had insisted we join her for Mass on Sunday.’

			***

			There was a brand new saddle created from the finest soft leather on my Palomino for the return journey, and I had been assured by Queen Henrietta’s physician that my shoulder was only bruised, nothing was broken and that all that was needed was rest.

			I was offered help getting into the saddle, but not wanting to appear weak or feeble I brushed aside the offer and struggled on my own, trying (unsuccessfully I think) to make it look easy.

			The return journey to The Hague appeared to be so much further than the outward journey, and my discomfort seemed to be getting worse with every stride.

			I had a good rest at Brussels, and while I was relaxing and updating my records, Thomas and Charles were again questioning staff at the tavern, plus any others who might have had access to the stables.

			They eventually abandoned their investigation when they realised all their questions had amounted to nothing.

			On arrival at Noordeinde Palace… physically and mentally exhausted, I retired straight to my attic room and fell asleep.

			I was awakened by Thomas accompanied by Princess Mary’s personal surgeon who confirmed that the pain in my shoulder was nothing more than a bad sprain. He put my arm in a sling and told me to rest. I was not convinced by his diagnosis, the pain was just as bad as ever… but I was too tired to argue, so for the next few days I meandered around the grounds and the stables, usually carrying a book feeling bored and useless.

			I explained to Louis and Anne as best as I could the reason for my arm sling. I also told them once again about the incident on the ship… but I had no answer to their questions on who would want to harm me. I lay awake at night asking myself the same question.

			‘Surely you must have some idea Toby, perhaps you have upset someone in the past… can you not remember anything?’

			‘Trust me Anne, I have racked my brain for answers, I have no idea, I have never had any enemies… never.’

			‘Well you can’t work with your arm in a sling, and you can’t ride… but you can walk and you can study, so get your books and let us go to the summerhouse.’

			Louis smiled at me. ‘I think that’s an order my friend.’

			‘I think you are right,’ said I.

			The following morning when I gave Thomas the work I had done the previous day, he put it to one side and said, ‘There seems to be little doubt that for some unknown reason you have an enemy who intends to harm you… someone as yet unknown. And despite extensive investigation, and that of my Lord, Prince Charles, we still have no idea as to who it could be. So as well as your usual studies, I am going to teach you how to use a sword properly. There is nothing wrong with your right arm so you have no excuse.’

			I thought I was too young for arms training but Thomas obviously thought otherwise, and as well as learning to use a sword to defend myself (which I think I became quite good at), he taught me to shoot a firearm. He also gave me a dagger which he insisted I carry with me at all times. I agreed to carry it, though I could never imagine a time when I would ever want to use a weapon in anger.

			I saw very little of Prince Charles over the following months, when he was not busy seeking support for his army of liberation, or planning how best to save his father, he was with Lucy walking for miles hand in hand and on their own. Perhaps Anne was right… perhaps they really were in love.

			Anne taught me how to play tennis and despite being a rubbish player, I enjoyed the exercise and being with her was always a joy.

			***

			Apart from my eventful trip to Paris, the summer spent at Noordeinde was one of the most joyful and memorable times of my life, but things were about to change, the days were getting shorter and my Lord Prince was becoming restless.

			Holland and France had their own problems and Charles, not wanting to outstay his welcome, decided it was time to move on.

			He summoned his most trusted allies to a council of war and after hours of deliberations it was decided the most likely place to recruit help in raising an army of liberation would come from either Lord Leslie, the commander of the king’s forces in Scotland, who were holding a line north of the Forth, or from Ireland, which is the option he chose.

			It was Thomas who informed me of Charles’s decision, and it was he who offered me the choice of following the prince, or staying at Noordeinde.

			‘Will you be going with him?’ I asked.

			‘I will because I have no choice. But you, my young friend, do have a choice. Our first stop will be Jersey in the Channel Islands. You may stay here with your friends if you wish… or you can come with us.’

			‘I want to be with you. I want to keep up with my lessons.’

			I thought Anne would probably be a little emotional so I took the easy option and told Louis first.

			‘Well good luck my friend,’ he said, ‘take care and come back in one piece.’

			Before I had time to think how best to tell Anne she came straight out and asked me. ‘Is it true Toby, that you are going to war?’

			‘All I know is that we are going to the Channel Islands, and then to Ireland. I don’t know if there will be a war, I do hope not.’

			‘Do you have to go?’

			I didn’t want to go to war but was secretly looking forward to something different, new challenges, a new adventure, but I dare not say that to Anne. So I lied. ‘I have to do as I am told… as do you, it is up to Thomas whether I go or stay.’

			***

			Jersey was to be our first port of call, and from there to Ireland.

			By the time Charles had assembled his meagre resources and was ready to set sail, we were well into October. Winter was on the way… the days were getting shorter and the weather colder.

			The ships were moored at Breda, less than an hour’s ride from Noordeinde… and it was around eight in the morning when the lines were released and the ships slowly drifted through the early morning mist… past the port of Rotterdam and into the English Channel.

			I watched from the window of my cabin, sometimes reading a little, and sometimes resting, but early in the evening as the light began to fade, I was on deck to watch as we passed through the narrowest point of the channel between Dover and Calais.

			The wind up until this point had been moderate, but as we passed through the straights, a strong breeze began to whip the sea into white topped waves.

			I was surprised how emotional I felt at the sight of the white cliffs on the south coast of England, and found it hard not to cry. Thomas was by my side but I chose not to speak to him for fear of sounding like a girl.

			As we entered the Atlantic Ocean the sea became angry. I was standing on the quarterdeck watching the moon move slowly across the sky until it was eventually covered by cloud. I stayed a little longer… holding on to the side rail of the rocking ship until it started to rain.

			That was when I decided it was time to return to my cabin. Thomas was somewhere with Charles and I was feeling a little unwell so I retired to my cot.

			I was sharing the same cabin with Thomas as I did on my first voyage, but this time there were no officers or soldiers on board, they were all on the other ships. He may well have been a little overcautious but decided it was better to be safe than sorry. Prince Charles’s ship had been reserved exclusively for his loyal friends, domestics and retainers.

			At first I couldn’t sleep for thinking about my first voyage out of England when I was almost killed by a loose cannon: And then the contrived accident in Brussels which confirmed for sure that someone really wanted to hurt me or worse… but why… what could I have possibly done to drive someone to such lengths, to such extremes? I strained my brain for answers but I could not come up with anything credible… perhaps I was overreacting, perhaps it was all coincidence and nobody was really trying to harm me at all… but that was not what Thomas and my Lord, Prince Charles, thought… they had taken the attack on me very seriously and were not prepared to take any more risks. Confused and exhausted eventually I must have fallen into a deep sleep.

			I awoke when I banged my head on the side of my bunk, the ship was bouncing about on an angry sea like a cork. It was still dark and Thomas was snoring loudly, completely oblivious to the noise of waves crashing against the side of the ship.

			I needed to piss but realised it would be unwise to venture on deck, so I staggered across the cabin to where a bucket was swinging noisily on a hook… I carried it back and sat on the edge of my bed, but when I looked down my head began to spin. I was not quite sure which to do first, empty my bladder or be sick, my stomach made the decision for me.

			Most of my supper found the bucket but some did not… the same happened when I pissed.

			With the bucket now half full of a noxious stinking mixture, I fell back onto my bed. The cabin was still spinning but at least while lying on my back the sickness did not seem quite so bad, so that is where I intended to stay for the rest of the day.

			Thomas grunted, sat up, stretched and farted.

			‘You alright Toby?’

			‘Not really, I think I am going to die,’ I squeaked.

			‘You will be alright when you get some food in you,’ he said as he picked up the bucket and staggered out of the cabin.

			The last thing I wanted was food, but within a few minutes he was back with a lump of cheese, some bread and a couple of apples.

			‘Eat,’ he said, ‘and drink plenty of water… we should be in St Helier before midnight.’

			‘I don’t think I will live that long, if I die will you bury me at sea?’

			‘You won’t die, now eat your food. I will be back later.’

			The cabin door slammed shut and he was gone before I had time to open my mouth.

			It was well into the afternoon before I had the courage to sit up, I still felt lightheaded and fragile but decided to risk a walk on deck.

			The sea was now much calmer and I was feeling slightly better, the dark clouds and strong winds of the previous day were gone, replaced by a clear blue sky.

			The sun looked much larger than usual, and I watched while clinging to the rails as it slowly dropped lower on the horizon, until it eventually disappeared beneath the waves.

			The fresh sea air must have done me good because I began to feel hungry. Still feeling a little unsteady, I staggered down to the galley where I found Thomas eating with Prince Charles.

			‘Come and join us,’ called Charles, ‘Are you feeling better?’

			‘A little my Lord.’

			‘Good… get yourself some food and sit down.’

			***

			I stayed up late that night, hoping to get an early sighting of our destination; the wind had dropped to little more than a light breeze and the air temperature was much warmer. Thomas had said we would be in St Helier before midnight but there was still no sign of lights on the horizon to indicate that we were close to land, just the flicker of navigation lights from our other ships following in our wake. At midnight I gave up and retired to my bunk for the third time.

			When I woke on the third day, the ship was at anchor in the still calm waters off the coast of St Helier, the ship now a hive of activity as crew members scurried back and forward to the shore carrying men and provisions.

			I quickly dressed and joined Thomas on the quarterdeck.

			‘Can you see the building at the top of the hill to the left?’ Thomas said, pointing to land.

			I rubbed my eyes and gazed in the direction he was pointing.

			‘Yes… what is it?’

			‘That is where we will be staying while we are here in St Helier. Gather up anything you want to take with you… we will be going ashore on the next boat.’

			‘Is everyone going ashore?’

			‘Everyone will get some shore leave while we are here, but there is not enough accommodation for everyone, so the men-at-arms will be staying on their ships.’

			We stepped ashore by means of a rickety wooden pier and walked to the bottom of a steep winding path which led to our Mansion House at the top of the hill.

			‘We will have to wait here for a carriage… there doesn’t seem to be many available.’

			‘Can we not walk it Thomas?’

			‘I suppose so but don’t rush me, just remember I have a bad foot, and am much older than you.’

			The path was steep and there were many steps to climb before we eventually reached the top, by which time Thomas was limping badly and panting like a dog.

			We sat together on a stone bench, resting and taking in the magnificent view of St Helier, the capital city of Jersey, and our magnificent ships at anchor half a mile offshore.

			It was fascinating watching the small boats ferrying men and provisions to shore, and the multitude of other ubiquitous vessels you find in harbours everywhere.

			When Thomas had recovered from the climb, we entered the house and were escorted to the room to which we had been allocated.

			The house that was to be our home for the duration of our stay on the island was not as large as I first thought. But it was big enough for Prince Charles, his closest allies and most of his domestics. I later discovered a small building at the rear divided into two… one half for a carriage, the other for stabling.

			The front of the building opened straight onto the road which wound its way down to the centre of St Helier.

			‘I am going to be busy with Charles all day so if you want to wander down to the harbour, take the path we came up on, take a book or something but do be careful.’

			‘Don’t worry about me Thomas, what could happen to me here?’

			‘I don’t know… that is what worries me.’

			‘What’s so important that you have to deal with it now? We have only just arrived.’

			‘You know how we had planned to join forces with the Duke of Ormonde in Ireland.’

			‘Yes, is there a problem?’

			‘I suppose you could call it that. We have just been informed that a week ago Cromwell crushed Ormonde’s resistance at Drogheda. So our plan has been thwarted.’

			‘So what you are saying is that we have come all this way for nothing?’

			‘Think of it as a holiday,’ he said.

			‘What next? Will we be going back to The Hague?’

			‘I should think so, but not for a while. If we do go to Scotland we will have to approach from the east which means passing our temporary home in Holland.’

			‘Do you think the Scots will help us?’

			‘The Stuarts are Scottish so they should help, they always have in the past but nothing is certain in these troubled times. Leslie who commands the Royalists in Scotland is negotiating with the Catholic Confederation in Edinburgh on our behalf, so I suppose it all depends on the outcome of those talks, but that is classified information so keep it to yourself for now.’

			I had a good wash to get rid of the smell of sick in my hair, a good meal to refill my empty belly and then took the same path down to the bay that we had used earlier.

			St Helier

			The bay of St Helier is a complete half circle, probably three to four miles across, with a rocky hill at one side of the town, and a sandy beach the other. The town and harbour lay to my left, but first I decided to take a walk the other way, along the shore.

			Kicking off my boots I walked along in the soft sandy beach, collected a couple of unusual looking shells on the way, and then paddled in the water which I found to be cold but refreshing.

			After walking about a mile or so, I put on my boots, turned round and ambled back on slightly higher ground, eventually finding a stone bench overlooking the harbour not far from the path leading back to my lodgings. It was here that I decided to rest before exploring the town.

			Our ships all now stripped of sail were now anchored out in the bay, only the Prince Charles was moored up to the harbour wall.

			Closer to shore there was a large quantity of boats, some large, but others no bigger than rowing boats, many were just moored up and deserted but there were others on the move in all directions, busying themselves with all manner of work, but mostly they were fishing boats or ferryboats.

			I abandoned my book because there was so much more interesting things going on in front of me, the fishermen, the stevedores and the vendors all busily going about their business.

			I smiled to myself as I studied three of the largest fishing boats tied up to the harbour wall, all three identical and raised front and back making them look a little like tiny frigates. I had seen nothing quite like them before but thought they must be a type of ketch… similar to the ones that worked the Thames.

			They were all gaff-rigged on the main mast, and carried a lugsail on the mizzen, with two jibs on a long bowsprit. I could see that they all carried a trawling line and had rudders rather than steering oars.

			A man who was obviously off one of the boats sat next to me and lit up his pipe, he was roughly the same age as Prince Charles but sturdier.

			‘Which one is yours?’ I asked.

			‘The dogger on the right,’ he said, pointing with his pipe to one of the three larger boats. ‘But it’s not mine… not yet anyway, it belongs to my old man, I just work for him.’

			‘Just the two of you?’

			‘And my kid brother and mother, we live and work on the old tub.’

			‘What do you store in the raised bow?’

			‘That’s where we live. I share a cabin with my kid brother. The old couple have the other cabin, there is also a galley and a food store on that deck. On the lower deck we store provisions, firewood, fishing lines and nets. Sometimes if we have a good catch, we put some of that in there too.’

			‘How big is the dogger if that is what you call it?’

			‘You ask a lot of questions, do you want to buy it… everything has a price?’

			I laughed. ‘No thanks, I’m just interested, you don’t see boats like those on the Thames.’

			‘Well then I had better tell you about the old tub. It’s fifty feet long with a beam of fifteen and a draught of just under six. It’s steered by a rudder, and back there in the stern is where we store the nets and lobster pots… above that room is the room where we keep our rowing boat and spare nets. This type of boat is called a dogger because it was originally designed to work on the Dogger Bank, and that’s why it has such a shallow draught.’

			‘Is there just the four of you then?’

			‘My old man won’t take on anyone else, and we haven’t the room for them if he did.’

			He knocked out his pipe on the bench and took a small tin box out of his pocket.

			‘Which ship did you come here on?’

			‘The Prince,’ I said.

			He took a pinch of snuff from the tin, dropping it on the back of his hand and sniffing it up his nose… he sneezed and offered the tin to me.

			I shook my head. ‘No thanks.’

			‘Do you know anyone called Toby on the Prince?’

			I was surprised by his question but thought nothing of it.

			‘I am Toby. Why do you ask?’

			‘That’s lucky… there’s someone looking for you, someone called Thomas Hudson, do you know him?’

			There must be something wrong if Thomas is looking for me I thought.

			‘Where is he?’

			‘He’s on board with my old man.’

			He stood and pointed to the boat. ‘You will find him somewhere on deck or in the galley I think.’ He then strolled off. ‘Perhaps I will see you again,’ he called.

			I walked down to the boat he had pointed to, but I couldn’t see anyone so I stepped up the plank and onto the deck.

			A voice from the bows called, ‘Are you looking for Mr Hudson?’

			The voice had come from an older man, probably in his forties, who looked scruffy and unwashed with a battered hat perched on his head at an angle. I assumed he was the father of the man I had been talking to earlier.

			‘Yes,’ I called back.

			‘He’s in here,’ he said as he vanished through a door leading to what I thought must be their living accommodation. I followed him in and that is all I remember until I woke up in a darkened room, gagged and bound hand and foot.

			My head was throbbing, my left eye was swollen and almost shut, and I was in complete darkness lying on what I thought was a pile of sacks… cursing my stupidity for being so easily fooled, and wondering if I would ever see daylight again.

			It was now clear and beyond any doubt that someone really did want to harm me, and that this was his most carefully planned and ambitious attempt. He was taking no chances. This time he wanted me dead.

			***

			Thomas was busy with Charles and would not miss me for a few hours by which time it could be too late.

			Lying there in the dark my thoughts drifted back to my childhood with Veronica and her ladies in Black Friars. With George and his drinking partner Stinky Skinner, and the odd assortment of men who visited Veronica’s brothel regularly on Fleet Alley. And then I thought of the Palace Noordeinde, Louis and the stables, and how much we loved to race the horses round the lake… but why is it that whenever I am troubled or worried, I always think of Anne?

			Eventually my eyes adjusted to the darkness and I was able to sit up and survey my surroundings. I realised that I must be in the stern of the boat by the steering mechanism. There was a short staircase of just a dozen steps with a handrail on one side, the entrance was through a trapdoor at the top of the stairs.

			Against the wall facing me, lobster pots were stacked floor to ceiling and to my left an assortment of fishing nets, some hanging from hooks and others thrown loosely on the deck, there was also a couple of logs that were obviously used as stools to sit on while mending nets.

			I looked around for anything I could use as a weapon, though I had no idea how I would get free to use one, or how I could ever expect to fight off two men and a boy who was likely to be a similar age to myself.

			Behind the staircase and on each side of the rudder there were two work benches; I could just make out what looked like a mallet which meant there would also be more carpenter’s tools and perhaps chisels.

			I was finding it harder to see and realised it must be early evening, perhaps five or six o’clock… very soon it would be night-time and I would be back in complete darkness again, so while I could see I concentrated on memorising as much as I could.

			I heard footsteps on the deck above and then the boat started to move.

			Surely there was something I could do? No problem was insurmountable Thomas had often told me. Though I doubted he had ever found himself in the position I was now in.

			After a short while I could hear arguing and shouting on the deck above me, I could not make out what they were saying but it was mostly the voice of a woman screaming at a man.

			The trapdoor opened and a woman came down the steps followed by a boy of about my age. The woman was carrying a basket, the boy a lantern in one hand and a grappling hook (which I took to be a weapon) in the other.

			She removed my gag, untied my hands, and from a basket handed me a spoon and a bowl of vegetable broth. I wasn’t really hungry and my mouth was painful but I ate what I could and thanked her.

			‘I am sorry my love… so sorry,’ she said as she offered me a drink, it was only water but it tasted like nectar of the Gods.

			I tried to speak but because of the injury to my face… what came out was just gibberish.

			The older man came down the stairs and sat on one of the logs.

			‘You’re wasting your time woman he will be fish food within the hour, and why have you untied his hands?’

			His wife scowled at him, her eyes red from crying. ‘Where do you think the poor boy is going in this state? You disgust me… you really do.’

			‘Look woman,’ he said holding up a large purse of money. ‘It would take us a year to earn this kind of money.’

			‘Blood money you mean… well I want no part of it.’

			The older man then dropped the purse into the pocket of his jacket, retied my hands and then climbed the stairs, leaving the door open.

			The woman offered the water to me again and repeated, ‘I am so sorry my love, please forgive me?’

			She wiped the tears from her eyes on her pinny, and followed her husband up the stairs, her young son looked me in the eye but said nothing. He then threw the grappling hook in the corner with the other tools and followed his mother up the steps, closing the door behind him.

			Why would he do that, why would he deliberately leave me something that could be used as a weapon? Perhaps he is of the same mind as his mother, perhaps he thinks his father is disgusting, perhaps I have an ally.

			Dismissing those thoughts from my mind I now had to start thinking positively… I was on my own again and had to find a way to release the bondage from my hands, and at least make an effort to defend myself, however impossible that task may appear, because if the older man was true to his word I had less than an hour to live.

			Fortunately, my hands were now tied at the front which should make freeing myself a little easier; I felt for my dagger but it was gone along with its sheath. I then remembered the shells I had collected and wondered if they were sharp enough to cut through rope, somehow I managed to recover them from my pocket but they were a poor substitute for a knife so I abandoned that idea, and decided to try to stand and hop over to the corner where I had seen the mallet. I was now in complete darkness but could remember exactly where to find the tools.

			I easily found the work bench and then rubbing my hands carefully along, I came to a vice and a large chest with a hinged lid, the chest contained a collection of tools which I was able to remove one at a time, stopping briefly when I found a large chisel which I thought might serve my purpose, but then I found a saw.

			By sitting on the bottom step of the stairs and holding the saw between my knees, I found it easy, even in complete darkness, to cut through the ropes binding my hands. I then untied my feet and in less than five minutes I was free of my bonds.

			While freeing myself I was formulating in my mind a plan that by the grace of God might just work, and perhaps I could then turn the tables on my jailer. But the plan was so full of inconsistencies, variances and anomalies that the chances of success I thought were about zero. Nonetheless, I would rather die like a man with a weapon in my hand, than sit waiting for my executioner to come and carry out his cowardly work. I had no option, I had to try.

			Firstly I had to find some rope which I thought I had seen by the side of the lobster pots on the other side of the room… moving carefully across the deck I found the rope but not before getting my feet tangled up in some netting which took me precious minutes to untangle.

			I threaded the rope under the handrail and laid it across the fourth step from the top, securing one end to a ceiling beam. The rest was coiled up on the end of the bench, where I intended to be waiting in ambush.

			I then spread one of the nets across the floor opposite the stairs, raising it at one end in the hope that whoever came down the ladder would trip and get tangled up long enough for me to make good my escape. Or if that failed, and I could think of one other option, to strike him over the head with a heavy weapon… a weapon I had yet to find.

			I was feeling around the deck for the grappling iron the boy had thrown down, but found something even better, a two foot long crowbar.

			So now I was ready and settled down to wait. The whole exercise having taken less than half an hour.

			The plan was to trip up the old man as he took his fourth step on the stairs, hopefully he would tumble down to the bottom and get entangled in the netting. Then before he had time to recover, hit him with the crowbar and race up the stairs. Beyond that, I had no idea, it all sounded so simple until I realised I still had to get past the two sons and to swim ashore, but I had no idea how far that would be, or if there was even a shore to swim to.

			I wrapped the end of the rope around my wrists and settled down to wait and to think.

			What would I do if all three men came for me together? My plan could only work if the old man came on his own. I was in despair and the more I thought about my plan, the more senseless it seemed.

			I have never been a violent person, always avoiding confrontation, and knew I had no realistic hope of escape, but I had to try.

			My thoughts once again drifted to Veronica and of Anne. Then my body went stiff as I heard footsteps on the deck above, they were the steps of just one person, a heavy person. The steps of a man.

			I was trembling as I heard the bolt on the trapdoor slide back, the door was raised and dropped onto the deck. He hesitated for a moment, and then carrying a lantern in one hand, came down the steps… when he reached the third step from the top I pulled the rope tight. He tried to grab hold of the handrail but missed, he then came tumbling down banging his head on the door frame. The lantern left his hand and flew across the room, smashing on impact with the floor, and sending flames onto the nets which immediately caught fire.

			The old man stunned by the bang on the head sailed through the air landing head first onto one of the logs.

			I heard his skull crack and saw the blood flowing freely into a pool on the floor, I was not sure he was dead but if he was not… he was certainly no longer a threat to me.

			The flames were taking hold of the fishing nets, and also the dry sacking. For no logical reason, I grabbed the man’s legs and pulled him away from the flames. It was then that I saw the purse of money. It must have fallen from his hand, so I picked it up and dropped it into the pocket of my jacket.

			I took one more look around and then turned to run.

			***

			It was dark, and Thomas was getting worried.

			‘Toby told me he would be back before nightfall. Something must have happened to him. I’m going to send out search parties,’ he said to Charles.

			‘Anything I can do?’

			‘I would like as many men out there as possible asking questions, I want every boat… large and small to be searched, including our own ships, and it would help if you could mobilise your guards.’

			‘I’ll do it right away,’ he said as he left the room.

			It was a still night with hardly a breath of wind, the temperature was warmer here in the Channel Islands than at home in England, but still too cold to be out without a coat. It was a dark night with busy clouds seemingly determined to steal what little light they could from the moon, just when it was most needed. It was only when there was a break in the clouds that the night sky was illuminated.

			Prince Charles and Thomas soon had over a hundred officers and men looking for me and just as many locals also concerned for my welfare.

			Numerous sightings were reported, mostly of me walking along the beach but also a few who had seen me sitting talking to one of the fisherman. There was also most bizarrely, one person who claimed he saw me on horseback, heading for a place called Bouley Bay.

			***

			I hoped the old man was not dead, though I was fairly sure he was. However, I had no time for recriminations or doubts about my motives. So far my plan had worked out better than I could have hoped, but that was only the start, I had no time to worry about him or his family, it was now all about me and my self-preservation.

			The flames were moving outward and upward and it was time for me to make a dash for freedom. I turned to run up the stairs, still with the crowbar in my hand, and found myself facing the man who had tricked me onto the boat in the first place.

			There was hatred in his eyes, and it was obvious he thought I had used my weapon on his father, he also realised that I was quite prepared to use it again on him if need be.

			He was faced with three choices, attack me, attend to his father, or attempt to extinguish the fire, a fire that was already licking the roof timbers.

			He looked past me then came down the steps in two strides. Jumping over the body of his father he tried to stamp out the flames while at the same time tear down the burning nets, leaving me free to run up the stairs and onto the open deck.

			The woman who had given me food and water was standing a few paces away in the arms of her youngest son, it looked to me as if they had both been crying.

			‘Can you swim?’ he called.

			Realising he had no intention of attacking me. I threw down the crowbar and said, ‘Yes I can.’

			He pointed to his right where in the distance I could see lights.

			‘That’s Brelade’s Bay.’

			I stepped over the side rail and glanced back. ‘It’s about two miles from here I think,’ he said.

			‘Good luck,’ his mother called.

			I realised then that what I had done so far was the easy part, swimming probably ten times further than I had ever done in my life before, in cold water and fully clothed, was surely going to be too big a challenge for me, but I had no option, I had to try.

			I jumped over the side and was shocked by just how cold the water was. I realised then that before swimming anywhere I would have to remove my jacket and boots. I made my way to the rudder where I was able to rest and take stock.

			I hesitated for a moment, and then I remembered the purse of money was still in my jacket pocket, it was heavy and I wondered if I should keep it or forget it and let it drop to the bottom of the ocean with my boots and jacket. Not sure if I was doing the right thing or not, I tied the purse to my belt and tucked it inside my breeches. I then let my jacket and boots sink out of sight, lost forever beneath the waves… while at the same time thinking to myself how foolish and greedy I was to keep the extra weight which could possibly make the difference between life and death.

			The flickering lights looked more than two miles away but if I was to survive I had no choice but to strike out in that direction… to hope I was strong enough, and to put my trust in God. Fortunately, the sea was not too rough with just the occasional ripple hampering what in different circumstances might have been thought of as good water for swimming in.

			The land on my right was much closer than the way I was told to swim, but I could make out white water breaking over rocks so the boy was right, I had to attempt the longer swim straight ahead towards the beach.

			I think I must have been swimming for over an hour, my progress was slow and I thought I had hardly moved at all… perhaps I was swimming against the tide… if that was the case I was destined to fail, but then I realised the water was calmer, so surely I must be further into the bay which gave me fresh hope.

			The salt water was causing my swollen eye to smart, but I realised it was probably doing me good, so I lumbered on at a snail’s pace getting more exhausted with every stroke. I decided to rest by swimming on my back, it was then that I saw that the fishing boat was now completely engulfed in flames.

			Swimming on my back was not helping, it just made me feel colder, so I turned over and continued as before, swallowing more water and getting weaker with every stroke.

			I heard a splash to my left and when I glanced in that direction I could just make out a rowing boat with a woman in the stern and two men rowing. I was pleased they were all alive as the fire was now completely out of control, the flames lighting up the night sky.

			I was glad that they had all escaped unharmed but I didn’t want them to see me so I altered my direction slightly to the right and carried on and on swimming as before.

			Eventually I accepted that I could swim no more, I was completely spent. I had done my best but this was surely the end, I was lightheaded and seeing bright lights, I was losing consciousness and my head was constantly sinking below the water. I knew I was drowning but somehow it didn’t seem to matter anymore.

			I wasn’t sure at the time if it was just a dream when I felt my feet touch the sandy bottom, but when I tried, I was able to stand with my head above water… water that was only four feet deep. I looked forward with my good eye and I could just make out waves breaking over a sandy beach.

			I don’t remember walking out of the sea but I must have done because I was found unconscious and face down at the water’s edge in Brelade’s Bay.

			When I woke I was in a four poster bed with clean white sheets wearing only a long nightshirt.

			A lady in her fifties dressed in fine clothes was sat in the chair by my bed, she smiled and touched my hand.

			‘You have had a good long sleep my dear,’ she said, ‘but what you need now is a hot meal. When you are ready, there is some broth waiting for you in the dining room. Your clothes have been washed and ironed, Milly has just gone to fetch them for you.’

			Just as the lady was about to leave, a very pretty young woman with long dark hair, wearing a black dress and white pinafore, came into the room with my clothes.

			‘Thank you my Lady,’ I called after her. She smiled and shut the door behind her.

			The young woman placed my clothes in a neat pile next to the bed.

			‘My name is Milly, I work for Lady Bramwell, but I am also her companion.’

			‘Where am I Milly?’

			‘You’re in Bramwell House at St Brelade,’ she said as she drew back the drapes, ‘this is Lady Bramwell’s home and I believe you are Master Toby.’

			‘I am? But how do you know my name, and how did I get here?’

			‘Last evening I woke my mistress when I saw a fire on a fishing boat. Concerned that there might be survivors needing help, she sent Philip and me to search. We found you unconscious on the beach and brought you here. My Lady guessed that you must have come to the island with Prince Charles, and when we enquired, we found that they were looking for a missing eleven-year-old boy. Philip went immediately to St Helier to inform the prince that we had found you and that you were safe and well here with us.’

			‘They know I am here?’

			‘The prince and a gentleman by the name of Hudson are in the drawing room waiting for you.’

			‘Who is Philip?’

			‘Philip is my mistress’s nephew, he came from France to look after her when her husband died four years ago.’

			‘Is Philip French then?’

			‘He is,’ she said smiling at me. ‘He is also my fiancé. Now I will leave you to get dressed.’

			I leapt out of the bed and dressed as quickly as I could and then found my way to the drawing room where Thomas was waiting.

			Thomas had become like a father to me, he was my mentor, my councillor and my tutor, but nonetheless I was surprised when he wrapped his arms round me and hugged me tightly, we have always been close but this was the first time I felt a genuine feeling of warmth and love coming from a man who was always so structured and in control.

			‘I made a promise to Veronica to protect you with my life and I failed… how could I ever have faced her again if you had died?’

			‘It was my own stupid fault, I was tricked onto the fishing boat. You are not to blame Thomas.’

			‘You can tell me the whole story later. But what can you tell me about this?’ he said as he dropped the money purse on the table.

			‘That was the 30 pieces of silver my kidnapper was paid to feed me to the fishes… his words, not mine. I don’t know how much there is, but I think it must be considerable.’

			‘And how did you come by it?’

			‘It fell from his pocket when he fell down some stairs.’

			‘When was the last time you had money of your own?’

			‘It’s not mine.’

			‘Do you want it?’

			‘I have never had money of my own. If I need money I ask you, and you usually give it to me… except when I wanted my own pony at St James’s Palace and you said I had to borrow one from the stables.’

			‘Well you had better keep this then,’ he said handing me the purse. ‘Try to spend it wisely… and if we ever get back to St James’s Palace I promise I will buy you the horse of your choice out of my own purse.’

			‘You do know you said that in front of witnesses.’

			He laughed and Prince Charles who I hadn’t noticed sitting quietly in the background… laughed out loud, Lady Bramwell just smiled.

			‘Go and eat your broth young man,’ she said. ‘It’s in the dining room, Milly will take you.’

			I followed Milly to the dining room where I met Philip for the first time. I judged him to be about twenty-two years old and almost six foot tall.

			‘I believe I have you to thank for finding me on the beach Philip.’

			‘And for carrying you back here to Bramwell House,’ said Milly as she took hold of his hand.

			‘I was happy to be of assistance. I am also glad to see that the swelling around your eye has gone down a little, I guess the cold water helped.’

			Milly paced a steaming hot bowl of broth and some fresh bread in front of me, the smell was wonderful and it made me realise just how hungry I was.

			‘Milly tells me you are from France. I am trying to learn your language but I don’t think I am doing too well.’

			‘Then I will teach you,’ he said. ‘The best way to learn any foreign language is to speak it all the time, even if it is just the odd word. So when we next meet you must speak French to me, if you don’t I will ignore you, and in answer to your question, yes I am from France. I came here to look after my great-aunt almost four years ago from Cherbourg, but then Milly stole my heart,’ he said as he kissed her on the cheek.

			‘Then I must caution you about my Lord Prince Charles. He has an appalling reputation where the fair sex is concerned.’

			‘His reputation precedes him Toby, and you can rest assured that this is one lady who will never be one of his courtesans.’

			***

			Lady Bramwell thought I should rest after my ordeal, and insisted I stay at least one more night at Bramwell House.

			Thomas, still believing it was all his fault, did not want to leave me on my own, and agreed only if he could stay with me.

			The following morning before leaving for St Helier, we ate a breakfast of cheese, ham and freshly baked bread with Lady Bramwell.

			‘Please come and visit us again Toby, you know you will always be welcome.’

			I wanted to express my thanks to her, but just saying thank you somehow did not seem enough… should I shake her hand or kiss her? I didn’t know what to do… so I did both.

			Philip brought Lady Bramwell’s carriage to the front door, but before I climbed in next to Thomas I took hold of her hands and kissed her again on both cheeks.

			‘I promise I will not leave the island without saying goodbye my Lady.’

			I was about to climb in the carriage when Milly stepped up and kissed me on the lips, which pleased me more than I could say.

			‘See you again soon,’ she said.

			On the way back to St Helier, I told Thomas the whole story. How I was tricked onto the fishing boat, how I was bound and gagged, and how in complete darkness I managed to free myself. I explained how I tripped up the older man on the stairs and why I think he died on impact with the solid wooden stool.

			‘I was going to hit him on the head with a crowbar but realised there was no point… a dead man is no threat.’

			‘What about the others?’ he inquired.

			‘His wife was crying and screaming abuse at her husband, she told him she was ashamed of him and wanted none of his blood money. She was the one who removed my gag and gave me food and water. The younger son, who I think is about my age, was just trying to comfort his mother, he took no part in my kidnap. It was the elder son who tricked me onto the boat. He believes I murdered his father but I think in the end he was sorry he ever got involved… he could have stopped me escaping had he wanted to, but decided putting out the fire was more important. It was his father who took the money and it was his father who said he would feed me to the fishes, it was all his fault.’

			‘How did you start the fire?’

			‘I didn’t. It was an accident… when the old man tripped, the lamp he was carrying flew across the room and smashed. The place was full of dry sacks and fishing nets and they instantly burst into flames.’

			‘Well Toby… I must congratulate you on your ingenuity.’

			‘That was just self-preservation Thomas. Were there any survivors only I thought I saw a rowing boat pass me while I was swimming?’

			‘Three people were arrested on the beach, a woman and her two sons. They are to be interrogated in St Helier tomorrow. By the way, I think I might have a lead in finding out the identity of the man who wants you dead.’

			‘Really, who is he?’

			‘I have a man in custody who I intend to question. It depends on his answers whether or not I am right, but I believe he knows who paid the fishermen to abduct you.’

			‘Is he one of our men?’

			Ignoring my question, Thomas said, ‘As soon as I realised something was wrong, I sent out search parties to look for you, there were many sightings, some saw you sitting talking to a fisherman.’

			‘He was the one who tricked me onto the boat.’

			‘And others saw you walking along the beach. But there was just one person who claimed he saw you on horseback riding eastward towards the other side of the island.’

			‘Do you know who he was?’

			‘He turned out to be one of our own guards of no rank or substance, which makes me think he is not the person we are looking for… but perhaps he knows who is.’

			***

			Philip stopped the carriage outside of our accommodation and as I stepped down, speaking slowly in French, he said, ‘I come to St Helier every Saturday morning to collect provisions. If you ever want to come back with me to Brelade’s, I am sure Lady Bramwell would be pleased to see you… I could bring you back here at any time you wish, it’s not that far.’

			My French was limited, but I did know how to say yes thank you. ‘Oui Merci.’

			As Philip turned the carriage around, and headed back down the hill, I looked at Thomas, waiting for him to translate for me.

			‘Did you understand any of that?’

			‘Just a few words.’

			‘Then we will go through it, word for word when we get inside.’

			I wanted Thomas to translate for me, and I was ready for some food. As I took a step towards the door Thomas touched my arm.

			‘Before you dash off, I want you to come with me.’

			‘Where to?’

			‘Just the stables.’

			We walked round the building to the tack room. The door was bolted and two guards were positioned outside.

			He slid back the bolt and I followed him in. The two guards stayed at their posts.

			A man not much older than twenty years scrambled to his feet. He looked dirty and frightened.

			‘This is the man I was telling you about Toby, the deceitful snake in our midst, do you know him?’

			‘I don’t think I have ever seen him before.’

			‘Tell me soldier,’ Thomas asked, ‘why did you deliberately try to mislead us by sending us on a fool’s errand across to the other side of the island?’

			‘I did not my Lord, I truly thought I saw him on…’

			Before he had time to finish his sentence, Thomas hit him hard with the back of his hand sending him spinning round and falling in a heap on the floor.

			‘What ship are you on soldier?’

			‘The Royal Oak my Lord.’

			‘All right… let’s try again. Why are you lying?’

			‘Perhaps I was mistaken my Lord, I think the man I saw on the horse is not this one,’ he said pointing to me. ‘I’m sorry I made a mistake.’

			Thomas hit him again, and I must say that I was surprised by the ferocity of his anger. This was a side of Thomas Hudson I had not seen before.

			However, and in view of the facts, it is almost certain that because of this young soldier’s stupidity, I almost lost my life, but despite everything I could not help feeling sorry for him.

			‘By God, you will tell me the truth, because if you don’t you will be charged with attempted murder and will hang from the for’ard yardarm of the Royal Oak before this day is out,’ shouted Thomas to the soldier, who was now crying like a baby.

			Tears were running down his mud-stained cheeks but he still tried to stand proud and tall.

			‘I was just obeying orders my Lord.’

			‘From who? Whose orders?’

			‘Captain Leeson… he is your murderer my Lord, not me. I am a loyal servant to the crown.’

			Thomas looked at me. ‘Do you know anyone by that name Toby?’

			‘I don’t think so Thomas. Who is he?’

			‘I don’t know, but by God I will find out.’

			Thomas immediately sent guards to arrest Captain Leeson while he and I retreated to his office to check through all the ships’ records.

			I stood behind him, not sure what if anything I should do or say.

			‘I almost didn’t bring these documents ashore,’ he said. ‘I didn’t want unauthorised people rooting through them, as it happens it’s a good job I did bring them. Ha… here we have it,’ he said, stabbing the ledger with his finger. He then began reading silently to himself.

			‘I’m afraid we know very little of Captain Leeson, but he must be a man of considerable means. He bought his commission in the guards about ten years ago. His records state only that he’s from London and his Christian name is Richard.’

			‘What is to happen to the soldier? Surely he doesn’t have to die.’

			‘That was never going to happen Toby, I just wanted to scare him into telling the truth, he will probably get ten lashes for lying, lose his shore leave, and be kept prisoner on the ship until we sail.’

			‘Could you make that just five lashes?’

			He smiled at me and shaking his head as if in despair said, ‘I suppose so.’

			Within the hour, the guards that had been sent to arrest Leeson returned.

			‘Did you find him?’

			‘Unfortunately not sir, as soon as he knew we were looking for him he disappeared.’

			‘That is in itself an admission of guilt. Keep looking.’

			‘We have dispatched two teams to search for him sir… one to the east and the other to the west.’

			‘The island is not large… send another team around the coast, he may be looking for a passage off the island.’

			***

			I took Philip at his word and every Saturday returned with him to Bramwell House. Always trying to speak in French… anything I couldn’t understand or any mistake I made he corrected me as we went along.

			It was two weeks since my ordeal on the dogger fishing boat, and I was still having nightmares. I believed at the time that I always would. I was also dreading the day when I would have to face the family of the man who kidnapped me.

			Prince Charles had announced the day of the trial and Thomas insisted that I be there.

			The three defendants arrested on the beach at St Brelade’s Bay were brought into court looking miserable and dejected.

			I felt no anger or resentment towards them, just sadness and pity at their plight, and the predicament they now found themselves in.

			The older son with his hands bandaged from burns was standing straight and proud, but he could not hide the wretchedness and shame in his eyes. Shame brought upon his family by the greed of his father who now lay at the bottom of the ocean.

			His mother, with her head covered, was sobbing quietly, her young son with a comforting arm around her shoulders also holding back his own tears.

			The courthouse was full. Some of those present were friends of the defendants, who were silently praying for leniency, while others were secretly hoping to see an execution.

			Prince Charles with his head down was reading the evidence brought against them aloud. Eventually he discarded his notes and looked directly at the older son.

			‘You are all three complicit in the kidnap and attempted murder of Toby Bennett, a courtier in the Royal Household. A crime I am sure you must realise is treason.’

			He paused waiting for a response but there was none.

			‘The punishment for treason is death by hanging. Do you have anything to say in your defence?’

			The two brothers said nothing, but their mother dropped to her knees pleading for the lives of her sons and blaming her husband for the whole conspiracy.

			I was feeling miserable and depressed. Executing them was the last thing I wanted, how could I ever live with myself if they were put to death because of me?

			Charles gave the woman a moment to compose herself before continuing.

			‘I think your victim should be the one to choose your punishment.’

			Looking at me he said, ‘Well Master Toby… what is it to be, what shall be their punishment, do they hang?’

			Now I realised why Thomas was so insistent on me attending the trial. I had been set up.

			‘Is it not punishment enough that they have lost their boat and livelihood my Lord?’

			‘Are you saying they should not be punished at all?’

			‘The woman and her younger son took no part in the kidnap, and the older son was only carrying out the orders of his father. It is he who is the guilty one, and he has already paid with his life my Lord.’

			‘So are you saying I should set them free?’

			‘That would be my choice my Lord, I think they have suffered enough.’

			Turning to the defendants, he paused a moment in thought before saying, ‘The elder son will receive 10 lashes. The younger son and his mother may leave the court free and without punishment.’

			Then speaking directly to the mother he said quietly, ‘I think you should all thank the Lord… and the benevolence of your victim for your freedom.’

			As I walked out of the courtroom with Thomas, I could not help noticing the beaming smile on his face.

			‘What do you find so amusing Thomas?’

			‘You did everything that Charles predicted, that’s why he made you decide their fate, I think he knows you better than you know yourself.’

			‘And did he know I would give the purse of money to the woman?’

			‘No he did not… and neither did I, but I am sure he will applaud your generosity, as do I.’

			***

			The search for Captain Richard Leeson was called off after a week when guards reported a soldier matching Leeson’s description was caught stealing a dory fishing boat from the harbour at Bouley Bay.

			When approach by the owner, the soldier drew a pistol, and threatened to use it. The fisherman called a friend to help him but Leeson shot him in the leg and escaped.

			The fisherman identified the thief as an officer in the King’s Guard, and said he watched him sail eastward, leaving us in little doubt that his destination was France just thirty miles away. Once in France, he would eventually be able to make his way to England.

			‘Does anyone know what a dory is?’ asked the prince.

			No one seemed to know but I was very familiar with them… I had even had a sail in one.

			‘It’s a lightweight shallow-drafted boat with a flat bottom used mostly for fishing and usually about 22ft long my Lord.’

			‘Where did you learn that?’ asked Thomas.

			‘There’s a few on the Thames.’

			***

			My weekly trip to Bramwell House was a welcome change from my normally restricted and well-ordered life in St Helier. It was also a great opportunity for me to improve my spoken French. Philip was a praiseworthy tutor whose insistence on me speaking in French all the time seemed to be working. When I came upon a word I did not understand, he explained the meaning clearly to me and then used the word over and over again until it stuck in my head, and as the weeks passed by I became more and more confident with the language.

			Philip was twenty-one years old and had been with Lady Bramwell for four years. He was her great nephew and had come from France to look after her following the death of her husband, Sir Michael Bramwell, in 1645. She had no children of her own and Philip was like a son to her.

			Milly, a charming pretty eighteen-year-old local girl, had become a totally indispensable companion to Lady Bramwell and was now more like an adopted granddaughter than a servant… especially since becoming engaged to Philip.

			The cold months of winter were fast approaching, and by the second week of December, plans had already begun for the celebration of Christmas. Lady Bramwell insisted that I spend the day with them at Bramwell House. The invitation extending to my mentor Thomas Hudson and Charles.

			This was to be my last visit to Bramwell House. We had been on the island for three months and Prince Charles had decided the time was right to return to The Hague.

			On Christmas Eve, he called a council of war with his most trusted generals, a meeting at which I was not privy to attend, but which I later discovered had agreed to return to The Hague, and from there to Scotland where we would join forces with Alexander Leslie, the commander of his Royalist supporters north of the Forth. Charles wanted to leave St Helier immediately after Christmas, hoping for favourable winds to carry us back to The Hague in time to spend the New Year with his sister Mary.

			The whole purpose of our visit to Jersey was to use the island as a stepping stone to Ireland, where we had planned to join forces with the Irish Loyalists at Drogheda in County Louth. But our plans had been thwarted when Cromwell took Ireland just a week before we arrived here in St Helier.

			With all arrangements now in place for our departure, Charles, Thomas and I went by coach to Bramwell House where Lady Bramwell had prepared a banquet. This was to be our last big meal before setting sail early the following morning. Lady Bramwell was a loved and respected person on the island, and had invited many local dignitaries. The prince as guest of honour was seated on her right, but it was me that most of her guests seemed to want to meet.

			Before waving us goodbye, a sad-looking Lady Bramwell said to me, ‘You will always be welcome here Toby, and if you get the time do please write and let me know you are well.’

			‘I shall most definitely write my Lady, and if I ever get the chance I will certainly come back and visit you on your beautiful island.’

			Philip shook my hand and insisted I write to him in French. Milly with her beautiful smile surprised me by giving me a hug, kissing me on both cheeks and saying, ‘Au revoir mon ami, reviennent et syp nous rendent visite.’

			I had enjoyed my time in Jersey… despite my near-death experience, and as the island slowly disappeared into morning mist, I made a promise to myself to someday return.

			I always knew our stay was temporary but while there I had made some precious new friends. I smiled as I remembered Philip’s last words to me as I was leaving. ‘Write in French,’ he shouted.

			The sadness of leaving St Helier was eased by the eagerness to return to The Hague where I could be reunited with Louis and Anne. I wanted to show them just how much better my French was than three months ago, I also wanted to go riding again, but even more than that I longed to be with Anne in her secret place… even if it was only to be just sitting quietly reading.

			***

			It was close to midnight by the time our ships had dropped anchor at Scheveningen. Prince Charles immediately dispatched a courier to Noordeinde to warn his sister of our arrival and to inform her that we would be spending our first night home from the Channel Islands on board the ship.

			It was a clear night sky with more stars than I have ever seen in my life before, but it was also bitterly cold with frost on the deck and icicles forming on the rigging.

			I climbed into my bunk with an extra blanket but I still couldn’t get my feet warm, nor could I sleep as my head was spinning with the excitement at being back in The Hague, excitement that was somewhat tempered by an extraordinary feeling of trepidation and fear… wondering just what fate had in store for me… what new adventures and what dangers?

			It was still dark when I was awakened by the sound of feet scurrying about on the deck and realised preparations were already underway for our journey to Noordeinde Palace.

			I dressed and packed what belongings I had, plus a few personal mementos I had collected while in St Helier. I then went down to the galley where I found Thomas halfway through a large bowl of porridge.

			‘How did you sleep Toby?’

			‘Not too well.’

			‘Nor I, but tonight we should both be sleeping in a warm bed with clean white sheets; you on your own, while I with a bit of luck will have a hot woman to keep me warm,’ he said as he burst out laughing.

			‘Please don’t get like Charles,’ I said, ‘whoring and fornication is all he ever thinks about. But it is definitely not you.’

			***

			Louis was with one of the coaches waiting on the quay as I stepped off the ship… without asking I jumped up beside him.

			‘Good to see you safe and well my friend,’ he said as he handed me a blanket and slapped me on the back. ‘How was your holiday?’

			‘I loved it in Jersey. But believe me Louis it was no holiday. I have been beaten-up, kidnapped, and almost drowned.’

			‘Trouble seems to follow you around my friend. Tell me more.’

			‘I will tell you the whole story later… but what I will tell you now is that I know the name of my adversary, he is called Richard Leeson and was a captain in the guards.’

			‘Was? Does that mean he is dead?’

			‘Unfortunately not. Thomas Hudson thinks he escaped to France and then probably from there made his way to England.’

			I shivered as I wrapped the blanket around my shoulders, not just from the freezing weather but also at the thought of what I had gone through while in Jersey.

			Louis must have noticed and offered me another blanket.

			The carriages quickly filled up and the convoy began the journey back to the palace.

			As we passed through the iron gates, and I caught my first sight of the palace in the distance along the tree-lined driveway, I had a wonderful feeling of wellbeing and security. Noordeinde was the place I felt most at ease, and the place I felt truly safe and happy.

			Despite the bitter cold, there was a host of servants all wrapped up in heavy coats and woollen bonnets waiting to welcome us back, and attend to our luggage and horses.

			I was looking for Anne but I couldn’t see her.

			Louis looked sideways at me and smiled.

			‘What’s so funny?’

			‘Nothing in particular,’ he said smiling at me. ‘She is waiting for you in the summerhouse.’

			I ran the whole way, the frost crunching beneath my feet as I hurried to meet her. The door of the summerhouse was shut and for a brief moment I thought she was not there. I stepped inside and Anne threw her arms around my neck and started to sob on my shoulder. I wrapped my arms around her waist which seemed to be the natural thing to do, I then waited while she settled down and spoke to me.

			Being so close and feeling the warmth of her body next to mine stirred in me an exciting emotion that was unfamiliar to me.

			‘What are you crying for, have you missed me?’

			‘More than I can say and I am crying because I am unhappy.’

			‘Can I help?’

			‘No one can help. My father has found a husband for me, I am betrothed to the son of a French Count.’

			‘So that was why he was taking you to France, but surely that’s good isn’t it?’

			‘No it is not, my intended looks like a donkey but is not as intelligent… what are my poor children going to look like? They will probably be ugly and retarded.’

			‘When is the marriage going to take place?’

			‘When I am fifteen.’

			‘You’re not yet eleven so your father has over four years to change his mind. What does Princess Mary have to say about the marriage? Perhaps she can help.’

			‘I have already asked her and she says she won’t interfere with the decision of my father.’

			She pulled away from me and I was able to take a proper look at her.

			She no longer had ringlets, her hair was longer and hanging loose across her shoulders, she was wearing a scarf and gloves to protect herself from the cold and a matching woolly hat pulled down over her ears. But what troubled me the most was the tears on her cheeks and a sadness in her eyes… I kissed her gently on the lips as one would a small child, but this kiss felt a whole lot different than kissing a child. It was the first time I had ever kissed a girl properly and I wanted to kiss her again but felt embarrassed and shy so instead I took hold of her hand and guided her to a settee.

			She then surprised me by saying, ‘It’s you I want to marry Toby, not some idiot Frenchman.’

			‘But we’re too young and you know that your father would never allow it.’

			‘Don’t you like me Toby? I would want to die if you said you didn’t like me.’

			‘Of course I do, you are the only girlfriend I have… the only one I have ever had.’

			‘Would you marry me if you could?’

			‘Ask me again when we’re fifteen. No don’t. I will ask you.’

			‘But I may be married to the idiot Frenchman by then.’

			‘A lot can happen in four years, I may not even be here,’ I said.

			‘Where will you go?’

			‘I don’t know for sure, but I think Prince Charles will want to visit his mother in Paris, and there is also talk of him going to Scotland.’

			‘Will you go with them?’

			‘Where Charles goes Thomas Hudson goes, and where he goes I go too.’

			‘Do you think it will be soon?’

			‘It all depends on the outcome of the King’s trial in London. But whatever the result, I think it will be sooner rather than later. So for now just let me be your boyfriend.’

			She smiled for the first time and nodded. I tied her scarf closely around her neck and pulled her woolly hat lower over her ears and we then walked slowly back through the frost, hand in hand to the palace.

			Execution of the King

			Life was not easy for Oliver Cromwell, mainly because so many of his own Members of Parliament were passionately against the trial of the King taking place at all, believing that not only was it immoral but also unlawful.

			Cromwell had many problems to deal with but he never lost control, he had made up his mind that the King must die and was prepared to go to any lengths to see his wishes carried out.

			In December he ordered Colonel Thomas Pride, one of his most trusted commanders, to use his regiment of soldiers to prevent all the rebels from entering parliament, and to allow only those who supported the trial of the King to go through.

			After much forceful and often disorderly negotiating, an agreement was reached with his closest allies that the King must die.

			The trial began on schedule without the dissenters on the 20th January at Westminster Hall. 135 Judges were appointed but on the day of the trial only 68 arrived.

			Undeterred and determined not to be thwarted, Cromwell appointed John Bradshaw to act as Chief Judge. He had little choice as Bradshaw was the only one of the 68 willing to take on the job.

			Bradshaw was no fool and knew that putting the King on trial was an extremely unpopular decision which made him a prime target for the Royalists. It was rumoured that he feared so much for his life that he had a special metal hat made to protect himself from attack. Nevertheless, he accepted the responsibility, perhaps for the extravagant purse, or perhaps to boost his already over-inflated ego.

			On the day of the trial Westminster Hall was full to bursting, but not with Members of Parliament, it was full of Colonel Pride’s soldiers who were there on the orders of Cromwell to protect the judges and also to frustrate any attempt to free the King.

			No members of the public were allowed into the hall until after the charge had been read out, but many prominent MPs asked, ‘Why would Cromwell go to such lengths if he was so sure the case against the King was sound?’

			John Bradshaw, Chief Judge and President of the High Court, was a lawyer with many years’ experience, and yet he was unsure just how to proceed. This was a unique trial unlike any other and one not likely to ever be repeated.

			Following an embarrassingly long pause he stood and read from his own notes: ‘It is the judgment of this court that out of a wicked design to erect and uphold in yourself an unlimited and tyrannical power to rule according to your will, and to overthrow the rights and liberties of the people of England, that you stand trial as a tyrant, a traitor, a murderer and enemy to the commonwealth of England.’

			‘How do you plead?’

			The King refused to answer the question but replied, ‘I would know by what lawful power I am called here? For it is I who stand for the rule of law in this land… not the power of the sword.’

			Bradshaw banged his fist on the stand and shouted, ‘It is by the authority of the people that you stand trial. Now please remove your hat, and name your defence lawyer.’

			‘I do not require a defence lawyer for I do not recognise this court. And my hat will remain firmly on my head.’

			The result of the trial was never in doubt, all 68 judges finding Charles guilty.

			King Charles had been dealt a bad hand, and had played it badly by constantly miscalculating the opposition’s resolve. He had gambled and lost and there was nothing more he could do. If he had to die… he would die with self-respect, with dignity, with his head held high.

			Bradshaw stood and waited until the hall was completely quiet before delivering the verdict: ‘It is the judgment of this court that you, Charles Stuart, as a tyrant, traitor, murderer and public enemy to the good of this nation, shall be put to death by the severing of his head from his body.’

			It was only after the judgment of the court had been announced that Charles finally spoke to defend himself, but Bradshaw declared that his chance to address the court had passed.

			The King of England was then unceremoniously bundled out of the court by the soldiers chosen to protect and keep him safe, until the day chosen for his public execution.

			Tuesday 30th January, 1649, was the chosen date. It was a bitterly cold morning and King Charles woke shivering. He asked his jailers for an extra shirt, determined to go to his death with dignity and pride, not shivering like a coward.

			He was allowed to go for a last walk in St James’s Park with his pet dog, and eat his last meal. He chose just bread and wine.

			Scaffolding had been hastily erected outside the Banqueting Hall in Whitehall. When the King was led out to the platform, there were shouts of rage and anger from the large crowd that had gathered to witness this most horrible act of murder of their much-loved monarch.

			The head was severed with a single blow and the screams of anguish could be heard across the river and beyond. Some women were groaning with grief and others just sobbing quietly to themselves.

			One observer when later describing the scene said, ‘Such a groan by the thousands there present, as I never heard before, and desire I may never hear again.’

			Even in death, there was no dignity for the King. Spectators were invited to go up to the scaffold and for a penny, allowed to dip a handkerchief in his blood as it was felt that the blood of a king was a cure for all ailments and disease.

			Charles’s head was sewn back onto the body and the coffin moved to Windsor where it was laid to rest in a place originally reserved for Catherine Parr, next to his great-great-uncle, Henry VIII.

			A week later on the 6th February, the monarchy was formally abolished, and on the 7th the House of Commons rushed through an act forbidding any person to proclaim another as monarch.

			What became known as a Council of State was set up to replace the monarchy, with Oliver Cromwell its first chairman.

			His first words to the council were: ‘The office of king in this nation is unnecessary. It is a danger to liberty, to society and to the interest of the people.’

			***

			Prince Charles received the news he had hoped would never come. Despite his plea for leniency for his father, he had been executed.

			The eighteen-year-old prince received the news of his father’s death while in the drawing room at Noordeinde Palace, where he was the guest of Prince William of Orange and his sister Princess Mary.

			He was sitting holding Mary’s hands as the courier read out the dispatch proclaiming that the King had been executed by the severing of the head.

			This was the first and only time I ever saw Prince Charles cry.

			William wrapped his arms around Mary in an effort to comfort his wife as she sobbed quietly on his shoulder. But there was no amount of comfort that could relieve the pain in her heart, and the anger at the injustice committed against her beloved father.

			Charles was leaning forward, sobbing into his hands. His brother James and their younger sister Henrietta Anne were still with their mother in France.

			Charles was now king in exile, and his first thoughts were for his family in Paris… especially his mother, now the dowager queen.

			I observed this depressing scene from a discreet distance. King Charles II at eighteen years of age had forced upon him the responsibility of ruling in exile, a duty that would have broken a lesser man, but with Thomas Hudson by his side, I knew he would prevail.

			***

			‘Toby I must go to Paris with Charles. His mother needs him more than ever just now and he needs me,’ Thomas announced. ‘I don’t think you need to come with us this time. I’m sure you will be safe here on your own for a while, I know you will have no problem filling your time and you will still have your studies.’

			I was faced with a difficult decision. If I decided to stay it would be because of Anne and Louis, and I knew deep down that my loyalties should be with my Lord King Charles II.

			‘I think I should come with you Thomas.’

			‘Then sort out what you need and leave the rest of your stuff in your room.’

			‘We will be coming back here then?’

			‘Eventually… because our ships are all here, so how else would we get back to England? But I know not when. Charles is now the king, his people love him and most Members of Parliament too. They all want him back… but it will not happen while Oliver Cromwell rules the country.’

			‘When we do go back, will it be to London?’

			‘Probably Scotland. Alexander Leslie, the Scottish commander, is still holding a line north of the Forth, so that is probably where we will be going. The question is… what will it take to persuade the Scots to raise arms against Cromwell again? Their record against him in the past is wretched. What terms are they likely to demand to risk another conflict with their nemesis?’

			***

			We travelled to the dowager queen’s castle on the outskirts of Paris using the same route as before, stopping overnight in Brussels and Reims, and arriving at the Castle of Doves on the third day.

			I kept a low profile thinking that this was a very private bereavement, and that I should not really be there at all; nobody needs me and I felt in the way. God I wish I had stayed at Noordeinde. But I was here now and here I would be staying until Thomas decided otherwise.

			Thankfully we were there only for a few days. The now King Charles II was just as anxious to return to The Hague as I was. His courtesan Lucy Walter was in the final stages of her confinement and he wanted to be with her when their child arrived.

			***

			It was a month now since our return to Noordeinde, and in that time I had seen very little of King Charles.

			So when Thomas told me that he needed to see me on a matter of some urgency, I could not help but worry.

			‘What does he want of me?’

			‘It is for the King himself to tell you of his plans, not I.’

			‘When… when does he want to see me?’

			‘He is due back from Breda later today, so don’t be disappearing off with your friends. I don’t want to waste my time looking for you, and don’t worry about the meeting… I will be with you when you see him.’

			‘If I am not here you will find me either in the stables or the summerhouse.’

			I was not really worried about meeting the King, more apprehensive. So I stayed in the palace library and sat by the window so that I would see him arrive.

			I watched him trot up the driveway with a couple of his knights, and enter the building through the front door, leaving their horses to be taken away by the grooms.

			I saw him arrive, but that was over an hour ago, and I was beginning to think the meeting had been called off when Thomas found me. ‘Follow me Toby, he is in the gallery.’

			‘Sit down Toby and don’t look so worried,’ said Charles.

			But I was, I was worried, wondering just what the King of England could possibly want of me.

			Sitting facing me he began, ‘Firstly I must tell you that I have taken a house in Breda. I can no longer expect my sister and her husband to continue accommodating me and my entourage… you will of course be coming with us. Sometime within the next few months I plan to join my supporters in Scotland and mount an assault on Cromwell from the North. I have not yet worked out a strategy, but whatever it is, I don’t think you should be part of it.’

			I opened my mouth to protest but he stopped me with a wave of his hand.

			‘I have no regrets at bringing you into my household, you are a credit to Thomas and to yourself. But I made a promise to Madam Veronica to keep you safe, and if I were to take you into a war zone I would be breaking that promise. You can stay with me in Breda until we sail for Scotland but when we do, I intend to put you ashore somewhere on the Kent coast. You will be provided with a horse and an escort back to London.’

			‘No… no I won’t go, how can you even think it? And in any case I would be in more danger in London now that Richard Leeson is there.’

			It suddenly occurred to me that speaking to a monarch in that way could be regarded as treason, but I was so distressed, I just didn’t care.

			Thomas looked at me, and then at the King.

			‘He’s right of course, we could be throwing him to the wolves.’

			Completely ignoring me, and speaking directly to Thomas, Charles asked, ‘What do you suggest?’

			‘Perhaps we should take him with us. But if we do, he is going to need some proper weapon training.’

			‘Paul Cullum is the best man for that job.’

			‘I agree, he is one of your most trusted knights and a formidable soldier.’

			‘Paul it is then. You remember Paul don’t you Toby?’

			‘I do, and I like him, does that mean I am coming with you?’

			‘I suppose it does, but by God you had better stay safe.’

			I wanted to hug him, I wanted to hug them both, but instead I just smiled. That, it seemed, was enough to let them know just how I was feeling. All I could think to say was, ‘Thank you my Lord… thank you both.’

			Thomas disappeared and returned a few minutes later with Paul Cullum.

			‘I have a job for you Sir Paul.’

			‘No task is too large my Lord.’

			‘You may think otherwise when you hear what I ask of you. I want you to make Toby into a warrior as good as yourself.’

			‘How long have I got my Lord?’

			‘Perhaps until the end of the year.’

			‘I accept your challenge,’ he said, and then he looked at me and winked. ‘Meet me in the hay barn tomorrow morning at eight, bring any weapon you have and don’t be late.’

			***

			I was not too pleased at having to give up my small attic room at Noordeinde for a room a few miles down the road at Breda, which no doubt I will have to share with Thomas.

			My bijou attic room was the one place I had come to think of as my own, a little bolthole where I could think, study and plan without any distractions. What made me feel even worse was that my room was not going to be used, I was told it was going to be locked up and forgotten.

			As a little childish and meaningless protest, I left the room exactly as it was with my journal on the table by the window and my personal treasures in my leather bag under the bed. I closed the door and locked it keeping the key on a cord around my neck.

			Anne could not understand why it was necessary for me to move at all.

			Since her engagement to the son of a French Count I had noticed a change in her that disturbed me: she was not the same happy, fun-loving person she once was, she didn’t laugh and joke anymore, she seemed insecure and became more and more dependent on me. And now I was leaving.

			It was only a few miles to Breda, and I was able to return to Noordeinde three or four times week, but whenever I was there she wanted to be by my side. I was more than happy to give her the comfort she obviously needed… but what was she going to be like when I had to leave for Scotland? There was a good chance I may never return.

			Louis was more concerned at me being given weapon training and going off to war at only eleven years old, than Anne’s mood changes.

			‘I could get you a permanent job here as a stable boy, why don’t you stay?’ he said.

			A tempting offer but one I could not accept.

			‘I guess it’s a matter of loyalty. I owe everything to King Charles. If I chose not to go with him it would feel like a betrayal.’

			‘Well if you do go to war, keep your head down, keep out of trouble and come back safely.’

			***

			Paul is average height with broad shoulders and strong arms, he is about thirty years old and apart from a small well-groomed moustache, he is clean shaven.

			The barn is a massive wooden building used for storing tools, machinery, feed and bedding for the horses, it is also the home of a small menagerie of animals, most of which are pets for the children of the house.

			‘Who gave you this sword?’

			‘Thomas Hudson sir.’

			‘What about a small blade, do you have a dagger?’

			‘No sir.’

			‘Well this sword is far too heavy for you, and you should always carry a dagger in your stocking or in your boot, like this one,’ he said showing me his own dagger with a six inch blade. ‘And I would prefer to be called Paul. That’s my name, not sir. Now, show me how you hold the sword.’

			How many ways can there be to hold a sword I thought.

			‘You would have better control of the weapon if you held it this way,’ he said as he adjusted my fingers.

			‘Tomorrow I will bring a selection of smaller swords and some knives, but for now we will just go through some of the basics in defence and attack.’

			He removed his sword, laying it lightly on the ground, and sat down on a bale of hay. I sat beside him.

			‘Because of your age and stature you would be immediately at a disadvantage if confronted by a fully grown man. Of course all that will change in a few years as you grow taller and heavier, and despite that obvious disadvantage all would not necessarily be lost, because you are young, fit and have more stamina and probably more speed than an older man. So we will start by working on your speed, which is another reason why you need a smaller weapon.

			‘Tomorrow I will bring a selection of swords and together we will choose the one most suitable.

			‘Now tactics. Only fools rush in, a wise man takes a little time to check out his opponent. Never assume you are in control or that he is tiring even if he falls to the ground, your challenger may be feigning. I have seen a man pretend to fall down with exhaustion and then as his opponent moves in for the kill, strikes him down with one swing of his sword across the back of his legs.

			‘A big man when fighting a smaller one will always attempt to get in close. Try to keep him at a distance, that way it won’t be easy for him to grab hold of you because if he does, you won’t be able to swing your sword, and that could be disastrous. There again, the situation may not necessarily be lost. Not if you have a knife in your stocking, just a small dirk like mine could save your life.

			‘You will have heard a lot about chivalry. Forget it, your adversary in battle wants to kill you so you must kill him first.

			‘Is there anything you would like to ask me?’

			‘How long will it take for me to defeat Thomas Hudson?’

			Paul laughed and slapped me on the back.

			‘Some say the pen is mightier than the sword, and if that were the case then there would be none more mighty than Thomas Hudson. But he is no fighter, and I can say with confidence that within a week, you would have no trouble in dispatching him in combat.’

			‘I will tell him you said that.’

			‘I think he already knows. Now go and enjoy yourself because tomorrow we will pick you out a new sword and get you started on the practical art of combat.’

			With a new lighter sword and a six inch dirk permanently in my stocking, I worked every day (apart from the Lord’s Day) for at least one hour, concentrating on my fitness, technique and speed, and every day after training I was so physically exhausted I had to take rest time to recover… though I never admitted that to Paul.

			After three months, Paul told me there was nothing more he could do for me until I was fully grown.

			‘Remember what I have taught you and keep up with your fitness training, it will help to build up your muscles and strength. By the time you are eighteen years old I will wager that you will be a better swordsman than most of the soldiers in the king’s army.’

			***

			In April, 1649, two events changed the life of King Charles II. On the 9th April Lucy Walter gave birth to a son. Charles named him James Scott and bestowed on him the title of 1st Duke of Monmouth.

			Two weeks later a delegation arrived at Breda from Scotland to discuss terms for an alliance.

			The Scots quite obviously believing they held all the cards insisted on him accepting a covenant limiting his kingship in Scotland in return for their support.

			Charles had no option but to accept, and plans for a summer assault against the Parliamentarian forces in Scotland were agreed.

			The Scottish delegation returned home and Charles began preparations to move his meagre army out of Holland sometime in June.

			That gave him just enough time to move his son from Rotterdam to Paris where he would be safe, and cared for by his mother. Lucy went with her baby and joined the dowager queen’s household as one of her ladies.

			***

			Living in Breda was not convenient for me, since every spare minute I had, I wanted to spend with my friends at Noordeinde Palace. That meant riding there on my own. Usually three or four times a week.

			‘You will have to make this your last trip,’ Thomas informed me one day. ‘We will be sailing for Scotland on Sunday after church.’

			That only gave me three days, and I was already having doubts about my decision to go to Scotland. I knew that staying at Noordeinde was out of the question, and I certainly did not want to return to London, but I was worried about leaving Anne.

			When I broke the news she began to cry, and nothing I could do seemed to pacify her.

			I remembered the first time I kissed her she was crying because her father had arranged her marriage to the son of a French Count.

			That was my first ever proper kiss and it worked on her then, so for the second time I held her tightly in my arms and kissed her again.

			This time it was somehow different. This time I was not embarrassed, but the kiss did stir in me a feeling I was unaccustomed to. I was confused but also excited. Is this what love is like? Surely not. I’m far too young for that nonsense.

			Later I told Louis I had kissed her, how I was feeling about it, and how she reacted. ‘You will look after her for me won’t you?’

			‘You have my word. But my concern is for you my friend. Remember what I told you. You are not a soldier and you will not be expected to fight, so just keep your head down and stay safe.’

			***

			It was early evening by the time our lines were released. I watched our departure from Breda, standing on the quarterdeck of the Prince Charles with Thomas by my side.

			We watched in silence as our ships slowly drifted away from the harbour, where they had been moored for the last four months. We watched the sails unfold and the ships increase in speed until they were creating bow waves that hurried away toward the shore. We passed the island of Tiengemeten on our starboard side, and eventually steered a course to port, heading towards the narrow channel between England and the continent, just as the sun was slowly dropping into the sea.

			‘I am deeply concerned at you being with us on this voyage. I truly believe I should have insisted on you returning to London.’

			‘I would have refused,’ said I. ‘I was sort of offered a permanent job in the stables at Noordeinde if I had wanted it, but I chose Scotland.’

			‘A choice you may come to regret,’ he said as he put a hand on my shoulder and guided me to our stateroom.

			The following morning I was up early to watch the sunrise, the sea was calm and the temperature warm. I should have been feeling happy but my thoughts were with Anne Huxley. Her best friend had gone to war perhaps never to return, and in less than four years’ time she was to marry a man she despised. Perhaps I should have taken the job Louis offered me at Noordeinde. But life is about making choices, choices that change the direction of your life, and I knew in my heart that going with Thomas and Charles was the right thing to do.

			I couldn’t help feeling a little apprehensive about the voyage through the North Sea, remembering as I did the sickness that made me feel like death on the journey to Jersey just a few months ago.

			But the sea was a little kinder this time, not what you would call a flat calm but neither was it rough and stormy.

			There was little for me to do on the journey to Scotland but read my books, or reflect on the past.

			Why did I promise to propose to Anne I asked myself? I have no idea how long this campaign will last or if I will even live to tell the tale, and if I do survive there is no guarantee I will return to The Hague.

			Whatever fate has in store for me, I will always remember Anne… and Louis too.

			I sat watching roughly a hundred soldiers being drilled on the deck, and wondered which, if any, I might beat in a sword duel. I decided the answer was none, so I wandered back to my cabin and cleaned my new sword and knife for the hundredth time. I then packed it away and slipped the knife back into the sheath I had fixed to the inside on my right boot, and was just about to take another walk around the deck when Thomas came in with a box under his arm.

			He had realised I was bored and decided to teach me how to play chess. I had seen others play many times, but it was not a game I thought would interest me. However, I was wrong. Played on a checkers-board it’s a game that needs thought and concentration, and a game I came to love… though I can never recall a single time that I managed a win over Thomas.

			We sailed past England, roughly ten miles off the coast of East Anglia, on the second night we were sailing without navigation lights just in case the coast was being patrolled by Cromwell’s navy, but we saw nothing but an odd flicker of a light somewhere near the Suffolk town of Lowestoft.

			Playing chess with Thomas was the ideal way to pass away the time, and before I realised, it was the first week in July and we had arrived at our destination. The seaport of Kirkcaldy. Apparently, not our preferred choice of anchorage but we dare not sail up the Firth of Forth for fear of being trapped by Cromwell’s army, ten miles away across the Firth of Forth in Edinburgh.

			Travelling on foot our small army moved westward to Dunfermline where we joined forces with Alexander Leslie, the commander of the Scottish army who were still in control of all lands north of the Forth.

			When we arrived in Dunfermline, King Charles became engaged in an unwelcome but unavoidable meeting with Lord Archibald of Argyll, a fanatical and difficult man who demanded even more power and more religious freedom for the Scots. With time running out and with little to bargain with, Charles had no option but to once again yield. But the price he had to pay was high, he had to accept a covenant limiting kingship in Scotland.

			With a tenuous alliance now agreed, the Scots joined the English army and together in a surprise attack, defeated the Parliamentary army at Dunbar. Charles now had an important foothold, south of the Forth.

			Thomas and I had been kept well away from the fighting, which suited me fine. I had never considered myself to be a soldier or had any aspirations to be one, I was nevertheless delighted by the outcome but somewhat surprised we stopped at Dunbar.

			‘Why would we stop here in Dunbar when we were in complete command of the situation?’ I asked Thomas. ‘Should we not be driving home our advantage, and chase Cromwell’s Roundheads out of Scotland altogether?’

			‘I am not the person you should be asking, but I do agree there appears to be a reluctance to continue further. Apparently, the king’s commanders seem content to dig in and maintain the status quo, here in Dunbar.’

			I was only a boy but I could make no sense of it. Cromwell’s commanders were just a few miles away, and for all we knew were recruiting men and making plans to regain their lost ground.

			Christmas passed with nothing more than a service and prayers at the local church. But on the 1st January, 1650, in Scone, Charles was proclaimed King of England, Scotland and Ireland, and later we received news that the same had happened on the Isles of Scilly and the Isle of Man.

			It was now over a year since we had landed in Scotland and I was becoming tired and restless. Christmas had come and gone again, and also my twelfth birthday in May. It was an important milestone to me, but no one knew or cared. Though I was pretty certain my friends back in London and The Hague had remembered and would be thinking of me. I was missing Anne and wishing I had taken the job of a stable boy of Noordeinde Palace while I had the chance.

			With just one small battle won, Charles’s army were encamped permanently in Dunbar with Cromwell’s men just a few miles away in Edinburgh Castle.

			I liked the east coast of Scotland, and loved watching the seals watching me. The countryside was beautiful and the natives friendly, but it wasn’t like being back home with my friends. I was bored and I think our soldiers were feeling the same. There had been a few minor skirmishes and posturing by Cromwell’s men, but nothing serious. That was until one night in the summer, when during the night, George Monck, the commander of the English army in Scotland, outflanked us, cutting us off from the Firth of Forth, and separating us from most of our Scottish allies in the north, and also our ships.

			A hastily arranged council of war was convened, and it was decided that as we had no credible chance of regaining Dunbar, we should head south and attack Cromwell’s army in England, hoping and praying that we would gain support on the way.

			Charles, as commander-in-chief, ordered the advance of what was left of his army, and some officers and men from Scotland.

			***

			We crossed the Scottish border into England on the 31st July. We had been followed all the way by one of Cromwell’s scouting party, but they never came close enough to cause us any concern. It was as if they were under orders just to make sure we had gone… to track over the border into England and then to report back to George Monck in Edinburgh.

			The first town we came across was Penrith where Charles was proclaimed King of England. The locals were friendly and pleased to see their new king, but there was a positive reluctance to support him in any tangible way with money or men-at-arms. Only a few dubious looking young men wanting adventure joined us.

			Our first major destination was the city of Carlisle where our hopes and aspirations were frustrated once again. Not surprisingly the locals were reluctant to offer help. The city had suffered badly at the hands of Cromwell in the past and did not want to risk the same happening again.

			The castle doors were kept firmly shut and the cannons (though never fired) were pointing in our direction, everyone without exception wished us luck and a few gave us parcels of food.

			We witnessed similar reactions in Preston and Manchester, which had always in the past been traditionally Royalist strongholds, also in many other towns and cities on our way south. Everyone wishing us luck, sometimes gifting us with food and drink, but very little in the way of physical support with men prepared to fight for the cause.

			The reality of our predicament was obvious. We were no longer an army of liberation but an army in retreat and an army reducing in size with every passing day as soldiers deserted… melting away in the night like snow in the sun.

			***

			We entered Worcester early in August, and that was when we heard that the whole of Scotland was now in the hands of George Monck.

			More bad news was that Cromwell’s army was marching north, and had crossed the River Severn, ten miles south of Worcester at Upton Bridge with a legion of dragoons, and were now coming at us from both sides of the Severn. I still carried my sword, but I could not see what use it would be against artillery. At this point I was probably more scared than at any time in my life.

			Cromwell’s superior forces armed with cannons mounted an attack on August 28th. Hopelessly outnumbered, the King’s commanders fought on courageously, and those who were not killed were eventually swept out of Worcester’s North gate… most of the Scottish commanders had already been killed. The battle lost almost before it had begun.

			The young King Charles, now in his darkest hour, depressed, dejected and beaten was finally persuaded to make good his escape, and after travelling through the night with a small band of his most loyal supporters… myself, Thomas, five squires and three knights (one of which was Paul Cullum), we rested in a small copse, somewhere north of Bridgnorth.

			‘It will soon be daytime, so we need to find a place to hide,’ Thomas said, the others agreed. We had part walked and part jogged for over thirty miles and I could see that Thomas was really struggling to keep up. Luckily we found shelter in a small derelict building which we thought might have been a cattle shed, close to a stream and just a mile outside a village called Tong.

			It was almost daybreak and though the building was not perfect, it was infinitely better than sleeping under trees. There were no windows in the stone building and it had holes in the roof, but that didn’t matter, we had all gone 24 hours without sleep so we just collapsed onto the floor and within minutes, some were snoring. An hour must have passed and Thomas had just about recovered. He was with Charles in a corner, they were talking quietly to themselves. I was sitting on my own tired, apprehensive and afraid but unable to sleep.

			The door opened and a man in a long coat and wide brimmed hat stood silhouetted in the doorway.

			All eight of our soldiers jumped to their feet and faced him, swords in hand.

			‘I am alone and unarmed,’ said the man.

			‘Then state your business,’ commanded Thomas.

			The stranger stepped into the room. He was about forty years old, clean shaven, average height but a little overweight, but he had a jolly looking face and did not look at all menacing to me.

			He didn’t speak at first… just looked around at each of us in turn, eventually stopping at Charles. Bowing his head in respect he spoke to him directly. ‘My Lord King. My master Sir Hugo Haworth would like to offer you food and shelter until you consider it safe to continue on your journey.’

			‘How did you know who I was?’

			‘You are accompanied by soldiers, you are fleeing from the Parliamentarians and you are the only one who is twenty years old and two yard tall.’

			‘Who is Sir Hugo Haworth?’

			‘I will be back for you in a trice my Lord, I will then take you to him,’ he said without answering… and then he was gone.

			I sat down on my own… the others remained standing.

			‘What do you think Thomas?’ asked Charles.

			The soldiers had all sheathed their swords and were waiting for Thomas’s answer.

			‘I think we must trust the man, but first we must consider the question of our numbers.’

			‘In what way?’

			‘He recognised us by our numbers, and so would Cromwell’s soldiers if they saw us. Eleven persons is too many.’

			‘Are you suggesting we split up?’

			‘Yes Charles. We have with us a knight and squire from York, two squires from the county of Lancaster and the remainder from East Anglia. Given the choice I think they would all prefer to return to their homes.’

			Paul Cullum stepped forward. ‘This is true my Lord, my home is Bury St Edmunds, and that is where I will be making for as soon as I know you are safely out of the country, but I know I speak for us all when I say that our allegiance is with you, your welfare is paramount.’

			‘Thank you all, I know your loyalty is without question, but Thomas is right, we are too conspicuous in such a large group. I therefore release you all from your pledge to serve me… go with my blessing or stay… it must be your decision.’

			He then sat down next to me and for the first time in a week he smiled and whispered: ‘Who needs soldiers, together we will survive somehow?’

			Those four words somehow gave me fresh optimism, fresh positivity and in a strange way, a new self-confidence.

			Thomas sat on the other side of me… leaving our eight seasoned warriors standing in a corner discussing Charles’s proposition, eventually they agreed that Thomas was right and that we would all stand a better chance of survival if we split into smaller groups.

			‘Have you a plan?’ asked Charles.

			Paul, as usual, assuming the role of spokesman answered. ‘David, Alan and I are all from the same area of Suffolk, we plan to go east from here for a few miles before turning south in a wide circle to avoid Cromwell’s Roundheads. The others are heading for York.’

			‘When will you go?’

			With a broad smile on his face he said, ‘We will stay here until darkness and then we are going hunting my Lord.’

			‘Hunting?’

			‘Yes my Lord. We need horses, and if we can kill a few dragoons while getting them, and perhaps create a diversion, that would be an added bonus.’

			‘Good hunting and go with God’s speed… but do be careful.’

			***

			A few minutes later, our benefactor arrived back as promised.

			‘Where are the rest of your party my Lord?’

			‘They will not be joining us, they are all going their separate ways.’

			‘That makes my task a little easier, please follow me.’

			We followed him into the woods, and along a path. Charles trying to hide his identity under a hood… though he could never disguise his height. Me with my toes bursting out of my boots and Thomas now with a full beard and moustache, something that was completely alien to him as he always found time to shave off his facial hair. Eventually, we came to a clearing where a horse and cart stood waiting for us.

			‘I think it best if you and the boy hide under the canvas in the back my Lord. You sir,’ he said addressing Thomas, ‘can sit with me.’

			***

			This was to be the first day of an extraordinary adventure lasting two months… the first of the most frightening, but also the most remarkable, journey I could ever have imagined, a two-month adventure that I shall remember for the rest of my life.

			Thomas Hudson was a man of wisdom whose knowledge appeared to have no boundaries. He was a man… the only man that I knew I could always rely on.

			I had only known him for three years but in that time he had become the father I never had, and Charles more like an older brother than my king.

			Over the next two months all protocol, conventional rules and formalities were forgotten, we became simply Thomas, Charles and Toby.

			‘We are putting a lot of trust in you sir,’ Charles and I heard Thomas say from our hiding place under the canvas sheet. ‘If you are leading us into a trap I promise that you will be the first to die.’

			‘Fear not sir, there is not a man, woman or child within fifty miles of here that would betray you.’

			‘Not even for a large reward?’

			‘Not even for a thousand pounds sir.’

			The driver took us a mile out of town, between two stone posts and onto a driveway lined with rhododendrons, stopping eventually in front of a large black and white Tudor Manor.

			In front of the house was a large circular lawn and standing in the middle was a majestic oak tree surrounded by seats.

			We followed our man through large double doors into a reception area, past a well-stocked library and into a drawing room.

			‘If you could just wait here my Lord, I will just see if my master is awake, he usually takes a nap in the afternoons.’

			Squire of Bishop’s Wood

			I wondered why anyone would want to sleep at this time of day, but a few minutes later I understood why. An old man using a stick shuffled into the room wearing an elaborately decorated housecoat, and a red cap with golden tassels.

			He tried to bow in deference to his king but almost fell over. Charles and Thomas jumped to their feet and helped him into a large soft chair.

			From his sitting position, and addressing Charles, he began. ‘Let me introduce myself my Lord, I am Hugo Haworth, Squire of Bishop’s Wood and a former courtier to your grandfather, King James.

			‘George… my most faithful servant, tells me that Cromwell’s thugs are searching for you, and that you are in need of sanctuary. If that be true, you have come to the right place.’

			‘I don’t want to put you in any danger, but if you could spare a little food and shelter for the night I would be most grateful sir.’

			The man who brought us here stepped forward and addressing his master said, ‘I will ask cook to prepare some food.’

			‘Thank you George,’ he replied. George left the room closing the door quietly behind him.

			‘We have room for you all here at Boscobel House, but it may not be the safest place. Cromwell’s hooligans have already searched the place twice. They know who I am and what I stand for, and I have no doubt they will be back again.’

			‘Then we will accept your generous offer of food and be on our way.’

			‘This house may not be the safest place, but that does not mean I cannot hide you.’ Looking at Thomas he asked, ‘What is your profession sir?’

			‘I was hired by our late King Charles to tutor his children, I am now a privy councillor and tutor to this young man here,’ he said pointing to me. ‘Toby is a ward of court. I graduated from Oxford with degrees in Theology, History and Languages. I am sure my Lord King will elaborate further if you wish.’

			‘I have heard enough sir, with a degree in Theology we can easily hide you in the church. George,’ he called, ‘send for the vicar, and tell him it’s urgent.’ Then turning to me said, ‘So Toby, you are the famous young man who saved the life of our new King?’

			Charles put a hand on my shoulder. ‘He certainly did sir.’

			At this point the door opened and a girl probably slightly older than me came into the room carrying a tray of food. She was dressed in black with a white pinafore and mop cap. She smiled at me, and put the tray on the table, George followed her in carrying a tray of hot coffee.

			‘Thank you Alice.’

			‘Will there be anything else sir?’

			He looked at me… hesitated then asked, ‘Do you have a maid’s uniform that would fit this young man?’

			‘I think so sir.’

			‘Good,’ he said. ‘This is Toby, when he has finished his food take him to your room and let us see what he looks like as a girl.’

			I was not too happy at the idea of dressing as a girl, but if it helped to keep me alive I suppose I shouldn’t complain. I ate my food slowly, conscious of the fact that Alice was watching me; she was hopping from one foot to the other anxiously waiting to take me to her room… which was also something I was not too happy about. I could delay no longer, I had eaten my fill and drank two mugs of coffee.

			‘Come on Toby,’ she said taking hold of my hand.

			‘Don’t be too long Alice,’ called Sir Hugo as we hurried out of the room.

			Alice was a few years older than me but about the same height. I followed her downstairs to a small basement room, not too unlike my old room in Fleet Alley.

			‘Sit on the bed Toby while I see what I can find.’

			I sat on a chair next to a dressing table.

			‘Here… try these on, I’ll wait outside.’

			I quickly stripped off and had almost finished dressing when Alice came back in the room.

			She put a hand over her mouth and giggled. I didn’t think there was anything to laugh about, but I could see the funny side.

			‘Don’t make me look too beautiful, I don’t want the king to take a fancy to me.’

			She started laughing and I laughed with her.

			‘Your hair is long enough to be tied with a bow… what do you think?’

			‘We’ve come this far so you might as well go the whole way. What about some shoes, these are falling apart?’

			I let her tie a bow in my hair but she couldn’t find any shoes to fit.

			‘Do you have a girlfriend Toby?’

			‘Yes, she’s called Anne. She is a lady-in-waiting at the court of Prince William of Orange in The Hague.’

			‘Is she as pretty as me?’

			I was not sure where these questions were leading, and not sure how best to answer without upsetting her.

			‘As pretty. As pretty as you Alice. Now I think I should present myself to Sir Hugo don’t you?’

			Charles burst into laughter, it was the first time I had seen him anything other than miserable and dejected in months, and then Thomas joined in.

			‘I’m glad you all think it’s funny,’ I said.

			‘I have no shoes to fit him sir,’ Alice said to the old man.

			‘No matter my dear, George will find some of his old ones or buy some new.’

			‘That just leaves you my Lord,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘To start with I think it less likely you would be recognised if your hair was shorter, and you will need some new clothes, unfortunately I can do nothing about your height. Did you know that Cromwell has put a reward of £1,000 on your head?’

			‘I did not,’ said Charles.

			‘The posters say you are a young man who stands two yards high. But even for £1,000 I do not believe anyone in this county would betray you.’

			The old man smiled and looked sideways at Charles. ‘Have no fear my Lord. When we were young, my sister and I had a hiding place the whole of Cromwell’s army of thugs would never find.’

			‘You have a priest hole?’

			‘Much better than that my Lord, did you notice our mighty oak at the front of the house when you arrived?’

			‘How could we miss it.’

			‘The trunk is hollow and there is plenty of room in there for two children… or one adult.’

			I was beginning to feel a bit silly standing there dressed as a serving maid. ‘Can I get out of these clothes now?’ I asked.

			Before anyone had time to answer, George came in the room with the vicar, who on seeing Charles for the first time, knelt in reverence. ‘My Lord King, as a Christian and Royalist, I humbly place myself at your disposal.’

			‘Thank you vicar,’ said Charles. ‘I think I am going to need your help sooner than you perhaps would have expected.’

			‘Vicar,’ called Sir Hugo. ‘This is Thomas Hudson, he is your new curate. Mr Hudson studied at Oxford and has a doctorate in Theology. So I think he may know more about the workings of the good Lord than you do, can you find him a cassock and collar?’

			The vicar turned to Thomas. ‘If it is not too inconvenient sir, you could come back with me now, and I will see what I can do, you can take a look at my church at the same time.’

			‘Thank you so much vicar that is most kind.’ Thomas then turned to face me. ‘Stay just as you are, you look beautiful Toby… or should I now call you Tabatha. See you in church.’

			They all laughed and I laughed with them, but I did feel a little silly.

			***

			The opportunity for Charles to test out the hollowed tree came sooner than he had expected.

			It was the Lord’s Day, Sir Hugo and his staff, including me dressed as a girl, were preparing to go to St Bartholomew’s Church in Tong, it was a special day for the local church as the new curate was taking the service for the first time.

			Charles was wondering if he should risk coming with us when a labourer from home-farm came galloping to the house to warn Sir Hugo that a small squad of soldiers were heading his way.

			Without waiting to be told, Charles climbed quickly up the oak and dropped silently inside.

			Sir Hugo was already sat in the front of the carriage when they arrived… about a score of Roundheads on foot.

			‘What do you lot want?’ he shouted to the soldiers as they sat down under the tree. ‘I have already told you twice there’s nobody here other than me and my staff, so why don’t you just bugger off.’

			‘Calm down old man, we just wanted to ask have you seen a group of strangers, about a dozen, one is a boy about thirteen years old.’

			‘My answer is still no, now leave before I turn the dogs on you.’

			‘We will leave when we are good and ready old man.’

			‘We are off to church,’ said Hugo, ‘and I want you gone before we get back.’

			I was unhappy about leaving Charles on his own in the tree with a squad of soldiers only inches away… What if he sneezes or coughs?

			The soldiers sitting beneath the tree seemed completely unconcerned, some took food out of their tunics and began to eat.

			I climbed in the back of the carriage and sat next to Alice. I was wearing my new Sunday dress and a pink bonnet tied with a ribbon under my chin, I had white ankle socks and shiny new shoes with pink bows to match my bonnet. As soon as I sat down Alice linked my arm, looked me in the eye and smiled. The cook, a rounded jolly lady, was helped up by George. She sat facing us, smiled and winked. ‘You girls are looking beautiful today,’ she said.

			The best of summer was almost over and autumn was fast approaching. The fields were full of happy joyful workers gathering in the harvest before the weather changed, many leaves had already fallen from the trees and were creating a golden carpet on the roads and woodland, others still clung to the branches and were slowly shrinking and dying.

			We arrived at St Bartholomew’s Church in Tong at the same time as a dozen or so of Cromwell’s soldiers, they took up most of the pews at the back of the church. But I could see no weapons.

			At first I did not recognise Thomas, I don’t think even his own mother would have recognised him. His beard and moustache had been trimmed and combed, and with a Canterbury cap on his head Thomas’s disguise was truly amazing; he also wore a surplice over a long cassock, a clergyman’s collar and a wonderful velvet tippet. I was even more amazed and a little proud of him when he took the service.

			I tried to concentrate on his words but I could not stop thinking about King Charles, stuck in the trunk of a tree with the enemy only inches away.

			***

			We could see Charles waiting for us on the steps of Boscobel House with a smile on his face, standing with legs apart, hands on his hips.

			‘You survived then,’ called Sir Hugo. ‘How did you find the tree hide, large enough was it?’

			‘Adequate but a little cramped, and a couple of squirrels were not too pleased at me standing in their food store.’

			‘What about the soldiers?’

			‘I thought they would never go, but in the end I am glad they didn’t… come inside. I will tell you what I heard.’

			Alice took off her bonnet and then mine, smiling mischievously. ‘It will be in my room if you want it,’ she whispered… she then tied a ribbon in my hair and left the room still with a broad smile on her face.

			‘Thomas said to tell you that he will be staying at the vicarage tonight, he will be back here tomorrow morning.’

			‘Never mind Thomas for the moment, I have some disturbing news for you Toby.’

			‘For me?’

			‘While I was in the tree I listened to the Roundheads talking, I couldn’t make out all they said but I did hear quite clearly them make reference to one of their officers. It appears they were asked specifically to look out for a thirteen-year-old boy who answers to the name of Toby. They called to their officer, Commander Leeson.’

			I shivered at the sound of his name, and asked myself for the hundredth time: Why me, what could I have possibly done to provoke such hatred?

			‘Try not to worry Toby, he’s not going to find you, and when I am restored to the throne… whenever that might be I will find and punish him.’

			‘I just want to know why he hates me so.’

			I hardly slept a wink for thinking about the mysterious Commander Leeson, and his obsession for my destruction, what could someone as lowly as me have done to incite such loathing?

			The following morning, Thomas arrived early with encouraging news about Paul Cullum and his companions.

			‘This is what I heard. In the dead of night while most of Cromwell’s men were sleeping, King Charles and the remnants of his beaten army murdered two guards, wounded two others and stole some horses. They then set fire to a dozen or so tents.’

			‘I did all that in my sleep?’ asked Charles.

			‘We did Charles… all of us. Anyway shortly after daybreak, the whole camp apparently packed up and headed east towards Coventry in pursuit.’

			‘East… they are going east?’

			‘Chasing us, and if they are going east, then perhaps we should start thinking about going west.’

			***

			I enjoyed my time at Boscobel House. Sir Hugo was a wonderful host, George was always there with help and advice, cook wanted to keep feeding and hugging me, and Thomas was at the vicarage with the parson most of the time. I think he secretly enjoyed being a vicar and I had to admit that he was good at it. I liked Alice, she was always tactile and flirty, but to be truthful I think I was just a little scared of her at the same time. One morning while I was still in bed, she came into my room early with some new clothes for me to try on. Her hair was loose and she was wearing a low-cut white nightshirt and nothing on her feet. She placed the clothes on a table by the window, and stood facing me with her legs apart, the light from the window behind her creating a silhouette of her nakedness. It was clearly a show stage-managed for my benefit. She then walked slowly towards me leaning forward to expose her breasts and asked: ‘Is there anything else I can do for you while I am here Master Toby?’

			Feeling embarrassed and a little stupid I stammered: ‘No thank you Alice.’

			She laughed, spun round sending her hair flying, then left my room still chuckling to herself… having achieved her aim which was to arouse in me a feeling I had only experienced once in my life before. But that time was different, that time it was with Anne.

			After a few days Alice seemed to lose interest in me, and later in the week I realised why. I caught Charles coming out of her room early in the morning.

			‘There’s no reason I can’t have a bit of fun while I am here is there Toby?’

			‘Certainly not my Lord… just as long as you don’t catch something nasty that you later come to regret.’

			I spent my time at Boscobel Manor reading books from Sir Hugo’s collection, grooming his two horses and on a couple of occasions, helping Alice.

			When he could find the time George played a few games of chess with me.

			Thomas only slept at the vicarage, but always came back to the house for at least part of the day to be with Charles, and to check on me. We had seen nothing more of the soldiers, so after a week it was decided that it was time to move on; we did not want to outstay our welcome and I think we were all getting restless.

			That day came earlier than I had anticipated when I was invited to sit in on their meeting.

			‘Toby… we have decided to leave at the weekend, probably during Sunday night. We plan to follow the River Severn down to Bristol and from there to the Isle of Wight. You are an important member of the team so is there anything you would like to add?’

			Part of my education touched on geography and with me living most of my life by the Thames my personal interest was rivers and boats.

			‘You have chosen the most direct route but have you chosen the safest? The Severn goes through all the major towns and cities which is where we would be most likely to come across Cromwell’s Roundheads.

			‘Worcester would be the first place, and that is where just over a week ago we were driven out of town like rats down a drain.’

			‘I take your point Toby but I don’t like the analogy.’

			Charles nodded.

			‘Then there’s Tewkesbury, Gloucester and Bristol: why would you want to go anywhere near Bristol… there’s a garrison there with hundreds perhaps thousands of soldiers?’

			‘What do you suggest?’

			I was slightly surprised that the King of England would ask advice from me.

			‘Why not head for the Welsh borders and then south through the countryside?’

			‘You have obviously put some thought into it Toby. Show us… let us see your alternative route?’

			‘My way will be safer but may take longer. I suggest that instead of heading south, we work our way round Worcester by going west for about twenty miles to somewhere near Shrewsbury. We then turn south and keep going until we find the River Wye. The Wye eventually joins the Severn south of Monmouth at Chepstow.’

			Thomas stroked his beard and murmured more to himself than to Charles and me. ‘And if we can then find a boat to take us across the river to Somerset or Devon, we can avoid Bristol altogether.’

			We talked on for an hour or so until George called us in for dinner, by which time we had already decided to put my idea to Sir Hugo.

			‘There is a slight flaw in your plan Toby,’ said Sir Hugo, ‘it would take forever to get to Monmouth if you followed the River Wye… it meanders for miles and miles snaking across two counties. May I suggest a slightly different but more direct route?’

			‘Please do sir.’

			‘You could well find support from Stokesay Castle which is owned by Lord Craven.’

			‘Who’s he?’ I asked.

			‘A loyal servant to our late King Charles. I was an official guest at Ludlow Castle when he was declared Prince of Wales.’

			‘And do you think he would make us welcome?’ asked Charles.

			‘I doubt Lord Craven will be there my Lord, but I would be surprised if you were not offered food and shelter by his estate manager… he may also suggest a quicker route south. However, if he does not, from Stokesay you could quite easily get back onto your original route, having already saved something like fifty miles.’

			‘I am sure I remember my father talking about Lord Craven,’ said Charles. ‘But I can’t remember what it was about.’

			‘I imagine he was talking about Craven’s relationship with your auntie, Elizabeth, Dowager Queen of Bohemia… your father’s older sister.’

			‘What relationship?’

			‘He is her lover my Lord. Craven is a man I don’t much care for but he is an English soldier, a nobleman and Royalist to the core, he supported you father during the civil war but now spends most of his time on the continent with Elizabeth.’

			‘Was Stokesay Castle damaged by Cromwell?’

			‘Not badly… though the castle was for a short time besieged. Craven was a keen Royalist, but he was not passionate enough to watch his home being destroyed, so he instructed his estate manager not to resist Cromwell.’

			‘How do we get to Stokesay from here?’

			‘It’s almost a straight line from here if you go along Wenlock Edge.’

			‘Wenlock Edge?’

			‘Wenlock Edge is a nineteen-mile long limestone escarpment hundreds of feet high. It starts just ten miles from here at Much Wenlock, and ends just five miles from Stokesay Castle.’

			‘It sounds ideal, can you show me on a map?’

			‘It’s the most direct route but not necessarily the safest, there is always going to be an element of danger. The safest route, Master Toby, would be through the Welsh countryside, but that would add at least a week to your journey.

			‘During the civil war, Major Thomas Smallman of Wilderhope Manor almost lost his life fleeing from Cromwell along the Edge. He was alleged to have been carrying important documents for the king, and was galloping south along the Edge when he was ambushed by Parliamentary troops. Rather than being taken prisoner, he leapt off the Edge on his horse.’

			‘What happened to him?’

			‘His fall was broken by a tree and he survived, but his poor horse perished.’

			‘Where is he now?’

			‘He was never captured, and nobody seems to know where he is. But I imagine he is in hiding somewhere with friends or family.’

			‘And yet despite Major Smallman’s experience you still think Wenlock Edge is our best chance?’

			‘Travelling by night and on foot I think you should be safe enough, and if there are any Parliamentarian troops up there, they will most probably be stationed at each end. I will have our end of the Edge at Much Wenlock checked for soldiers before you go. There are parts of the Edge that are a sheer drop on one side and there are sections where it is steep and covered in forestry, the path along the top is good and mostly covered by a deciduous forest, so there will be plenty of places to hide. The River Onny runs parallel all the way along the North West side. When you reach the end, just follow the river for five miles to Stokesay. George will take you as far as Broseley when you are ready to leave.’

			‘What do you think Thomas?’

			‘I think we should risk a visit to Stokesay.’

			We all agreed to include Stokesay into our plans, and decided to leave Boscobel House on Monday morning, early enough to be on the Edge before daybreak. I personally thought Thomas had chosen the time so he could take one more service at St Bartholomew’s on Sunday before leaving. And who were we to deny him doing something that he is so passionate about… something so dear to his heart.

			Sir Hugo found more clothing for Thomas, the sort he thought appropriate for a farmer travelling with his daughter and her husband. I of course was the daughter and Charles my husband, but this time I did not have to wear pretty girlie clothes, this time I had a close fitting coif cap on my head, a long grey skirt under a plain bodice, and round my neck a kerchief held in place with pins.

			We had ten miles to cover before we even reached Wenlock Edge, so we tried to snatch a few hours’ sleep before leaving Boscobel House at two in the morning.

			Alice took great pleasure in dressing me, the smile only leaving her face when she scolded me for moving while she was trying to pin my kerchief.

			Sir Hugo insisted on coming with us as far as the village of Broseley, from there we covered the last couple of miles on foot, following George across a narrow path through a field of corn.

			Before leaving Boscobel House, the cook gave me such a hug I thought she was going to squeeze the life out of me. Alice kissed me on the lips… not a long loving kiss, just a friendly affectionate kiss, the kind of kiss you might give to your favourite brother. But I still found it extremely pleasing.

			When she kissed Charles, it was different, it was long and passionate, and when the carriage moved away from the house along the gravel driveway I could see that she was crying.

			Sir Hugo, wrapped up in blankets, insisted on waiting with the Vicar of Broseley All Saints Church. They wished us luck and the vicar said he would wait with Sir Hugo until George returned.

			I could not hear the words of thanks Thomas and Charles spoke to Sir Hugo. But what words would ever be enough when you were thanking someone for saving your life? Not only saving your life but in doing so endangering his own.

			We followed cautiously a hundred yards behind George through the town of Much Wenlock to where the path started to climb. Clouds were partially covering the moon but there was still enough light to make out Wenlock Edge a couple of hundred feet above us.

			We waited, hiding behind a hedge until he reached the top and waved to us, which was the signal that all was well for us to follow.

			‘Words and a handshake somehow does not seem enough,’ said Thomas to George.

			‘No thanks are necessary sir. All I ask is that if at any time you return to Shropshire, you visit Sir Hugo. He is an old man and helping you has given him immeasurable pleasure. That is thanks enough.’

			He then turned and was gone… hurrying down to the village where his Sir Hugo was waiting.

			Walking in single file we set off at a brisk pace, I was leading as it was decided because of my age, my sight and hearing was probably the sharpest of the three of us. It started to drizzle but we all had new clothes and were well prepared, we were also less likely to come across an army patrol if the weather was poor.

			We must have been walking for between four to five hours, and I estimated that we had probably covered a good ten miles, when I came to a clearing in the trees. Some logs had been laid out as seats and I sat down to ease my weary legs. When I looked back, I realised it was time to take a proper rest… Charles was only ten yards behind me but Thomas was almost out of sight… and when he did finally arrive, he sat down breathless and clearly exhausted. Collectively we decided to rest and take a drink.

			The clouds had cleared, the rain had stopped, and we watched in silence the sun rising in the east. From our elevated position on Wenlock Edge, we were spellbound by the sheer beauty of the Shropshire countryside.

			Evidence that summer was giving way to winter was all around us, the sun was low on the horizon creating long shadows off the trees that were already shedding their foliage, the trees on the steep sides of the Wenlock Edge were now a complex pattern of shades and colours ranging through red to gold and yellow… the fields below were covered in a hazy mist and there was a definite chill in the air.

			‘Now that it is light, we have to make the decision as to whether we hide in the thick foliage a few yards down the side of the Edge until night-time, or to walk on?’

			Charles looked at each of us in turn but said nothing, so I answered.

			‘We have seen not a soul since leaving Much Wenlock, I am dressed as a woman, you are my husband, and Thomas is my father. Not an ideal situation for me… but I am prepared to accept the condition just as long as you don’t expect any marital favours,’ I said looking at Charles. ‘And as we look like a perfectly normal family, I think we should risk walking a little further.’

			‘You flatter yourself if you think I could fancy you Toby.’

			‘And I am sorry I ever married you.’

			‘Stop squabbling children,’ said Thomas wagging a finger at us. We all then fell about laughing at our own childish play-acting.

			We walked together, talking quietly but also trying to keep alert until we realised we must be close to the end of the Edge. In the distance I could just make out through the mist the outline of what I thought must be Stokesay Castle.

			We had not seen any of Cromwell’s soldiers for forty-eight hours but we didn’t want to take any risks so we found ourselves a hiding place with a good view of the surrounding area and settled down to rest until nightfall.

			‘We cannot go charging down to the castle, we must have some sort of a plan… Charles, what do you think?’

			‘You are the brains behind this operation Thomas, I am just the King.’

			‘What about you Toby?’

			‘Well we have not seen any troops, and as I am the most expendable you could send me down first on my own, and see what happens.’

			‘Out of the question. We keep watch until the afternoon, and if we still don’t see any troops we will go down together.’

			‘How are our finances?’ asked Charles.

			‘Not good, let’s hope your kin at Stokesay are at home and in a position to help.’

			I checked my clothes hoping that Alice had packed at least one item that was not for a girl or woman… thankfully she had.

			‘Can I change back into a boy again?’ ‘No you can’t,’ I was told.

			Stokesay Castle

			The village of Lower Dinchope was at the south end of Wenlock Edge, and from there we followed the river to a drawbridge which provided access to the south tower of the castle.

			The bridge was up and as there appeared to be no signs of life, we retraced our steps to a section of the river that was running fast over shallow water and waded across.

			Eventually we arrived at the northern end of the castle, where we stopped to take stock in front of a half-timbered gatehouse entrance.

			We still had seen no signs of life and the gatehouse was open, so we entered through the centre tunnel, passing stairs we thought must be to some sort of upper floor accommodation or storeroom.

			The courtyard was relatively small and yet the whole area somehow seemed larger than it had appeared from the outside.

			From where we were standing, the north tower looked intimidating, and yet we thought the residential upper storey looked strangely warm and welcoming.

			It was now late afternoon, and as the place appeared to be unoccupied, we pushed open the heavy oak door and stepped inside.

			‘It’s not as I remember,’ remarked Charles.

			‘You have been here before then?’

			‘A long time ago, but I think the curtain wall is much smaller now than it was… I suppose that’s the work of Cromwell. There doesn’t seem to be anyone at home what should we do?’

			I was feeling nervous, it all seemed too quiet and empty, but Thomas walked on and we followed.

			We wandered around until eventually we found ourselves in the upper level of the north tower, and a withdrawing room where his lordship must have retired with his family in the evenings. The room had been stripped of its finery and was now sparsely furnished with just a long table and two benches. A basic plain stone fireplace which almost covered the whole of one wall sat below an arched mantle.

			The bare stone walls were panelled in oak, the windows were large and the ceiling low, all helping to create for his lordship a comfortable ambiance and snugness away from the trials and trouble of daily life.

			We were all startled when a strong male voice from the doorway shouted: ‘What are you lot doing in here?’

			Not waiting for an answer, the tall stout man with a large hat and wearing a neckerchief approached Thomas who he must have thought looked the most responsible.

			‘No one is allowed in the castle unless invited by me or my family… who are you?’

			‘Thomas White sir, this is my daughter and son-in-law.’

			‘Have you come for the fruit picking?’

			‘Yes sir,’ replied Thomas.

			‘The pay is two pence per person per day, you work ten hours from seven in the morning until five in the evening and you get two meals… one at midday when the food will be brought to you in the field, and one after work… that one is usually a hot meal. You will be on a week’s trial and then if I am satisfied with your work, I may keep you on for another three to four weeks. Follow me.’

			We left the castle the way we had come in, and as we passed through the gatehouse we almost walked into two of Cromwell’s soldiers relieving themselves against a tree.

			‘The guards live in the gatehouse,’ he said, ‘there’s only a dozen of them. We just ignore them and they don’t bother us.’

			We came to a tall wooden building with a similar but smaller one attached at one end, the smaller one had a smoking chimney on the roof.

			‘That is where you will have your evening meal with the other pickers.’

			‘How many others are there?’ asked Thomas.

			‘Where you will be working there are two other women, three children and four men.’

			We followed him into the larger building which was a barn half full with sheaths of hay.

			‘Winter fodder for the cattle,’ he said.

			The building was so tall that the roof timbers almost disappeared into the shadows where the sound of pigeons could be heard, cooing but not seen. At one end there was a ladder leaning against what looked like a loft.

			‘That is where you will be sleeping,’ he said pointing to the loft. ‘You will be sharing with the other pickers. Do you have any questions?’

			‘No sir,’ said Thomas, ‘I think you have covered everything.’

			As he walked out of the barn he shouted without turning to face us. ‘Seven in the morning Mr White, don’t be late.’

			‘Two pence a day?’ said Charles as he fell backward onto the hay laughing. ‘Mr Thomas White, where did that come from?’

			‘I had to say something, and it was the first name that came into my head.’ He sat down next to Charles who called to me, ‘Come and join us wife.’

			‘Don’t think I have forgiven you for tumbling that wench in Tong, husband,’ I said as I flopped down beside him… Charles and I were chuckling like mischievous children, Thomas just looked on disapprovingly.

			***

			There was a water trough just outside the barn, and a hand water pump where we were able to freshen up before the other pickers returned.

			It was only when I saw the two other women that I realised the enormity of my problem. I had not hitherto needed to interact with anyone who did not already know that I was only disguised as a woman, but now I would have to talk like them, piss like them and even walk like them… to worsen my predicament even further my voice had started to break, one minute I would be squeaking like a girl and then croaking like a frog.

			The other pickers appeared to be two families. One of them was an adult man with his wife and a couple of boys about my age. He just nodded when he saw us but didn’t speak.

			The second couple seemed friendlier, they had two young girls and as soon as they spotted us they came over and introduced themselves. ‘I’m Joseph Phillips and this is my wife Elizabeth, we come here for the harvest every year, our girls are Elizabeth and Mary.’

			Two royal names, which I hoped suggested they would be sympathetic to our problems if our true identity was ever discovered.

			At that point a bell started to ring.

			‘That’s the cook telling us our food is ready,’ said Joseph.

			We were first in the canteen which looked clean and was warm… there were three long tables, each with a bench on either side… on each table there was a large jug of ale and bread.

			We sat at the first bench, and a couple of minutes later Joseph joined us with his family. They were followed in the canteen by the other family who chose to sit on their own.

			Thomas was exchanging pleasantries with Joseph and Elizabeth while Charles and I pretended to be talking quietly to ourselves, but were actually eavesdropping.

			‘Who’s the man who hired us?’

			‘He’s Jacob Wager the estate manager, he’s a good fair man and a good boss… as long as you do your work he won’t bother you.’

			‘What about the other couple over there?’

			‘They’re Irish, his name is Patrick Craig, his wife is Cathleen and their sons are called Michael and Seann… they tend to keep themselves to themselves but they’re good workers.’

			‘What fruit will we be picking?’

			‘At the moment it is cider apples, but we could be moved to any number of things. There is still a field of hay to be gathered in, and potatoes to pick before the first frost. How long do you intend to stay?’

			‘A couple of weeks, maybe longer. I’m flexible, I go where the mood takes me, and where I go my daughter and son-in-law go too.’

			‘Come and get it,’ shouted cook.

			Charles looked at me and pointed with his head and eyes at the hot food. I jumped up and was first to be served with a plate of mutton and vegetables covered in a thick gravy. I sat down at the table and wondered to myself, why are all cooks fat jolly looking ladies?

			***

			I enjoyed fruit picking and I think Thomas did too, but Charles who had never done a proper day’s work in his life found it repetitive and boring. I tried to keep away from the other pickers but it was difficult, with Joseph and Elizabeth being so friendly.

			Halfway through the second week, Elizabeth sat beside me during the midday break.

			She asked a few questions which I answered using the minimum amount of words… but try as I did, I couldn’t disguise my voice sounding more and more unlike a woman’s. ‘I think I must have a cold coming on,’ I said.

			‘You’re a thirteen-year-old boy aren’t you?’ she whispered.

			I could see no point in denying it but was not sure how best to answer, so I nodded and asked: ‘Before I say anymore, would you mind if Thomas joined us.’

			‘Thomas… so that’s his name, is he really your father or is he the King of England?’

			‘He’s neither,’ I said as I waved to Thomas who was watching and worrying just what we were talking about.

			‘She knows Thomas… Elizabeth knows.’

			‘What do you know Elizabeth?’

			‘I know that Cromwell’s bullies are looking for two men and a boy… and that one of the men is the King of England. I also know he is not a woman,’ she said glancing in my direction.

			‘And are you going to betray us Elizabeth?’

			‘Certainly not. But Patrick Craig would… especially if he found out there was a reward.’

			Thomas went on to explain our predicament… where we had come from and where we were heading.

			‘Our aim is to eventually reach the south coast of England and to cross the channel to the continent where most of King Charles’s family now live… his brother James and sister Maria in France with their mother and his sister Mary in Holland.’

			Joseph had joined us by this time, and had been listening in. ‘I don’t know how we can help sir, but please don’t hesitate to ask.’

			‘For the time being we will carry on fruit picking, you can help us by being our lookout,’ said Thomas. ‘If at any time you see danger just let me know.’

			The next day Joseph and Elizabeth found it difficult to make eye contact with Charles, and I quite understood their dilemma.

			‘How do I address the king?’ she asked me.

			‘I suggest you forget he is the king and think of him as an ordinary citizen like yourselves.’

			Though Joseph was always polite and courteous, he hardly ever talked to us after he had discovered our true identity, and Elizabeth seemed to be more comfortable talking to me than Thomas or Charles.

			We carried on with our charade well into the second week until Elizabeth told me that she thought Patrick Craig had become suspicious.

			***

			It was just a few minutes before our lunch break the following day when Joseph came running to Thomas. ‘My Lord,’ he gasped, still out of breath from running, ‘Patrick Craig knows Toby is not a woman… he’s on his way to tell the guards as we speak.’

			Thomas thanked Joseph and shouted to me and Charles. ‘Drop everything we must leave now.’

			I slid down the ladder and called back. ‘Can I just run and get my own clothes?’

			‘No time… we may already be too late.’

			Charles looked petrified, and had it not been for the strength and fortitude of his mentor Thomas, I doubt he would have known what to do. ‘Which way?’ he asked.

			‘Away from the castle… hurry we must find shelter in a forest until night-time.’

			We were running along a well-used track with thick hawthorn hedges on each side, I could see plenty of trees dotted about, but no sign of a forest… even if there were, the hawthorn was far too thick to penetrate.

			We must have been running for ten or fifteen minutes and Thomas was beginning to fall behind, we were coming to a bend in the road when I heard them before I could see them… the sound of running boots behind us, I stopped to wait for Thomas and could just make out a group of men about half a mile behind us.

			Somehow, Thomas found the extra energy to catch us up, and we ran together round the corner. That was when I saw the horse and cart approaching from the opposite direction.

			On one side of the road was the thick hawthorn hedge, and on the other side a ditch hiding behind a crop of tall nettles.

			‘They may not have seen us,’ I said, ‘let’s hide down there.’

			I pushed my way through the nettles and jumped into the water which turned out to be much colder and deeper than I had anticipated. When I landed I fell over and became entangled in brambles. I was struggling, but eventually found a foothold and was able to stand. I found myself in three feet of cold stinking water, and then to add to my discomfort I was soaked again when Charles and Thomas came crashing down beside me.

			‘Quiet,’ called Thomas. ‘They may not have seen us.’

			Almost simultaneously, I could hear the sound of running boots, the clip-clop of a horse’s hooves and the rumbling cart wheels moving ever closer.

			The cart halted just above us and moved a little closer to let the soldiers pass on the opposite side.

			Peeping between the nettles, I could just make out the unmistakable figure of Jacob Wager sitting high in the seat of the cart.

			I could not see the soldiers, nor did I want to, but as they drew level with the cart, the sound of their running boots became quieter, and then they stopped altogether.

			‘Have you seen two men and a woman sir?’ their leader asked.

			‘Who are you looking for soldier?’

			‘They’re three of yours I believe, an old man with his daughter and son-in-law.’

			‘Cheeky bastard,’ whispered Thomas. ‘I’m not old.’

			So there we were, Charles, Thomas and I. In fear of our lives and in the most unimaginable discomfort trying to suppress a laugh.

			‘I’ve just come from Ludlow and I haven’t seen anyone that fits your description, but I did see three men running through a field about a mile back. What have they done anyway?’

			‘Nothing that concerns you Mr Wager. Which side of the road did you see them?’

			‘That side,’ he said pointing to his right.

			Then they were gone… the sound of their boots receding as they jogged hurriedly away in the direction of Ludlow. The cart didn’t move until the soldiers were well out of earshot, and then Mr Wager called: ‘Mr White, if that’s your name, would you please get out of the ditch and walk in front of my cart until we have turned the corner, and are out of sight of the soldiers? You can then climb in the back of the cart and hide under the sacking.’

			Charles was the first to scramble up the banking. Then, with me pushing and Charles pulling, we helped Thomas. I struggled out last, bruised and bleeding from the brambles. The soldiers by this time were 200 yards away and running in the wrong direction. Thankfully they did not look back.

			As soon as we were round the corner and out of sight, we climbed under the sacking and hid among a cargo of turnips and cabbages.

			Thomas was still grumbling, but this time it was about sharing the cart with lumpy vegetables. ‘Where are you taking us Mr Wager?’

			‘To a place those half-witted soldiers will not think of looking.’

			‘And where would that be sir?’

			‘Back to the castle. But fear not Mr White, you are coming as my guests not my prisoners.’

			It did occur to me that Mr Wager might want the whole reward for himself, but what could we do… we had no option but to put our trust in him.

			Presently the cart stopped and he walked round to the back to adjust his load… or that’s what an observer might have thought he was doing.

			He lifted the sacking, not to adjust his load, but to make us aware of the situation.

			‘In a few minutes we will be at the gatehouse. I counted the soldiers on the road and I think two were missing, so they must have been left on guard at the castle. I think it unlikely they will check my load, but if they do and you are discovered, I will just have to kill them. Hopefully that won’t happen, but if it does we will leave the bodies on the road and tell the others when they return that you must have murdered them to make good your escape. Now keep quiet and if you have any weapons, keep them to hand just in case.’

			I was shaking with fear as we turned into castle; I had the knife from my stocking ready in my hand but was praying I would not have to use it.

			The two soldiers… if they were there did not appear, and we trundled through the gatehouse without incident.

			Mr Wager removed the sacking and we climbed out, no words were spoken but he put a finger to his lips just to make sure we understood the need for silence.

			We followed him into the building and through narrow passages to his own private quarters, just below the half-timbered residential area in the north tower where he had found us the day we arrived.

			It was then that Jacob Wager knelt before Charles bowing his head in reverence.

			‘Your grace, I apologise most sincerely for not recognising you when you arrived… I was at your investiture when you became the Prince of Wales. I should have been able to identify you, I can offer no excuse.’

			‘No apologies are necessary sir, you may have just saved our lives. That is thanks enough.’

			‘You are most gracious my Lord, now if you would like to follow me I will introduce you to my wife, she will attend to your wounds and find you some fresh dry clothing.’

			We followed him through what looked like his office and into the kitchen where his wife sat in a rocking chair crocheting in front of a blazing log fire. A pan sitting on a trivet with something that smelled delicious was simmering quietly in the background.

			‘This is my wife Margaret, she will show you the guest room, attend to your injuries and give you something to calm the nettle-rash.’

			Margaret was much shorter than her husband, she was a little overweight for her height, and had a jolly smiling face. Her hair was tied up in a bun and she was wearing plain working clothes and a pinafore.

			Margaret put down her needlework and stood to face us… probably the three most filthy bedraggled guests to ever have been invited into the castle.

			‘I think you also need some hot water and a change of clothing gentlemen.’

			‘Margaret my dear, I would like to introduce you to our new King: Charles II.’

			For just a moment, Margaret stood silent and frozen in disbelief, her mouth open and her eyes wide. When she recovered her composure she curtsied.

			‘It will be an honour to serve you my Lord. If you will excuse me for a moment I will find you some fresh clothes and hot water, then I will prepare your rooms.’

			‘They will be staying in the solar chamber my dear,’ said Jacob.

			‘You are most kind,’ called Charles as Margaret was leaving the room.

			‘As you can see, Stokesay is more of a fortified Tudor manor than a castle.’

			‘What is the solar?’ I asked.

			‘We are in the north tower at the moment in quarters I share with my wife and daughter. Above us are the residential rooms of my Lord Craven, and over those rooms there is a secret solar chamber which can only be reached from partially concealed steps at the rear of the tower. The only other way to the solar chamber is from the south tower using a bridge. From inside the chamber you can spy into the great hall through two peep holes. I will show you round properly later.’

			‘From your description… the solar chamber sounds an ideal place to hide,’ said Charles.

			‘It is my Lord, the room was quite clearly built as a survival shelter for use in extreme emergencies, and that is where you’ll be housed for the duration of your stay, which I hope will be no more than a couple of days.’

			Margaret took us to a washroom where we took turns to bathe in steaming hot water, and to put on clean fresh clothes, we then returned to the kitchen where a hot meal was waiting for us.

			Mr Wager waited until nightfall before showing us around the castle… eventually taking us up the rather hazardous moss covered steps to the solar, where we were pleasantly surprised to find bedding for three and a fire burning in the grate.

			‘My wife and daughter have prepared your room, I do hope it is to your liking.’

			‘Much better than we could have hoped for, and most decidedly better than the ditch where you found us.’

			He threw keys onto the table. ‘Lock yourselves in and try not to make too much noise, Margaret or my daughter will attend to you.’

			‘What will you be doing while we are hiding my friend, I would not want you and your family to suffer on our behalf?’

			‘I will not be here my Lord, I have a plan to get you away from Stokesay as quickly and as safely as possible, but to make my plan work I have to see someone in Ludlow. Before I go is there anything I can do for you?’

			‘Our belongings, including our swords, are still in the barn,’ said Thomas. ‘And as soon as you know we are safely away from here could you tell Joseph Phillips we are safe. It was he who warned us that Patrick Craig was about to betray us.’

			‘I already have your belongings, I will have Margaret bring them to you tomorrow.’

			‘I hope it is his daughter that brings them. I wonder what she looks like.’ Charles whispered, more to himself than to us.

			‘I hope it is not his daughter,’ said Thomas.

			Jacob Wager was gone for three days, and when he returned it was at the head of a convoy of four carts, full of men, women and children… about fifty altogether. The carts stayed outside the gatehouse but the noisy and excitable individuals came into the castle grounds, stopping in the courtyard where they sat down and waited to be served refreshments. A man started to play a flute, and some of the younger ones started to dance.

			The guards just stood watching, astonished and looking slightly bewildered.

			‘There is safety in numbers my Lord, so when they all start to move back to the carts I will walk to the leading one, I want you to follow a few paces behind, and join me. Your belongings are already in the leading cart.’ Then looking at Thomas and me he said, ‘I suggest you two mingle, you have plenty of carts to choose from.’

			The guards got bored of watching and drifted back to their lodgings in the gatehouse.

			‘Will King Charles not be recognised?’ asked Thomas.

			‘I doubt it, but if anyone does, they would not betray him, they are all passionate Royalists.’

			‘Where are we going?’

			‘We are going to the village of Broome, two miles from here to pick this year’s crop of hops.’

			‘Hops… hops for ale?’

			‘Yes my Lord, the hop-pickers come every year, usually a little later than this. That is why I had to go to Ludlow to arrange for this year’s crop to be picked two weeks earlier. I went to find my good friend Herbert Peterman, he was the estate manager under Sir Michael Woodhouse at Ludlow Castle until Cromwell took control in 1646. The castle is now the home of Parliamentary governors and used mostly as an administration centre. When they took control they stripped the place of all its valuables and sold them off to fund their army, as they always do.’

			‘So we are now going hop picking?’ said Thomas.

			‘Yes sir, it usually takes two weeks… no longer.’

			‘What about Patrick Craig,’ asked Charles, ‘what are you going to do about him?’

			‘If I sack him it may cause alarm, and then the soldiers will start asking questions. So I am going to put him in charge of the potato pickers, giving him some authority should please. He has his faults, but he is a good worker.’

			***

			Picking hops was one of my happiest memories at a time of adversity and anxiety, the pickers seemed to regard the hop picking more as a holiday than a job. Being one of the younger ones, I spent most of my time up a ladder and loved every minute. A massive breakfast was provided every morning and another meal in the evening… but for that we had to work from dawn until dusk. There was also tables of food and fresh ale available during the day to eat while working.

			In the evening there was singing and dancing, the women picking up their skirts and skipping around with their partners laughing and flirting.

			Charles had been advised to keep a low profile, but that was not in his nature, he was an extrovert who loved women and dancing. Dancing the peasants’ way was unfamiliar to him… but it looked so much fun he could not resist getting involved.

			Two girls, about my age, pulled me up to dance with them, which pleased me because I wanted to join the fun, but did not have the courage to enter on my own.

			Even a reluctant Thomas was coaxed up by a large buxom lady who despite her size seemed to have more energy than any of us.

			When the fires had burned down and everyone was tiring, they all slowly crept away in ones and twos to sleep on, or beneath, their carts under a mountain of blankets provided by the work-masters.

			It took ten days to gather in the crop of hops by which time even Charles was beginning to look and talk like a peasant, and I must say he was happy to be acting the part.

			The carts were piled high with the hops and the convoy was ready to return to Ludlow with three pickers more than when they started. I wondered how we could all fit into the carts, now that they were stacked so high, and was sure that we would have to walk. That was until I saw the younger children climbing onto the top of the harvest, which had become for them a giant bouncing bed.

			No one recognised Charles who worked just as hard as everyone else, all three of us creating our own separate group of friends, and all three of us being accepted as hardworking farm labourers.

			We saw nothing of Patrick Craig or the soldiers and when it was time to start the return journey to Ludlow, I was glad to be travelling with my two new girlfriends Molly and Floss. I sat between them high on top of a bed of hops. I found them to be excellent company but the only problem was, they asked too many questions… questions that I could not answer.

			Charles and Thomas sat each side of Herbert Peterman on the way to Ludlow, he was the work-master and the only person who knew our true identity. He was also the one leading the procession.

			We covered the six miles to Ludlow in a couple of hours, stopping in a crofter’s field close to the cottage where some of them lived… that was where most of the pickers left us including my two flirty girlfriends.

			Thomas watched as we kissed, one shouting: ‘You will come back next year William?’

			‘Of course I will,’ I called as I waved them goodbye.

			Thomas then beckoned me to join them on the front of his cart. After a short break all the remaining pickers… about a dozen, joined together and the convoy of carts continued on its journey… dropping people off on the way.

			‘You should be helping us plan our escape instead of chatting up the local girls,’ joked Thomas. ‘And where did the name William come from?’

			‘I suppose it was from the same place as your Mr White.’

			‘Well now that you have no distractions… Herbert has some ideas he wants to put to us.’

			‘You were lucky at Stokesay,’ said Herbert Peterman. ‘Jacob Wager’s hatred of Roundheads is without equal, he would go to any lengths he could to frustrate them. But from now on, I would suggest you avoid castles altogether. Cromwell is determined to punish any aristocrat, Lord or Royalist supporter who opposes him. He must have visited every castle in the kingdom at one time or another, and anywhere he is denied entry, he wrecks or destroys. That is why Sir William Craven ordered Stokesay to open the doors and invite them in, as we did at Ludlow. At Stokesay the only damage done was to part of the curtain wall, and the reason he didn’t damage Ludlow was because he wanted to use it as an administration centre for Wales. Some castles he completely destroyed, but not before stealing all their treasures and selling them off to pay his army.’

			‘It was my idea to call at Stokesay,’ said Charles. ‘I guess we were lucky with Jacob Wager, he clearly loathes the Parliamentarians as much as we do.’

			‘I must say that Jacob’s idea of mixing you in among the hop-pickers was a touch of genius, moving cartloads of hop-pickers around the towns and villages at this time of year is quite a normal sight.’

			‘Did he tell you of our plans?’

			‘Only that you want to join the River Wye and to follow its path until it reaches the River Severn… is that correct?’

			‘My idea was to avoid Worcester,’ I said, ‘which we have done, and then to continue south until we found the Wye. I realise we will have to pass through Hereford but I hadn’t thought that far ahead as yet, have you any better suggestions sir?’ I asked.

			‘Yes I have. It’s twelve miles to Leominster from here which is where we are delivering these hops to.

			‘That’s also where our remaining pickers will be leaving us. The River Lugg runs through the town and continues south… joining the Wye five miles south of Hereford.’

			‘South of Hereford,’ Thomas said as he pulled my hat down over my eyes. ‘Why did you not think of that Toby?’

			‘I’m sorry I didn’t spot that on the map. I don’t know how I missed it, but what I do think is that we should listen more to the local people, they know more about the area than we do.’

			‘Five or six miles beyond Leominster there’s a safe place where you can rest, it’s called Dinmore Manor… though it is more like a church than a Manor House.

			‘It has always been some sort of a religious building, but it changed during the Holy Wars when it was taken over by the Knights of St John. They converted it into a command centre and hospital and later added a chapel. During the Dissolution of the Monasteries, a number of families from Tintern Abbey escaped persecution by moving around the county. They continued spreading the gospel wherever they could find a congregation. But some opened places of shelter for travellers, Dinmore is one such place. If you call there you will be offered food, shelter and a bed where you can rest and gather your thoughts. When you are ready to continue on your journey you just join the Lugg and follow its path south.’

			We looked at each other, each waiting for a reaction from the others, but this time it was Charles who made the decision.

			‘We will take our chances with Dinmore.’

			Thomas and I nodded, Herbert just smiled. ‘I think you made the right choice,’ he said.

			Dinmore Manor

			After depositing our hops at the brewery, we pushed on for another five miles until we came to a crossing in the road where Herbert Peterman reined in his horse and pointed to a track to his right.

			‘Those buildings you see in the distance are Dinmore Manor.’

			They were no more than half a mile away, and we could see the Manor quite clearly. The sun was still giving out plenty of light, but would soon be slipping silently behind the distant hills.

			‘I think it better if you arrive on foot. The River Lugg is just to our left. God be with you my Lord and good luck.’

			He turned his cart around and trotted off out of our lives, just as he had entered it two weeks earlier.

			***

			The door was ajar so we walked cautiously through to find ourselves in an impressive room with a high vaulted ceiling and luxurious furnishings, we stood for a moment to admire and appreciate the splendour and grandeur of the place.

			I almost jumped out of my skin when a low powerful voice behind me asked: ‘Are you looking for shelter my friends?’

			We turned to find we were facing a mountain of a man, taller than Charles but twice as wide. He had a thick chestnut coloured beard, was wearing leather boots, a black bolero coat with a white kerchief tied around his neck, but no hat to cover his balding head.

			‘For a day, perhaps two,’ replied Thomas.

			‘I am Friar Dominic, follow me,’ he ordered.

			His big strides covered the ground so quickly I almost had to run to keep up.

			Thomas was right behind him and asked: ‘Have you any other guest at the moment?’

			‘We can accommodate fifty at one time, but at the moment we have only four travellers, a couple of vagrants and a score of unwelcome guests.’

			We followed him round the cloisters where impressive stained-glass windows were casting a kaleidoscope of colour onto the supporting columns. It would not be too long before the last of the afternoon sun dropped behind the distant trees, and day turned to night.

			We trailed behind him to the western tower from where we had a magnificent view of the gardens and the Malvern Hills… a truly impressive sight in the twilight.

			‘Who are your unwelcome guests?’ I asked.

			‘A score of Cromwell’s soldiers. They are looking for a dark young man two yards tall, a boy possibly dressed as a woman, and an older man. I have brought you here to my private quarters to ask: Are you those three people?’

			Charles did not answer but looked to Thomas for guidance as he always does.

			‘I can tell by your reaction that you are,’ the big man said, ‘but you need not fear me or anyone here at Dinmore. Follow me my Lord, I will take you to a place away from suspicious eyes where you can rest in safety for as long as you wish.’

			‘A meal, a bed for the night and perhaps advice is all we ask,’ said Thomas.

			‘I will help if I can, what are you plans?’

			‘We were thinking of following the Wye to its end at Chepstow and from there to find someone with a boat who will take us across the Severn to Somerset.’

			‘I will bring you bedding, some food and cider, then I will retire to reflect on your plan. I am sure I can come up with a better idea than yours.’

			Content with our surroundings and thankful that Herbert Peterman had brought us to this place, we all slept well in our beds and by morning were anxious to be on our way.

			Thomas insisted we visit Dinmore’s Chapel which was dedicated to St John of Jerusalem, and to give thanks to God for our deliverance this far.

			When Friar Dominic returned with our food, Thomas asked him if it would be alright if we used the chapel here at Dinmore. He said he would like to come with us, and join us in prayer.

			After prayers, he came back with us to our room. He said he wanted to discuss his ideas for the next leg of our incredible journey.

			‘I have been thinking about your plan, and realise that it is not a plan at all. You are proposing to go blindly south in the hope of finding a way across the Severn to Somerset, and eventually across the channel to the continent. I have a plan that I think will get you as far as Somerset by using people I know and trust… people who would gladly risk their own safety to help you on your way. If you choose to take my advice, I think you should start by meeting Friar Adam, he is domiciled at Flanesford Priory, which is just a mile or so from Goodrich Castle.’

			‘Do continue,’ Thomas said.

			‘Firstly I think with so many soldiers searching for you, it would be unwise to travel during the day.’

			We all agreed that made good sense.

			‘The soldiers here at the Manor are billeted in the outbuildings. Every day they split up and search the surrounding area, usually returning early evening. I will keep watch until I see their lights go out and then walk with you as far as the river.’

			‘You are most kind Friar Dominic.’

			‘You will find the River Lugg has many twists and turns but it does eventually join the Wye about five miles south of Hereford, by this time you will have walked roughly eleven miles. Where the two rivers merge, follow the flow downstream, passing the town of Ross. You may be able to save a little time by cutting across some of the corners in the river. From Ross, go south overland, skirting around Goodrich Castle to avoid bumping into any of Cromwell’s patrols.

			‘You will find Flanesford Priory and Friar Adam no more than half a mile south of the castle. You will see the castle quite clearly from miles away, so you should not get lost.

			‘Goodrich Castle was seized by Parliamentary forces during the war and partly damaged. It is now the home of a platoon of Roundheads… about fifty I think.

			‘If you find all that too much for one night, I suggest you camp overnight at Ross, the town is surrounded by dense forest so you will have no problem in finding cover. Do you have any questions?’

			‘Friar Adam you said?’ asked Thomas.

			‘Yes. When you meet him, tell him that I suggested he ask Mary for help… he will understand. He will provide you with food and shelter and guide you on your way, try to avoid passing too close to the castle if you can. Now if there is nothing else I will see you in the chapel around midnight.’

			We relaxed for the rest of the day, happy in the knowledge that in twenty-four hours we should have completed another leg of our incredible journey. I would have liked to have taken a walk in the grounds of Dinmore, and also the beautiful surrounding countryside, but I had to be content just to look from a window, at a pair of blackbirds complain about a magpie coming a little too close to their territory.

			We were eager to be on our way but the time seemed to be passing so slowly. At the end of September, it was dark by five o’clock in the evening, and we were ready to make our way quietly to the chapel, but waited until midnight as Friar Dominic had suggested.

			We had been in the chapel for only a few moments when we heard footsteps approaching. The door opened and we were faced by four men standing in line, each with a sword in one hand and a knife in the other.

			Only Charles was carrying a sword, Thomas was unarmed and all I had was the dagger in my hose.

			Talking to his companions their leader said, ‘I do believe my friends that we have found the men who are about to make us rich. We have found the pot of gold we were seeking.’

			What happened next was a defining moment in my life, a moment of extreme brutality, and yet a moment of dexterity and skill. It all happened in less than a minute, but a minute I will remember in graphic detail for the rest of my life.

			Friar Dominic stepped into the chapel and grabbed two of the men by their hair from behind, banging their heads together with such force that I heard their skulls crack… they both fell to the floor, one with blood running freely from his head… the other moaning and bleeding through his nose.

			One of the other men rushed at him with his sword raised ready to strike, but he was not quick enough. Dominic, grabbing his wrist, kicked him in the groin and forced back his hand until he dropped the sword. He then wrapped a massive arm around the man’s head, and with one twist, broke his neck as easily as one would break a twig. The sound of breaking bones, the blood and the sheer violence made me feel sick. I didn’t want to vomit but feared that I would not be able to prevent it.

			The fourth man, squeaking with fear, dropped his weapon and made a dash for the door, but Thomas headed him off and managed to trip him up.

			‘Leave this to me,’ said Dominic. He put one of his huge feet in the small of the man’s back, took hold of his head, and with one swift movement, twisted his neck almost off his body. He then checked the others and found that the one bleeding from his nose was still breathing, so he smashed his head on the stone floor. The sound of breaking bone told us that this poor man was no longer a threat.

			It was then that I lost control of my stomach. I spewed up, my sick mixing with the blood of Friar Dominic’s victims.

			‘Who are they?’ asked Charles.

			‘They said they were travellers but it seems they were bounty hunters. Please forgive me for not escorting you to the river but I think it more important that I deal with them now before anybody else comes.’

			He then put an enormous hand on my shoulder, and in a softer voice which I found surprisingly calming said, ‘I believe God gave me my strength and skill for a reason, and I believe that was to fight wickedness and evil wherever I find it. These four men profit from the misfortune of others, you should pray for their souls not for the manner in which they died.’

			Thomas was now more concerned how Dominic would deal with the corpses than our escape and asked, ‘Can we help in anyway?’

			‘Dinmore is not just a resting place for travellers, it is an ecclesiastical retreat and working farm. Just below the trees by the coppice we have a deep cesspit. Weighted down these bodies will sink to the bottom never to be seen again, but before they go to their last resting place I will strip them of their clothes which will go to the poor… if you want any of their weapons, take them.’

			Thomas and Charles shook their heads.

			‘Then their weapons will go with them. You should go now my Lord. Go with God’s speed. I will pray for you.’

			And then he was gone. We stood looking at each other not quite sure what we should do… then just as we were about to leave he returned with a hand cart.

			‘Is there something else my Lord?’

			‘We were just wondering… I was just thinking. No Friar Dominic, I just wanted to say a massive thank you for all you have done for us.’

			‘No thanks are necessary,’ he said as he picked up two of the corpses, one in each hand. ‘I can manage on my own… you should go now and remember to ask for Friar Adam, and don’t forget to mention Mary.’

			It took only minutes to reach the River Lugg, the water shimmering in the moonlight as it trickled slowly downstream… we stood for a brief moment before continuing our journey south along the towpath. We could feel a definite change in the weather as dark clouds began to cover the moon, but that could be a blessing as the darkness also served as a shelter from hostile troops and bounty hunters, just like the poor souls now dispatched by Dominic from this world to who knows where.

			We seemed to be making good progress but after a couple of hours it started to drizzle, and it was definitely colder. The slow-moving river was winding through the countryside and we managed to save a few minutes by cutting the corners as Dominic had suggested. However, by the time we saw the shadowy silhouette of Hereford Castle in the distance we were well behind time, and it was another hour before we came to the point where the two rivers became one. We had found the River Wye.

			We continued a little further eventually taking a short rest just south of Ross.

			The drizzle had turned to rain and our progress was getting slower; we were cold, wet and miserable but still alive and moving in the right direction. The first signs of daylight were beginning to appear on the eastern horizon so we decided to make camp and rest until nightfall.

			This was when we had a stroke of luck. The forest was thick and we were looking for a suitable place to make camp when we came upon a derelict shack, part of the roof was missing and there were no windows but it was dry, and we had plenty of food to eat and fresh water from a stream.

			Thomas and Charles were soon asleep but I could not get the images of the dead bounty hunters out of my mind. Friar Dominic said I should pray for their souls… so that is what I did, and it must have worked for me because I then found sleep easy. All three of us snoozed until mid-afternoon. We freshened up in the stream and were keen to be on our way but decided to wait just a little longer… perhaps we were being overcautious but we chose not to light a fire.

			We were only five miles at most from Goodrich and if Friar Dominic’s directions were correct, it should not take us too long to find Flanesford Priory just south of the castle.

			By the time we abandoned our temporary home in the forest it was well past midnight, and everywhere was still and quiet.

			The River Wye at this point was meandering like a snake through open country, but despite the few extra miles we still had no trouble finding our way to Flanesford Priory well before first light.

			We stopped just short of our destination by a bridge where there was once only a ford. On one side of the river there were fields of wheat, some already harvested and others waiting to be gathered in, and on the other side a thick forest stretching for miles… we decided to shelter on the grassy verge beneath the bridge until we saw signs of life at the Priory; the rain had stopped and the black clouds were clearing. It was beginning to look as though it would be a good day.

			We did not have long to wait before smoke began to appear from the chimneys. I was just about to step out onto the road when I heard them… a score of cavalry soldiers on horseback, trotting towards us from the direction of Goodrich Castle.

			‘They may not have seen you, get back under the bridge and be quiet,’ ordered Thomas.

			They were trotting not galloping and seemed to be in no hurry, but my heart was racing. If they had seen me, our adventure would most surely be over. I held my breath as they crossed over the bridge. One of the riders must have said something funny because the others were all laughing. We remained completely still and silent until the sound of their horses’ hooves on the road had faded away in the distance.

			Cautiously we emerged from our hiding place and walked the few yards to the Priory. I was just about to knock on the door when it opened and a tall stout woman came out carrying two heavy buckets.

			‘Oh, hello gentlemen, can I help you?’

			‘We have been told to ask for Friar Adam.’

			‘Give me a minute to feed the pigs and then I will take you to him.’

			‘Can I help?’ I asked.

			‘Thank you kindly young man,’ she said handing me one of the buckets.

			I took it from her and could see Charles and Thomas smiling at me.

			‘What’s so funny?’

			‘You wanted to be a squire, but squires do not carry pig feed for scullery maids.’

			‘I did not ask to be a squire… it was offered,’ I said to Charles as I shuffled after the woman.

			After feeding the pigs she took us into the house, sat us down in the kitchen and gave us each a slice of boiled ham and a chunk of bread, she then left the room… wiping her hands on her pinny.

			‘I will just check if he’s still in his bed or in the chapel,’ she said.

			We had hardly begun to eat when she was back with Friar Adam, who as it turned out was also her husband. Adam was taller than Charles and twice as wide, he had a bushy chestnut coloured beard and a bald patch on the top of his head. At first I thought Friar Dominic had somehow followed us here.

			‘I am Adam,’ he said with the same deep voice as our previous host. ‘And by the look of surprise on your faces, I think you must have been sent here by my older brother Dominic.’

			He then hesitated, and realising that his guest was King Charles, went down on one knee.

			‘My Lord King, it is an enormous honour for me to welcome you to our humble dwelling. How may we serve you?’

			‘Thank you Friar Adam. All we seek is a place to rest and perhaps a meal or two. Our aim is to eventually find a way to Somerset or Devon, and then on to the continent where most of my family now live in exile. As I am sure you must know, Cromwell is searching for me and my two companions, no doubt anxious to charge me with treason as he did my father.’

			‘Well my Lord, we will do all in our power to help you. What advice did you receive from my brother?’

			‘When we told him our plans he made reference to someone called Mary. He seemed to think she could help. Who is she?’

			He looked at his wife and they both smiled. ‘Mary is my sister, mine and Dominic’s. She lives with her family at Westbury-on-Severn, ten miles west of Gloucester.’

			‘Do you think she could help us?’

			‘There is no doubt about Mary’s loyalty to the crown, and also that of her family. But let me think about it for a while, we can go through your plans later.’

			‘Things seemed to be going too well,’ I said, thinking out loud.

			Charles slapped me on the back. ‘Is that what you think wife?’

			‘I’m not your wife anymore remember… I divorced you.’

			Adam looked puzzled.

			‘Take no notice of them Adam,’ said Thomas. ‘We dressed Toby as a woman to make him look like my daughter, Charles was disguised as my son-in-law. But what I am more interested in at the moment, is this place, Flanesford Priory.’

			‘Then let me tell you,’ he said. ‘It was once a priory dedicated to St John the Baptist, and the home of monks from the Order of Augustinian. But that all changed with the Dissolution of the Monasteries when King Henry VIII’s soldiers destroyed Tintern Abbey. They slaughtered most of the monks there, but some escaped. They were our ancestors who are now scattered around the country spreading the gospel as best they can. Times were hard, and the monks here at the Priory had to focus more on farming to survive… just as they did at Dinmore. And now we have Oliver Cromwell wrecking or completely destroying our castles.’

			Charles with an apologetic frown on his face said, ‘I find… not for the first time that I am required to express regret for the shortcomings of my ancestor Henry VIII. And to apologise.’

			‘We cannot always be responsible for the mistakes of our forefathers my Lord… come, let me take you to your quarters, we can talk later after you have rested.’

			The room we shared was clean and furnished modestly, but with plenty of space to accommodate the three beds. We were not wanting to rest, but we did wash in cold water before re-joining our hosts.

			Thomas and Charles spent the rest of the day with Friar Adam. But I chose to help on the farm. Firstly by helping Adam’s three sons bring the cattle in from the fields, and then assisting Adam’s daughter with the milking.

			After working all day, I was tired and went early to bed. It was absolute bliss to once again be sleeping on a soft mattress under clean white sheets, a reminder of the happy days spent in Jersey at Bramwell House with Lady Bramwell, Philip and Milly. But as always happened when I started to reflect on the past, my thoughts returned to Anne Huxley.

			The next day at breakfast, Charles asked Adam about the cavalry soldiers we almost ran into the previous day.

			‘Most days they ride out on patrol… they come from Goodrich Castle and charge around the countryside trying to look important by intimidating the locals, but it doesn’t work, it only makes them despised all the more. They don’t usually bother us here at the Priory, but if for some reason they did decide to call, we have a splendid hiding place for you under the barn. Now tell me, how did you get on with my brother?’

			We talked about Dinmore and Dominic, but avoided mentioning the bounty hunters until the women had left the room. Charles then explained in graphic detail how his brother killed the bounty hunters with just his bare hands, thankfully leaving out the bit about me throwing up.

			‘Don’t judge him too harshly my Lord, our family suffered badly during the Dissolution of the Monasteries a hundred years ago, and we believe that God gave us the fortitude and courage to survive… he also gave us the strength to face injustice and prejudice wherever we find it, and the determination to try and reach the ungodly through prayer.’

			‘That is more or less what Dominic said.’

			‘Now my Lord. Tell me how I can help,’ asked Adam with a broad smile peeping from under his bushy beard. ‘Is there anyone who you’d like me to slay for you? I can snap a man’s neck just as quickly as my brother.’

			‘Oliver Cromwell if you can find him, but in the meantime we would like to find a way to get to Dorset or Somerset.’

			‘By what route?’

			‘We were thinking of following the Wye down to Chepstow and then trying to find a friend to take us across the Severn Estuary.’

			Now in a more subdued mood, Adam, while stroking his beard, said, ‘I can see problems with your plan my Lord. Your way would take you through Monmouth where a large concentration of Parliamentarians are stationed. Chepstow is almost as bad, the place is crawling with them.’

			No one replied… all three of us waiting for an answer.

			‘I now see why Dominic suggested Mary but before I make any decisions, I will first seek guidance from the good Lord.’

			***

			During the day, Thomas was in the chapel with Adam. I was on the farm helping groom their two wonderful Shire horses, and Charles was being entertained by Adam’s wife (though I do believe he would rather have been flirting with his daughter).

			After supper, Adam called the three of us into what I thought must have been his office… but it was also a sanctuary where he went to pray quietly on his own. There was an untidy desk with papers scattered about, but on the other side of the room there was a bronze statuette of Jesus on the cross, with candles on each side.

			‘I have put a lot of thought into your predicament, and have come up with a plan to get you across the Severn Estuary to Somerset.

			‘I usually take my livestock to Monmouth Cattle Market, but recently the prices there have been disappointing. So tomorrow, we are going to Gloucester. It’s twice as far but a much larger market. I should get much better returns for my stock.’

			‘Will we be travelling across country, or using roads?’ asked Charles.

			‘We will be avoiding roads wherever possible, because word has it that Cromwell thinks you are heading south. He thinks you bypassed Worcester and are heading for Gloucester, and from there, on to Portsmouth. That is the route where he is concentrating his search.’

			‘How will you hide us?’ I asked.

			‘I won’t. You and King Charles will be dressed as drovers. You are the ones who will be driving my cattle through fields and villages to my sister’s place at Westbury-on-Severn. From there my cattle will be taken to Gloucester in time for the Saturday Market, but they won’t be taken by you. You will be replaced by real drovers. I don’t want you to go within ten miles of Gloucester.’

			‘And what of Thomas, is he to be a drover too?’ I asked.

			‘No young man… he will be dressed as a man of the cloth, as will I. We will be sat behind a horse, pulling a trailer with cages of chickens and a few pigs.’

			‘So the king has to chase cows while his servant rides in comfort?’ I jested.

			‘Cattle droving is a young man’s job Toby… Thomas and I are too old to be chasing cows.’

			Thomas said nothing… he didn’t have to, the grin on his face said it all.

			‘So now my Lord, you and Toby are the ones we have to disguise, and by the time my wife and daughter have finished dressing you… even your own mothers would not recognise you.’

			‘I like your plan, but I am not sure if I will be able to deal with the cattle.’

			‘It’s easy,’ I said. ‘You will soon get the hang of it.’

			‘I do hope you’re right Toby.’

			‘Your sister Mary sounds like an incredible woman, is she capable of cracking skulls?’ I asked.

			‘I am sure she is, though I have yet to see her try.’

			‘I can’t wait to meet her,’ said Thomas. ‘And her family.’

			‘Her husband is called Francis and she has two sons, Matt and Will. The River Severn at Westbury is tidal and Francis has a boat. If he is willing to help… and the tides are right, you could well be on your way to Somerset before I even get to Gloucester Market on Saturday.’

			‘He has a boat?’

			‘Yes my Lord. He has a boat.’

			‘And is there some doubt as to whether he will help us?’

			‘None at all my Lord, he will not hesitate to jump at the chance to serve you. It all depends on whether the boat is already in use, he delivers cargoes as far as Cardiff. There is also the question of whether his boat is seaworthy enough to take you across the Severn Estuary. As far as I know he has never taken it that far before.’

			‘It all sounds so simple.’

			‘It is simple… but not without danger. You should all retire now and get a good night’s sleep. I would like us to be on our way as early as possible in the morning.’

			Knowing that this was probably going to be the last time we were to sleep in a soft warm bed for a while, we slept well. Nevertheless, I was down in the kitchen before seven, Charles and Thomas a few minutes behind me. Thinking about the possibility of another boat trip excited me, and I was eager to be on my way.

			After eating a large breakfast, Adam’s wife said to her daughter, ‘Jessie… you take young Toby, and I will do King Charles.’

			I don’t know how a drover usually dresses, but Jessie fitted me out in old baggy clothes, probably because there was nothing my size in the house. She had an infectious giggle which came every time she stood back to inspect her work. Eventually I finished up with baggy breeches, held up with braces, a loose jacket tied at the waist that was once grey but now stained so badly it was hard to tell what the original colour was. I had boots on my feet that were far too big, and had to be padded out in the toe caps, and the ensemble was topped off with a silly looking woolly hat, which she pulled down to cover my ears. With her hands on her hips, and giggling like a child, she said, ‘Sorry, but you’re not as handsome as you were. Not now that you look like one of us.’ I had to giggle with her at the absurdity of the whole performance.

			She then turned her attention to helping her mother with Charles. His disguise was much better than mine. The legs of his breeches were tied round the bottom with string, his coat was a dirty green and tied like mine around the waist. They made him fat by padding him out, and just in case we were ever challenged, they gave him two small balls to puff out his cheeks.

			‘I have the perfect hat for him,’ said Jessie as she ran giggling out of the room, a moment later returning with a felt hat that looked more like an upturned bucket than a hat. Charles looked grumpy, but soon saw the funny side and then we all laughed together.

			***

			Our meagre personal belongings were buried somewhere in the cart with the fowl and pigs, which was being pulled along by a single horse.

			Adam, now dressed as a friar, and Thomas, a parson, were both sitting in relative comfort under thick blankets when we eventually set off on our long trek across country to Westbury-on-Severn.

			I enjoyed being a drover for a day, but would not have wanted to do it for a living. Charles was of little use, but that didn’t matter as I found that once I got the cattle moving, they just followed their leader. I think Charles was secretly a little scared of cattle. But I quite liked them… though I do think they must be the most stupid of animals to have ever walked this earth.

			We had been walking for five hours with me doing most of the work, Charles walking in front, while Adam and Thomas sat in comfort looking down on us from behind.

			I was grumbling about my big boots and Charles about his fat gut.

			‘I’ll be glad to get rid of this annoying lump, I look as if I am pregnant,’ he said.

			I couldn’t stop myself from laughing… he looked harshly at me at first and then we both sat by the roadside laughing together.

			The cart soon caught us up, Thomas asking, ‘What was so funny?’

			‘We have another fat King of England, but this one is a cattle drover… that’s funny.’

			They both understood the analogy with Henry VIII, and joined us by the roadside for a short break.

			I could not help wondering what kind of boat Adam’s brother-in-law owned, which also set me thinking about Jersey and my near-death experience on board the now burned out fishing boat resting forever at the bottom of the sea. I thought of my new friends Philip and Milly, and my old ones Louis and Anne. I worried about Anne, and wondered if she was still as unhappy now as she was the last time I saw her; if she ever thought of me as I do her. Would I ever get to see her again? Was she still living at Noordeinde Palace, and will she even remember me?

			It took us eight hours to reach Westbury-on-Severn, by which time it was mid-afternoon. We herded the cattle through an open gate, past the farmhouse and into a corral. A farm-hand took the reins off Adam and walked the horse, still attached to the cart and trailer, round the side of the building and out of sight.

			A large man, who watched us arrive, shut the gate behind us and embraced Adam.

			‘Good to see you Adam. Come into the house, you can tell your men to rest in the barn, I will send one of the girls out with some hot food and ale.’

			‘Before we do anything, I think you had better step inside,’ said Adam. ‘I have something important to tell you.’

			We stopped just outside the door waiting to be called while Adam explained to his kin just who we were. I took off my woolly hat and Charles pulled the padding from under his coat with a sigh of relief.

			‘Thank goodness I can rid myself of this lump,’ he mumbled.

			We didn’t have to wait long before Adam called us into the house. ‘This is my sister Mary, her husband Francis and their sons, Matt and Will,’ he said.

			Mary was tall for a woman, but not as tall as her brothers, she had a round happy face and the same distinctive colouring and mannerisms as her siblings.

			Francis was tall with broad shoulders and thick arms, and I imagined he was probably as strong as a horse.

			Mary curtsied and Francis knelt in respect. I found it quite humbling to see such a big man kneel in deference before Charles. Charles was a man who, over the last year or so, I had come to think of more as an older brother than the King of England.

			‘My Lord, it is indeed a great honour to meet you. My family are at your command, anything that is within my power to give is yours.’

			‘Is it within your power to get me and my two companions to Somerset without putting your own family in danger?’

			He thought for a moment before answering.

			‘High tide is just after midnight my Lord, if we leave then, with fair wind you could be in Somerset in two days.’

			‘I place myself and my travelling companions completely in your hands Francis, we are just extremely grateful and thankful for any help.’

			‘No thanks are necessary my Lord. I see it as my duty as a loyal subject to serve you. Come, I will show you my boat.’

			I was delighted when I saw that it was just a typical wherry, like those used on the Thames. It had a single sheet, winched from the bows with what I thought was an unusually high number of reef points. The galley and chart room were accessed from a rear door in front of the tiller.

			Below, on the lower deck, was a store cupboard and sleeping area. The covers were off the cargo hold which seemed to be half full of timber, presumably waiting for more cargo. There was a punting quant on each side of the boat, which I thought must be essential working so far up stream.

			‘What do you usually carry?’ Thomas asked as he climbed on board.

			‘We are not farmers as you may have thought, we are freelance cadgers, the middle men between the local farmers and the markets. We are flexible about what cargo we carry, and as long as we get paid we will take anything. But it has to be between here and Cardiff.’

			‘Have you never been farther than Cardiff?’ asked Thomas.

			‘Not on this boat sir. But for the next week me and my son Will are taking a short break… we plan to go fishing with friends in Somerset and while we are out there enjoying ourselves, Matt will be helping Adam to get his cattle to Gloucester.’

			‘What about the pigs and fowl?’

			‘I have bought the pigs off Adam and I have a buyer for the chickens.’

			***

			Using the punting quants, Will and I pushed the wherry off its mooring just after midnight, Francis was on the rudder, with Thomas and Charles by his side.

			Will and I kept the boat moving straight and close to the starboard side of the river until the tide was fast enough to do the job for us. We then sat in the chart room and talked. Will was about the same age as me but perhaps a little heavier. I think he felt intimidated in the company of Charles, and attached himself to me, which was fine as I found him to be interesting company.

			‘How did a commoner such as yourself become so close to the king?’ he asked as we each sat sipping from a jug of ale.

			I told him everything I could remember, starting with the time I saved the king’s life when he was the Prince of Wales.

			I told him about Noordeinde Palace, and the friends I had made there. About Jersey and the dogger fishing boat that set on fire as I swam for my life, and then about the other attempts on my life.

			‘But what brought you here?’ he asked.

			I then told him all about our ill-fated attempt to defeat Cromwell’s army in Scotland and our disastrous downfall at Worcester.

			‘Such an adventure is hard to believe, and yet here you are alive and well… and now we are a part of your remarkable story… we are going to take you to Somerset. By the way, I must tell you that we once almost bought a dogger, but decided it was too large for the upper reaches of the Severn.’

			The night sky was covered in cloud, and with no moon to light up the heavens, it was as black as jet.

			As we drifted slowly and silently downstream I could just make out the navigation lights of one boat following in our stern, and at least two more ahead. There was also the odd flickering lights on the shore.

			‘When do we use the sail?’

			‘We won’t use the sail until tomorrow when we will be somewhere near Chepstow. The river is roughly three miles wide at that point but I think we may moor up before then, and wait for the tide to change… that’s up to my father, he’s the skipper.’

			‘Your father said you were cadgers… what exactly is a cadger?’

			Will looked at me and smiled. ‘The name is not meant in a derogatory way as you may think. We act as go-betweens, collecting dairy produce, livestock, cheese, vegetables and fruit, mostly from local farmers. We then sell them on in Gloucester, Monmouth or Bristol… in fact anywhere we can find a market. Occasionally we get a contract to move commodities like wool or timber. We are middle men that buy to sell on. We are cadgers.’

			‘Will you sell on the pigs? I saw that you had some of your own.’

			‘They’re all purchased off local farms, we slaughter them one at a time and my mother makes them into pies, pasties and sausages, all of which go to a shop in Gloucester. He buys all we can make… he would take more if we had the time to make them.’

			‘Do you take them to Gloucester by boat?’

			‘We only ever take the boat into Gloucester if we have a cargo to collect or deliver… we find it more convenient to use our carts for short journeys.’

			We must have been talking for a couple of hours when we were interrupted by Will’s father who called, ‘Take the rudder for a spell William. When the tide begins to change, tie up and give me a call, I’m going to get my head down for a while.’

			I followed him to the stern, where he took the tiller off his father. I assumed Charles and Thomas had already retired as they were nowhere to be seen.

			‘Won’t you get tired, sitting out here all night on your own?’ I asked.

			‘If I was lazing about in the warm chart room, I probably would… but not while I am outside on the rudder. Don’t worry about me, stay here for a while if you want, or get some sleep while you can.’

			I stayed for a few minutes, but soon my eyes started to close so I joined my travelling companions. Nevertheless I was still amazed that I managed to sleep with all that was going on. Perhaps it was the gentle rocking of the boat or maybe I was just exhausted after a long day on the road.

			I was awakened by Thomas with a hot drink and a pasty. We were moored up against a grassy bank a few yards from a dense forest. The land on our port side must have been about three miles away, but I had no idea where we were. Wherever it was though, it was strikingly beautiful.

			‘Francis has decided to moor up until high tide, he wanted the river to be in full flow as we passed Bristol,’ Thomas explained.

			‘Is he expecting trouble?’

			‘He says not, he says that Cromwell partly destroyed the castle at Bristol so there shouldn’t be any trouble. However, there’s still a lot of soldiers billeted nearby so we won’t be stopping to admire the view.’

			Will and I went into the forest to forage for food, it was a whole new experience for me and I was amazed by just how much we came back with, including hazelnuts, walnuts, garlic, berries and mushrooms, also some roots that I couldn’t identify.

			Around about midday, we all sat together on the grass and feasted on what we had foraged, washed down with homemade cider.

			‘That was food fit for a king,’ said Charles, as he flopped back on the grass.

			‘Maybe some kings but not all I think,’ said Thomas disparagingly.

			Charles looked at him critically but said nothing.

			When we eventually pushed off from our moorings it was dark, and we had been on our way for a little over twenty-four hours. Francis was back on the tiller when Will raised the sail, and our small boat joined a small flotilla of traders and fishing boats, who like us were taking advantage of the fast moving tide.

			It was a typical autumn night, damp and dismal with dark sky and occasional drizzly rain.

			Most of the smaller vessels sailed into Avonmouth but we followed the seagoing ships and fishing boats into the widening Severn Estuary. We then shadowed the Welsh coast for roughly ten miles before changing direction due south, and headed for the North Somerset coast.

			‘I am glad the sea is calm,’ said Francis, ‘I have never taken this bucket into such an expanse of water before.’

			Knowing that we would soon be walking across country again, I snatched a few hours’ sleep… being wakened up eventually by the sound of voices.

			I climbed on deck to see everyone else looking at land that was no more than half a mile away.

			‘Where is that?’ I asked.

			‘Clevedon, Somerset,’ said Will.

			We hadn’t seen the sun for two days, but as we approached the Somerset coast, the sun was shining and the sea was calm.

			Just before we landed, Will handed Thomas a parcel of provisions.

			‘Mother made this up for you, she says there should be enough for two days.’

			Thomas handed the parcel to Charles, and then taking Francis by the hand said, ‘We cannot thank you enough… you and all your family. But now I think you should leave before the weather changes.’

			Charles then said, ‘My only hope is that sometime in the future I will be able to thank you all in a more tangible way.’

			‘Go south from here to the village of Yatton,’ said Francis, ‘two miles beyond the village you will see a copse where you can hide. God be with you my Lord. We will all be praying for you.’

			Early in the morning with about ten hours of daylight ahead of us was not the ideal time to be landing on an unfamiliar beach in Somerset, not with hostile soldiers looking for us. Nevertheless, rather than run and hide, we just stood watching in silence as Francis and William sailed into the morning mist, the orange sun floating low on the horizon in the autumn sky.

			We were now on our own again, almost six weeks after leaving Boscobel House.

			I think that after experiencing the trials and tribulations of the previous weeks, I was probably stronger and more resilient than at any time in my life, but being on our own was not a feeling I found easy to comprehend.

			We spotted a small jetty a hundred yards along the beach… not an ideal place to hide but it was all we had.

			The long hours we sat huddled under the pier were the longest hours of my life, I was bored and eager to be on the move.

			When we did eventually leave our improvised hideout it was dusk, and as there seemed to be no one about, we cautiously set off on our journey south.

			By the time we found the village of Yatton it was completely black and everyone was indoors, smoke was curling from every chimney, but the only sound we heard was the barking of a dog as we passed through his territory. A few minutes later we found a stream and followed it into the coppice… the one Francis had suggested we use as an overnight stop. But as we had only been walking a couple of hours, and were keen to make the most of what was left of the night sky… we continued on our journey south, skirting round the Mendip Hills, eventually stopping just north of Shepton Mallet. We had been walking for eight hours, and were not yet halfway to the south coast, nevertheless we decided to make camp, rest, take stock and plan our route.

			Thomas with the map spread out on the ground started by poking a finger at Lyme Regis. ‘If we find the sea we cannot get lost, and I have to admit that on the way I would like to see what damage Cromwell did to Corfe Castle, and also to find out what has happened to Lady Banks, the lady who on her own was defending the castle. She only lost when she was betrayed by one of her own servants.

			‘Going straight down to the coast may take us longer than the more direct route, but that way has some merit because we will avoid going through Salisbury.’

			‘We have yet to see a single Roundhead,’ I said. ‘Not one.’

			‘And I don’t think we will Toby… not many anyway,’ Thomas said as he folded up the map. ‘We now know that Cromwell expected us to travel south through Worcester and Gloucester to Southampton. So if I am correct, we won’t see any Roundheads until we cross to the east side of Southampton Water.’

			‘And where will that be?’ asked Charles.

			‘Romsey. But we have a long way to walk before we need to worry about that.’

			We relaxed, ate the pork pies while they were still reasonably fresh and some fruit. We then washed it all down with some of Mary’s cider.

			‘Which port do you think we will be leaving England from?’ I asked.

			Both Charles and I stood facing Thomas, waiting for his answer.

			‘I think we may have an ally in Sir Algernon Percy, the 11th Earl of Northumberland. His home is Petworth House… somewhere north of Portsmouth. About fifteen miles I think. We should find him and ask his advice.’

			Satisfied that we had a reasonably sensible plan, and anxious to make progress, we didn’t wait for complete darkness before leaving our camp near Shepton Mallet late in the afternoon.

			The days were getting shorter giving us more time for travelling, but now after being six weeks on the road, we were all weary. The sole was coming away from one of my boots, Charles had a swollen toe and blisters on the heels of both feet, and Thomas was suffering with his knees. But nobody really complained. If we were to escape England we had no choice but to continue.

			Travelling during the hours of darkness, it took us three days to reach the south coast at Lyme Regis, by which time we had run out of food and had very little money to buy more.

			Not wanting to risk entering the town, we walked eastward along the beach path until we came upon a small hamlet. Thomas gave me the rest of our money, and sent me to buy what provisions I could.

			Continuing eastwards, we avoided Weymouth by crossing a chalk stream just south of Dorchester eventually finding Corfe Castle at daybreak on the fourth day.

			The horizon to the east was a fiery glow, gradually changing as the sun climbed slowly in the sky. There was just the occasional whispery white cloud to break up what would otherwise have been a clear sky.

			The once proud Corfe Castle which stood on a natural hillock was now no more than a pile of rubble.

			Charles gazed up in bewilderment, and with tears in his eyes whispering quietly to himself, ‘what sort of a man would do that, how could anyone justify such cruelty, how can Cromwell defend such vindictive vandalism?’

			Thomas lamented. ‘Poor Lady Banks, the unfortunate brave lady. If he can do this to her home I hate to think what he has done to her.’

			We were all startled when a voice from behind called, ‘He made a bloody mess of the castle didn’t he?’

			We turned to face a portly farmer carrying a shepherd’s crook.

			‘What happened to Lady Banks?’ asked Charles.

			‘The army took her away in 1646, and no one has seen her since… are you travellers?’

			‘We have been on the road all night, is there anywhere we can lay our heads for an hour or two?’

			‘You can use my barn… it’s just beyond those trees,’ he said pointing with his crook.

			We didn’t see him again, twelve hours later when we were ready to continue on our journey, he still had not returned.

			Walking by night and sleeping by the day, we avoided Christchurch, crept silently through Romsey and Petersfield, arriving at Petworth House, West Sussex, in total darkness, a little over a week after landing on the north coast of Somerset.

			Apart from the gentle trickle of a stream meandering its way towards the River Rother a mile away, all was quiet in the grounds of Petworth House. We found a gardener’s shed where we took shelter from the cold, deciding it best to wait until daylight before presenting ourselves at the house.

			It was still dark when we saw the first signs of life. Domestics had lit the house fires and started their daily chores.

			Charles pulled once on the door bell and waited in a state of anxiety not knowing what to expect or who might answer.

			A smartly dressed footman opened the door looking surprised and slightly annoyed at being disturbed by strangers so early in the morning.

			‘How may I help you… are you looking for work?’

			‘We request an audience with Sir Algernon Percy.’

			He looked at each of us in turn… stopping when he realised who we were, his mouth was open, and there was fear in his eyes. He looked over his shoulder to check nobody was listening then talking directly to me asked, ‘Tell me young sir… is your name Toby?’

			I glanced at Thomas not being quite sure how I should answer, he nodded.

			‘I am sir.’

			‘Then you sir must be Thomas Hudson?’ he said.

			‘Indeed I am.’

			‘Then welcome my Lord King,’ he whispered to Charles as he bowed his head, ‘but I confess my Lord that I am baffled as to why you should come here to see Lord Percy. Unless it is to surrender.’

			‘That is the last thing we wish to do. I was hoping Lord Percy would help find us a ship to the continent.’

			‘Wait here. I will be only a minute,’ he said as he shut the door and scurried away.

			‘It appears that you two are more recognisable than I,’ said Charles.

			True to his word our benefactor was back in seconds with some keys.

			‘The summerhouse is shut up for the winter. Hide in there, lock yourselves in and I will get to you as soon as I can. Trust me my Lord… you do not want to see Algernon Percy.’ He pointed to his right. ‘Follow that path… you will find the summerhouse 200 yards on the left.’

			He closed the door leaving us perplexed and confused, and with no choice but to put our trust in a man who as yet we knew nothing about.

			We found the summerhouse easy enough and let ourselves in, locking the door behind us.

			Apart from a large marble table, the only furniture was seating. There were four high backed wicker chairs with cushions, a couple of settees and some soft armchairs, all covered with protective throws. The windows were hidden behind drapes, protecting us from inquisitive eyes. We had been walking for many hours and were happy just to settle down, to wait and to hope, surely we can’t fail now… not after coming so far.

			We occasionally peeped through the drapes, but saw nothing or nobody until well into the afternoon when we were then disturbed by someone tapping quietly on the door, and a female voice calling, ‘My Lords… let me in.’

			Thomas unlocked the door and let in a young woman about my age.

			‘My father says he won’t be able to see you until this evening… he says to keep quiet and stay here until he comes.’ She handed a basket to me and smiled, ‘It’s some food and drink. I prepared it for you myself.’

			‘Who is the man who sent us here?’ asked Thomas.

			Ignoring Thomas and looking at me she said, ‘He is my father Edward Fowler. I am Jenny.’

			I took the basket from her and smiled back at her. ‘Thank you Jenny you’re very kind. Pretty too.’

			She curtsied, blushed and replied, ‘Thank you my Lord.’

			‘Tell me Jenny. Do you know who we are?’

			‘Yes my Lord. You are Royalists running away from Cromwell’s soldiers.’

			‘I wonder if you could do something for me.’ I showed her the boot that was falling apart. ‘Do you think you could find some boots that would fit me, and something for the blisters on my friend’s feet?’ I said pointing to Charles.

			‘I will do my very best my Lord.’

			‘I know you will Jenny. But don’t tell anyone else. It can be our little secret.’

			She started to walk to the door, turned her head and smiled again at me, and then she was gone.

			‘You’re very kind Jenny,’ Thomas said copying my voice. ‘And pretty too,’ Charles mimicked. ‘And how long have you been a Lord?’

			‘Shut up you two… we may be able to use her later, I’m just keeping her sweet.’

			‘Telling your king to shut up is treason is it not Thomas?’

			‘I do believe it is my Lord.’

			‘I could have your head cut off… but I might let you off this time,’ said Charles as he wrestled me to the floor laughing.

			‘You will be thanking me when she brings something to soothe your sore feet.’

			‘Be quiet children,’ Thomas scolded.

			***

			Edward Fowler did not appear until early evening, just as the last glimmer of daylight was dropping behind the trees. He arrived with more food and drink and introduced himself as Edward the house manager.

			‘My Lords. By coming to Petworth House you have walked into a hornets’ nest. I am surprised you got this far. Cromwell’s army are on every road between here and Gloucester, they are also covering all roads leading to London and to Dover.’

			‘We didn’t come that way, we crossed the Severn into Somerset by boat, and wherever possible avoided the towns and cities, sleeping in forests in the daytime and travelling at night. We didn’t go near Gloucester or use any of the roads south of there.’

			‘Then you must have come through Romsey.’

			‘We skirted round the town and were especially careful not to be seen.’

			‘My master is away at the moment… probably looking for you, so we must get you away from here as quickly and safely as possible.’

			‘The reason we chose Petworth,’ said Charles, ‘was because we thought we had an ally in Lord Percy. His sister Lucy and younger brother Henry were members of my father’s household.’

			‘Algernon Percy is an officer in the puritan army. So the sooner we get you away from here the better it will be for us all. I have a home in Steyning… a village close to Shoreham-on-sea ten miles from here. I need to find a way to get you there unseen where I can hide you until I find a ship to take you to France.’

			‘We have walked past soldiers undetected on our way here by being in disguise,’ said Thomas. ‘We dressed Toby as a woman, Charles as her husband and myself as a clergyman… perhaps you could try that.’

			Fowler stood for a moment scratching his head… seemingly considering Thomas’s suggestion.

			‘A mile south of here, there is a crossroads with a sign pointing to Burdocks. You will find plenty of cover there, you can take shelter until my daughter finds you. Do you still have some women’s clothes?’ he asked me.

			‘Afraid not… I was glad to get rid of them.’

			‘No matter, I will find you some more… and perhaps something warmer for you and Mr Hudson my Lord. I suggest you leave after midnight when everyone is asleep.’

			‘How long do you think it will take us to get to Steyning?’

			‘Jenny will take you to my mother’s cottage and I will follow as soon as I can.’

			Before we had a chance to ask any more questions he turned and was gone.

			We did as Fowler advised and left Petworth House two hours after midnight. We followed the road south east covering the short journey to the crossroads in less than an hour. We then settled down in the trees to wait for Jenny. It was a clear cold night with a full moon lighting up the night sky. An early frost covering the fields in a blanket of white.

			We had seen not a soul since leaving Petworth, and had no idea how long we would have to wait. But just before dawn, we heard the sound of a trotting pony and wheels on the road. Fowler had chosen his timing well, knowing that it would be quiet at this time in the morning.

			I didn’t recognise Jenny at first, her hat and scarf covering almost all of her face against the cold, and her heavy coat making her look much larger than she was.

			‘Here’s your girlfriend Toby, are you looking forward to seeing her again?’

			‘My girlfriend is in The Hague at Noordeinde Palace.’

			‘Still pining for little Anne Huxley are you?’ teased Charles.

			‘I will marry her one day.’

			‘Not if her father has any say in the matter… though I don’t understand why. You would make a good catch for his daughter.’

			‘If that was meant as a compliment, I thank you.’

			Jenny acknowledged us with a wave but continued past for a hundred yards before turning into the trees. By the time we caught up with her she had taken the horse to a clearing in the forest and turned it round ready to continue the journey. She removed her scarf to smile at me and then completely ignoring the King of England, handed me a basket. ‘These are for you… I picked them myself.’

			I took the basket off her, quickly changed into my new clothes and was the first up on the trap to claim the seat next to the driver before Jenny had finished dealing with the others.

			Jenny talked for the whole two hours of the journey to Steyning, hardly stopping to take a breath.

			We stopped just short of the village beside a thatched cottage surrounded by roses… which in the summer must have been a blaze of colour but was now sad and dying.

			‘Come and meet my nan,’ she said as she leapt down… throwing the reins off her lap.

			Her nan was a woman not much older than Thomas, and my first thought when I saw her was that she must have been a beautiful woman when she was younger. We had followed Jenny into the kitchen where she was chopping vegetables, but as we entered she stopped to wipe her hands on her pinafore.

			Jenny kissed her grandmother and then introduced me. ‘This is Toby. Father says you have to hide him and his friends from the soldiers for a few days.’

			Charles and Thomas looked at each other and smiled.

			‘Welcome to my home gentlemen, if I had known I was having visitors I would have been better prepared,’ she said as she took a heavy pan off the trivet.

			Thomas stepped forward. ‘Here… let me do that for you my dear.’

			The cottage was large but the rooms were small and dark… and a little smoky from the fires.

			‘Jenny my dear… make some coffee for the gentlemen while I prepare the spare rooms.’

			Jenny scurried away and came back with a jug of coffee. ‘It will only take me a minute, why don’t you two gentlemen go and sit in the parlour. Toby and I will bring the coffee.’

			Thomas whispered to me, ‘It’s clear she does not know who we are… so we must maintain the charade. It appears Toby that you are the most important person in our party, so try to impress on your girlfriend the importance of secrecy.’

			I quite liked the idea of me being more important than the King of England, but I was not sure I wanted to encourage Jenny into thinking that I was. She was a little too tactile for my liking.

			Fortunately, after an hour or so, my problem was solved when she told me she had to return to Petworth House.

			I do believe Thomas was quite taken by Jenny’s nan, and she to him. He was certainly given the best bedroom at the front of the cottage, and in the morning the biggest breakfast.

			We had to stay out of sight which was boring for me with nothing to do all day. I was hoping Thomas might have suggested a game of chess, but he clearly preferred to spend the day with his new best friend Matilda.

			It was early in the morning of the second day before Fowler came to the cottage with a man he introduced as his brother Alfred.

			Alfred in contrast to Jenny knew exactly who we were and bowed in deference to his king.

			‘My Lord, we are expecting a Dutch merchant ship in Southbourne tomorrow, it’s called Pride of Zeeland. The captain is a Dutchman called Sven. He is a regular visitor to Southbourne and a good friend. I am sure he will consider it an honour to take you across the channel to the continent.’

			‘How well do you know this man?’

			‘I am the Harbour Master at Southbourne, and part of my job is to distribute cargoes to and fro from the continent. He relies on me for work.’

			‘Assuming this man agrees… do you have a plan Alfred?’

			‘I do my Lord. It’s too dangerous for you to come anywhere near Southampton, Portsmouth or Southbourne. All those ports are crawling with Roundheads, so I will ask him to pick you up just down the road from here on the coast at Shoreham.’

			Thomas interrupted. ‘Unfortunately we have no money to pay you or your friend.’

			‘I don’t expect to be paid, and neither will he. But for now you will have to forgive me my Lord… I must return to my post, I will return tonight, by then I will have more details.’

			Edward Fowler, who had been standing by the door, stepped out of the shadows. ‘I too must leave you my Lord, I must return to Petworth House before I am missed, please excuse me.’

			‘Before you go,’ called Thomas. ‘Is your mother aware of who we are?’

			‘We thought it better she didn’t know my Lord… you know how women gossip,’ he said with a smile.

			***

			Alfred, true to his word, returned to the cottage later that evening after a long day spent working at Southbourne docks.

			‘The master of the Dutch merchant ship is called Sven Hendrickson… he will be at the entrance of Shoreham Harbour shortly after midnight.’

			‘How far is that from Southbourne?’

			‘Twenty-five miles along the coast. But Shoreham is only a short distance from here. I will walk with you there now, and show you where to hide.’

			We were weary with walking and glad to find that Shoreham really was only a short walk away. He took us to a church and used a key to enter by a side door.

			‘This is the church of St Mary de Haura,’ he whispered. ‘It is reported to be one of the oldest churches in the land.

			‘The transepts each side of the square clock tower date back to William the Conqueror, or so I am told. You can hide in there until it is time to leave. Just close the door when you go. And good luck my Lord.’

			And then he left… pleased to have been able to help us, but also happy that his part in our escape had been completed without problems.

			We sheltered in the church tower until it was dark enough to step out onto the roof. From our lofty position, and with the help of the full moon, we waited and watched until we saw our ship glide serenely and silently out of the mist and tie up against the breakwater.

			I recognised the ship as a typical Flemish double-masted coastal merchant vessel, by its conventional square course topsail.

			When we were sure the ship was secured, and the town completely asleep, we moved cautiously from our hideout and waded through four feet of freezing cold sea to be hauled aboard the Pride of Zeeland by unknown hands, all eager to help. I was slightly surprised to see two six pounder cannons mounted in the bows of the ship and two more in the stern. I was later to learn they were there to discourage pirates, and also sometimes English merchant shipping, which rather surprised me.

			When we were all safely on board Sven, speaking in his own language, ordered his crew to push off from the breakwater. I stood on my own in the bow of the ship as it moved silently away from the English shore, gathering speed as the gentle breeze caught its sails.

			Paris and the Castle of Doves, 1651/2

			We were wrapped in blankets and taken to the master’s stateroom where Captain Sven Hendrickson was waiting to greet us. ‘Welcome aboard gentlemen,’ he said as he handed us each a goblet of his finest French wine. ‘There are many who think you are dead my Lord.’

			‘And yet here we are alive and well, having survived and endured against all the odds, including the might of Cromwell’s army.’

			‘A remarkable achievement my Lord, and to what do you attribute your success?’

			‘My loyal subjects sir,’ said Charles. ‘Despite the huge reward on my head, and the danger they were putting themselves in by helping me, not one person betrayed us.’

			‘In what way were you helped? Was it financially?’

			‘We were offered shelter, hidden from Parliamentarians and given food and clothing, we never asked for money but we did at one stage earn some.’

			‘And you never at any time came face-to-face with the enemy… you never had to defend yourselves?’

			‘Not against soldiers. But had it not been for the help of a rather large friar, we would most probably have been handed over to Cromwell by bounty hunters.’

			‘Bounty hunters… and you were helped by a friar?’

			‘He had a rather unique way of dealing with people he didn’t like.’

			‘How so?’ asked Sven as he topped up our drinks.

			‘He killed them… four of them, he killed them all.’

			‘One man on his own?’

			‘With his bare hands. Then when we told him in which direction we were planning to travel, he sent us on our way loaded with food and drink, and direction to a safe dwelling at a priory twenty-five miles south in the county of Monmouthshire.’

			‘Have you any idea how many people helped you?’

			‘I tried to count them,’ I said. ‘And I believe there must have been between forty and fifty… that’s how many people at different times knew who we were, but not one betrayed us.’

			Despite the late hour our host seemed to want to talk. We were all in a state of physical and mental exhaustion but we were not tired… perhaps because we had got used to being awake during night hours, or perhaps it was just the realisation that we had finally escaped the clutches of our nemesis.

			‘Nevertheless my Lord,’ continued Sven, ‘I have to admire your fortitude and resourcefulness.’

			‘We have been away from the real world for over two years now,’ said Charles, ‘could you bring me up to date with the latest news sir?’

			‘Our Sovereign Prince William of Orange died of smallpox on the 6th of November last year, just two days after your sister Mary gave birth to a son.’

			‘I have a nephew?’

			‘Yes my Lord, he will eventually become our Sovereign Prince. But until he comes of age, we will have to endure his rather pompous grandfather… Frederick Henry.’

			‘Poor Mary, a widow and still not yet twenty years old.’

			‘I am sorry to be the carrier of bad news my Lord, but your little sister Elizabeth has also died… she died in September while still in captivity.’

			Charles with tears in his eyes emptied his goblet and lay down on the captain’s bunk.

			Sven put the jug of wine on the table and moved to the door. ‘My stateroom is yours for the rest of the journey my Lord… I am so sorry for being the purveyor of such bad news.’

			He left shutting the door behind him.

			There was plenty of room for the three of us in the captain’s stateroom, and plenty of blankets, but I found it hard to sleep… restlessly tossing and turning while trying to imagine just how Charles must be feeling after discovering that he had lost two of his family.

			The ship was now under full sail… crashing through the waves and listing at about 20%; however, I did eventually find sleep and when I woke it was midday. Charles was already up and in a more positive mood, washed, groomed and cheerful. More surprisingly was Thomas. He had shaved off all his facial hair and now looked like the Thomas of old.

			I was still scratching and wiping the sleep from my eyes when our host Captain Hendrickson came into the stateroom with a jug of steaming hot coffee, he was followed by the ship’s cook who was carrying a large tray of hot food. I wanted to ask about Princess Mary because wherever she was there was a good chance Anne would be there also, but Charles got to him first.

			‘Sven my friend, I am sorry to bring up the subject of my family again but can you tell me anything about my young brother Henry, Duke of Gloucester?’

			‘Yes my Lord. Henry and his sister Elizabeth were originally being held in the white tower under protection of republican guards, but when an assembly of Noble Lords accused Cromwell of acting like Richard III… asking him did he intend to make them disappear as did the twins in the tower 200 years ago, he then quickly moved them to more comfortable surroundings and gave them a reasonable amount of freedom. They were also permitted to visit your father on the eve of his execution.

			‘After Elizabeth passed away, Cromwell suggested that the young Prince Henry should be placed on the throne. There is still a strong feeling in England that the country needs a monarch, but a constitutional monarch with limited power… a tiger with no teeth my Lord. But young Henry refused. “Not while my brothers Charles and James live,” he said.’

			That brought a smile to Charles’s face. ‘God bless him, and what of my sister Mary… how is she now without her prince?’

			‘Following the death of our Sovereign Prince, the fortunes of the House of Orange in the Dutch Republic have been eclipsed. The King of France is also causing us mischief in our territorial waters which is likely to take my country to war… a war we can scarcely afford as our resources are already seriously depleted. So I must warn you my Lord, that I doubt you will find any financial help from the Dutch republic… not until baby William sits on the throne… if that ever comes to pass.’

			‘I will talk with my mother,’ said Charles, ‘she will want what is best for Mary, but I doubt she has the resolve or the influence to help.’

			‘Mary and her cortege are no longer at Noordeinde Palace. They are still at The Hague but have been moved to the Binnenhof Palace… the main administration centre of the Government and Senate.

			‘Noordeinde Palace is not actually owned by the government, it was gifted to the widow of William of Orange in 1609 and is now being used as a working palace and main stables for all government offices in the area.’

			I had seen the Binnenhof many times. It was a large building with a good view over Hofvijver Lake, but I thought it doubtful I would be allowed to wander about in there as I do at Noordeinde, so how would I ever get to see Anne?

			‘Where are you taking us sir?’ I asked Captain Hendrickson. ‘France or Holland?’

			‘I have a delivery for Cherbourg, and then I go to Brest to collect a cargo of wine. But first I will take you to Fécamp, a small town on the north coast of France… it’s about twenty miles from Le Havre. Have you decided which city to head for my Lord? Will it be The Hague or Paris?’

			‘Paris is where most of my family are, so my first priority will be to see my mother.’

			‘I thought that might be the case. May I suggest you walk to Le Havre and present yourself to the Mayor? Knowing him as I do, I have no doubt that he will take great pleasure in boasting about the part he played in your escape from England, I think he may even want to take you to Paris himself in the hope of claiming a reward.’

			I had been wondering which city we were going to, and Paris was not what I wanted to hear, I wanted to be back in The Hague with my friends.

			It was early in the morning when we saw the French coast appear out of the mist, the weather had been moderate for the crossing but on a smaller ship every wave seemed to be magnified.

			Captain Hendrickson nosed the bow gently onto the sandy beach and we waded ashore.

			‘Good luck my Lord,’ he called, ‘go west to Le Havre and God be with you.’

			We then stood quietly and watched the Pride of Zeeland being pushed off the beach, we watched it turn and then slowly gather speed, moving westward towards the Atlantic Ocean.

			We had known Hendrickson for just a brief moment in time, but they were arguably the most important moments of all, as they were the ones that had brought us to safety, and the completion of the final leg of our amazing escape from England.

			We sat for a while replacing our boots and watching until the Pride of Zeeland disappeared like a ghost ship into the mist.

			‘Well my friends we did it, we are safe in the homeland of my mother.’

			We sat and watched the sunrise, and then began our walk to Le Havre which we thought would probably take up most of the day. But we had walked no more than a couple of miles when a friendly farmer offered us a lift on his cart. He did not recognise who we were, and we did not think it necessary to enlighten him.

			Le Havre was a busy bustling town, but with a little help from locals we soon found the Mayor’s office.

			***

			‘You say you are the King of England, but we were told you had been killed in battle.’

			‘But as you can see sir, I am alive and well.’

			‘If I arrange transport to Paris, and you turn out not to be whom you claim to be, I will look foolish.’

			‘With respect sir,’ said Thomas, ‘you will look an even bigger fool when the Dowager Queen Henrietta demands retribution for insulting her son.’

			That seemed to scare him, and his attitude changed completely.

			‘I was just making sure my Lord. I will take you to Paris myself tomorrow, but first I must find you somewhere more appropriate to stay overnight… and perhaps more suitable clothes.’

			We were placed in luxurious accommodation… feasted, bathed, re-clothed and given a tour of Le Havre by our host.

			***

			By morning, we were completely relaxed and ready for the journey. It was roughly 120 miles to Paris but the road was straight… and with a military escort, we completed the journey in two days. Arriving at the Castle of Doves early evening on the second day.

			The reunion of Charles with his family was an emotional affair, especially between his siblings. I was feeling a little uncomfortable, this was a personal family reunion and I didn’t think I should really be there at all.

			James Stuart was now eighteen years old, and almost as tall as his brother Charles. His little sister Henrietta was a cute little thing of eight or nine with ringlets in her hair and wearing a pretty pink dress. She was the only one of the Stuart siblings that had not been taught by Thomas at some time or other. But she knew him.

			As I expected, everyone was communicating in French. I was a lot more comfortable speaking French these days, but sometimes found it difficult to understand all that was said, especially if they were talking quickly. I wanted to listen and learn but didn’t want to get involved, so I sat in the background pretending to read a book which Thomas had told me to study on French History. However, it wasn’t long before I was coaxed into the party by James, Duke of York. He placed a hand on my shoulder and guided me to his mother the dowager queen. She smiled sweetly at me and said in English, ‘Do sit with us Master Toby.’

			Later we were each taken to our own luxurious apartment, where I was surprised to find more new clothes, all surprisingly a perfect fit. There followed a banquet but not before I had bathed, been groomed and dressed in my new French fashionable clothes.

			Thomas had once told me in confidence that he thought the Stuarts… despite their unquestionable love towards each other were a dysfunctional family who always ended up arguing about something. And so to prove his point in less than a week the tensions and arguments began, religion being the most divisive subject.

			‘Paris is full of English refugees these days. We have more English noblemen and knights here in Paris than we have French,’ the dowager queen cried. ‘And they all come to me for help… hundreds of them and all with baggage.’

			‘What do you mean by baggage?’

			‘Wives, squires, retainers, hangers-on, scroungers.’

			‘Who are they? What knights, what noblemen?’ asked Charles.

			‘Ormonde is here in Paris, and also Clarendon who I believe to be the most contemptible man I have ever met.’

			‘What’s wrong with Clarendon?’

			‘He is discourteous, loathsome, rude and disrespectful.’

			Charles took hold of his mother’s hand, his mood now softer and speaking quieter with compassion said. ‘You don’t have to give them an audience Mother, this is your home remember.’

			‘I know, and we should not squabble, there are no words to describe how happy I am to see you here safe and well. There were rumours that you had perished at the Battle of Worcester.’

			‘Well now you see I did not.’

			For a moment while still holding his hand she hesitated… just looking into his eyes as if searching for the right words.

			‘I think I should tell you Charles that I have funded the building of a convent here in Paris on Chaillot Hill. When it is completed I intend to move in there permanently. I hope you will visit me there whenever you are able?’

			‘Of course I will, though I am a little surprised. What will you do with Castle of Doves?’

			‘I’m not sure, perhaps you and James could use it.’

			‘Or Henry perhaps. If we ever get him out of England,’ said Charles.

			‘Oh yes. Wouldn’t it be nice if we could get your brother Henry released? I write every week to Cromwell begging for his freedom, but I think the man is completely void of compassion. What can he possibly gain by keeping a young boy in captivity all these years? Especially now that his poor sister Elizabeth is dead.’

			‘I think Cromwell would like to put Henry on the throne of England as a puppet king, with himself pulling the strings. But I know he will never agree to that. But wouldn’t it be nice if Mary could come here and join us for Christmas… with baby William?’

			‘There is not a chance of that happening I am afraid my dear, not since her husband died. Now that she is the dowager princess she is obliged to share guardianship of her infant son with her in-laws Amalia and Frederick Henry. They have more power over the young prince than she has herself: Which became evident when the child was christened William, and not Charles as Mary and her husband had wanted, and don’t expect to be made welcome in The Hague, your sister’s sympathy for you and the help she has already given have created a rift between herself and her Dutch Royal family… they won’t turn you away, but they don’t really want you there.’

			‘I have a house in Breda, they can’t stop me going there.’

			‘I would not be so sure Charles, and I would advise you not to ask for any help… especially financial. Everything changed when William died, they won’t welcome you there as they did when he was alive. They have even made her move from Noordeinde to the Palace of Binnenhof… well not so much made her… it was the baby they took. She could have stayed at Noordeinde had she wished, but it would have had to be on her own and now to compound her misery they are accusing her of having an affair.’

			‘What nonsense,’ said Charles, ‘I will write to her today.’

			***

			The last time I saw Anne, I had promised to write to her, but circumstances had made that impossible. I had been out of the country for over two years and didn’t get the chance. But there was no reason why I couldn’t write now. I could also send a letter to Louis, they could be delivered along with all the other royal correspondence.

			I told Thomas that I intended to write letters to my friends in The Hague, and asked if I could send them via Princess Mary at Binnenhof Palace.

			‘That should not be a problem Toby… is it Anne Huxley you want to write to?’

			‘Yes but also my friend Louis Anderson at Noordeinde Palace.’

			‘Would you like me to help?’

			‘I think I would prefer to try on my own.’

			I thought he might make fun of me but he was serious and just wanted to help.

			‘Receiving a letter from a friend is like receiving a gift. Even if her feelings for you have changed, she will still be delighted to hear from you. Don’t be afraid to express your feelings, she may have the same feelings for you as you do for her, but be honest and be truthful, she will know if you’re not sincere. Love is a very real emotion, and you should not fear telling her how you feel, but don’t be too disappointed if things don’t turn out as you expected, you are both very young and a first love is often quickly forgotten.’

			‘I don’t think I could ever forget her Thomas.’

			‘Then write your letters today if you can, I think there is a courier going to The Hague in the morning.’

			‘Thank you Thomas, I will do them right away,’ I said, which was easier said than done, especially the one to Anne. It took me the whole of the afternoon, and I was still not completely satisfied.

			I took them to Thomas who wrote the names of the recipients on the outside of the envelopes.

			‘Are you sure you don’t want me to check them for you before I stamp them with the royal seal?’

			There was nothing too embarrassing, nothing he didn’t already know so I agreed.

			‘You can read them, but they took me a long time to write, and I don’t want to have to do them again.’

			He took a few minutes to scan through each one then laid them down on the table.

			‘In the letter to your friend Louis, I see you are inquiring about a permanent job in the royal stables. Are you serious about that?’

			‘Charles has no money and I don’t want to be a burden… the Dutch don’t want him in The Hague, and Paris is turning into a madhouse with everybody arguing about something. You know I love horses and Louis offered me a job there once before.’

			‘Well Toby I must say I admire your enterprise, and if you can find stability at Noordeinde so be it. I doubt Charles will prevent you taking the job, but I will have to ask him first, if that is what you really want?’

			‘It is Thomas. I love it there, it’s my favourite place.’

			‘Now your letter to Anne. You say you miss her and that you think of her every day but you don’t mention the word love, you don’t tell her you love her.’

			‘I think I love her but I decided to wait for her reply before telling her.’

			‘No matter, you are both still very young, we’ll wait to see what she has to say in her reply. You also say you made a promise to her… can you tell me what the promise was, or is that a secret?’

			‘It is for now, I may tell you if I receive a positive response.’

			‘Your letters are not perfect but are more than adequate, I suggest you now get back to your studies… you have lost enough time as it is.’

			‘Do you think Charles will ever go back to The Hague?’

			‘Not for a while Toby… you heard what the dowager queen said, though I’m sure he will want to visit Mary at some time.’

			***

			Thomas had started to produce written tests for me which I found challenging but also exciting in an odd sort of way, as they helped to relieve the boredom of being stuck in Paris. The first test was probably the most interesting and the one I remember the most.

			‘I have here a book about Thomas a Becket, a former Archbishop of Canterbury who was brutally murdered in the most wicked and appalling way. Read the book and then write about it as if you were producing a column for a newsletter.’

			Christmas passed with very little celebration compared to the parties I enjoyed when living with Madam Veronica and her ladies in Fleet Alley.

			Queen Henrietta was unhappy because Charles and James joined Thomas and me in celebrating the birth of Christ in the Protestant Church… disobeying her orders to attend Mass in the Catholic Church with herself and their little sister. There followed the usual predictable arguments.

			It was six weeks before the replies to my letters arrived from The Hague, and on that day I was the happiest I had been since the day I arrived in Paris six months ago. I was bored, miserable and depressed, but it all changed. On that day I really began to think I had a future, because almost everything I had hoped and prayed for was positive in her replies.

			***

			‘Darling Toby: I thought my heart would explode with joy when I received your letter. I have been so unhappy since you walked out my life, which seems like a lifetime ago, especially when it was rumoured that you were all dead. I must see you. It’s important that I see you Toby, but I don’t know how it can happen as we no longer live at Noordeinde.

			My mistress Princess Mary had a baby boy, and just two days later her poor husband Prince William died of smallpox. The baby seems to be the most important child in the country, him being Prince William’s only heir. So we were moved to the Binnenhof Palace… the main administration centre for the whole country, and I don’t think they would allow you entry without the right documents. You asked about my engagement to the Frenchman… it’s complicated and I will tell you all about it when I see you.

			I do have free time to myself, and I am allowed out on my own, so I quite often go to the gardens where I read and think of you. If I knew when you were coming I could meet you. You are coming aren’t you? You must come. Come soon Toby… I love you. Anne.’

			 

			Louis’s letter was more formal but encouraging… it including what I wanted to hear the most.

			 

			‘The stables here at Noordeinde have been extended to make room for all horses and carriages from Binnenhof Palace, and also all government and administration buildings in The Hague. I have asked my father and he says there is a job of stable boy available for you if you return, but he will need to interview you in person first.’

			 

			There was much more news in Louis’s letter, but it was the job I was interested in. I read both letters over and over again before showing them to Thomas. I then watched while he read through them both. Trying hard, but failing to read what he was thinking by his eyes, they told me nothing. Eventually he placed the letters back in their envelopes and handed them to me. Then folding his arms he sat back in his chair and looked at me.

			‘I take it you would like to take the job at Noordeinde?’

			‘Yes sir… yes I would.’

			‘If you take the job because you know Anne is there… you will be taking it for the wrong reasons. You do know that don’t you?’

			‘I want the job because I love horses. I want the job because I don’t want to be a burden for you and Charles and I want the job so that I can earn my own money… there is one other reason. I hate Paris.’

			‘I think it is the Castle of Doves you hate not Paris, but no matter. What I am more concerned about is your studies, I am responsible for your education. What are we going to do about that?’

			‘That is up to you Thomas, I will do whatever you tell me. I enjoy my studies you know that, just tell me what to do.’

			‘Very well, I will think of something. Now I have some good news for you. We are to return to The Hague within the month, Charles is determined to see Mary despite the warning from his mother, and then from there, we are going to Cologne. Charles has some important business there, so it may suit him to let you stay at Noordeinde rather than drag you across the continent.’

			***

			I was in the garden trying to read, but too excited to concentrate when a group of Queen Henrietta’s maids walked by… they were using their free time to take a picnic down to the river and seeing me on my own invited me to join them. I had not really tried to mix with any of the staff at the castle… perhaps that was why I was so bored with Paris… so I jumped at the chance to join them. It turned out to be a really good fun afternoon as their English was about as good (or bad) as my French. We talked all afternoon in a language that came somewhere between the two. We laughed a lot and by the end of the afternoon I had made some new friends, albeit temporary ones, because when we arrived back at the Castle of Doves, Thomas was waiting for me with the news I had been waiting for.

			‘We will be leaving for The Hague at the weekend and you will be pleased to hear that Charles has agreed to release you from his service for an undetermined time. You can therefore take the job at the royal stables at Noordeinde if it is still available.’

			‘Thank you, thank you so much.’

			‘Save your thanks for King Charles,’ said Thomas.

			***

			I was among the small group of knights and courtiers who arrived at the gates of Binnenhof Palace with King Charles II on the first week in July, 1652.

			‘I demand an audience with my sister Princess Mary of Orange,’ he ordered.

			‘Follow me my Lord,’ said a rather portly servant.

			We were taken up a staircase to a large reception room and asked to wait… two footmen were positioned by the door which I found rather strange. What did they think we were going to steal?

			The Palace was a hive of activity with many people busily working at desks or rushing about with sheaths of documents. I instantly thought of ants, running around in circles looking lost, but knowing full well that like the ants, they were industrious and well organised.

			Minutes later, Mary entered the room and rushed into her brother’s arms. I had hoped she would have been accompanied by her ladies but she came alone. There were many tears from both Charles and Mary and they were not all tears of joy.

			Charles guided his sister to a window seat where they sat quietly talking, Mary dabbing her eyes with a silk handkerchief. I could make out some words but not them all… but what I did hear was Charles asking could he see his nephew.

			‘Come… I will take you to him,’ she said, ‘but I don’t think they will allow you all in there.’

			‘They can wait here,’ said Charles, waving his arm in our direction.

			Almost an hour later they came back walking hand in hand and looking much happier, Charles content having now seen his nephew.

			‘I think he looks like me.’

			‘But hopefully he will change,’ Mary said jokingly.

			Before leaving, Mary embraced Thomas and then to my surprise she came to me. I thought she looked shorter than I remembered, but then realised it was probably me that had grown. Her embrace was warm and genuine which gave me the courage to ask about Anne.

			‘Anne will be so pleased to see you again Toby. Be nice to her, she’s a little fragile at the moment.’ She then slipped a folded note into my hand.

			‘Of course I will my Lady… I love her,’ I said.

			The note contained just one line, but a line that excited me beyond my wildest dreams. I read it over and over again and I could hardly contain the joy in my heart.

			‘Dearest Toby… meet me in the boathouse, midday on Saturday.’

			‘Do I get to see the note Mary passed to you?’ asked Thomas.

			I handed it over without speaking, I didn’t need to say a word the smile on my face must have told him it was good news.

			***

			It was a hot day… probably the hottest of the year when Thomas left me at the gates of Noordeinde Palace. ‘Are you sure you can find your way back to Breda from here?’

			‘Of course I can,’ I said.

			‘Well enjoy yourself and good luck with your interview.’ He then turned and walked away leaving me feeling just a little uneasy and alone, but also excited.

			I could smell the stables before I could see them… some might call it a pungent offensive odour but to me it was a friendly and welcoming aroma.

			It wasn’t hard to find Louis, he was just where I expected him to be at this time of day… grooming the horses or cleaning out the stalls.

			‘Toby… welcome back to the real world my friend, I heard you were dead,’ he said as he hugged me.

			‘Well as you can see I am alive and well and bursting with joy at the prospect of working with you.’

			‘Working for me. You do know I will be your boss don’t you?’

			‘I don’t fear working for you Louis, but I am just a little uneasy at the thought of meeting your father.’

			‘Don’t worry about him, he’s lucky to be getting you back. Now I want to hear everything you have been up to… especially how you managed to escape from Cromwell. And have you seen anything of Anne yet?’

			‘No but I am meeting her on Saturday.’

			‘You are also meeting my father on Saturday. He wants to see you at midday in his office.’

			‘That’s when I am supposed to be meeting Anne. Is there any way you could get a message to her?’

			‘There’s no need to do that, I will ask my father to move you forward to eleven o’clock. Now let’s go somewhere quiet, I want to hear all about your adventures.’

			***

			Saturday was to be a massive day for me, I was feeling uneasy and less than confident at the prospect of meeting Louis’s father. Mr Anderson was the master of horse, and the most important person at the royal stables. His office was on the ground floor of the palace… I knocked cautiously on his door and he called me in.

			‘Sit down Toby,’ he said from behind a desk heaped with papers. He was reading a document and I sat quietly waiting until he had finished.

			‘I have a letter here from Thomas Hudson. It’s a glowing testimony of your character and to your loyalty. He tells me that King Charles has agreed to release you into my care, but respectfully reminds me that you are a ward of the English Court until you come of age, and that your education is important. He also reminds me that he could recall you to his service at any time. Do you understand that Toby?’

			‘Yes sir but I hope he doesn’t recall me.’

			Mr Anderson smiled at my comment.

			‘The job of stable boy here at Noordeinde comes with accommodation, food and clothing but the remunerations are small. There are no set hours. You will be expected to rise early and work until everything is done, but I think you already know that.’

			‘Yes sir I do.’

			‘Every fourth Sunday, you and one other hand will be expected to remain at the stables on your own while the others go to church.’

			I already knew all this, and was wishing he could hurry up… time was ticking away and I wanted to get down to the boathouse before midday.

			‘You will be provided with working clothes, and also a tabard, a hat and suitable shoes for when you are called to ride with a carriage.’

			‘As a footman sir?’ I asked.

			‘Yes… you may also be asked to take the reins if we are short of drivers.’

			That surprised me but I thought it to be an interesting diversion from mucking out stables.

			‘Those who live on the premises are expected to be first in the stables in the morning, to feed the horses and to make a start cleaning out the stalls. Are you all right about that?’

			‘Yes sir, I have always been an early riser.’

			He put down his pen and folded Thomas’s letter.

			‘I don’t believe I have ever spoken with you before, but that does not mean that I was not aware of your presence, and the work you have done here in the past. Do you know how many hours you worked in the stables during your last stay here?’

			‘No sir… I didn’t think of it as a job, it was something I enjoyed doing.’

			‘Louis keeps a log on all the staff that work here, and over a period of six months, you worked just over 200 hours.’

			‘That sounds a lot sir.’

			‘That commitment went a long way in convincing me you were the right person to work here. I told you the remunerations were not good, but I will see if I can work in some back pay for the hours you worked in the past. Do you have any questions?’

			‘No sir.’

			‘Then, report to my son, he will tell you when to start.’

			***

			I was sure I was going to be late and ran the whole way, wondering why on earth she would choose the boathouse. When I left to go to war almost three years ago, she wouldn’t go anywhere near the place.

			The doors were ajar, and as I stepped inside sweating and panting, I saw Anne standing bare foot on the deck of the nearest yacht surrounded by an assortment of scatter cushions. At first glance I wasn’t even sure it was her, she looked different… older and slimmer than I remembered, then she smiled and I was in no doubt it was my Anne.

			‘I thought you were not coming Toby.’

			She was wearing a summer dress, a colour to match her hair which was shining like silk and hanging loose over her shoulders. The dress was buttoned up the front and had short puff sleeves edged with white lace, as was the hem and collar. A white belt tight around her slim waist completing the ensemble and also highlighted her new feminine figure. The top four buttons of her dress were undone which was pleasing to my eyes as it offered just a glimpse of her cleavage and her firm young breasts.

			I stepped onto the deck and before I could speak, her arms were round my neck, and her lips pressed hard against mine, I slipped my arms around her waist and pulled her closer. I could feel my juices rising and I was running out of air, but I didn’t want it to stop. Eventually she released me… pushing me gently away. We were both panting for breath, smiling and looking into each other’s eyes. ‘Make love to me Toby… please make love to me.’

			‘You have changed since I last saw you. I clearly remember you being so shocked to see Charles and Lucy Walter making love in this very boathouse… I thought you would never come near the place ever again.’

			‘I was just a naive child, and now I am a woman, a woman old enough to marry and old enough to give birth.’

			‘You are fourteen years old, the same age as me.’

			She unbuttoned her dress to just below the waist, took hold of my hands and put them inside the dress, and behind her waist.

			‘Make love to me Toby.’

			It was one of the hottest days of the year and yet I was trembling. ‘Are you sure you know what you’re asking of me?’

			‘I love you Toby, if you love me, show me.’

			I was amazed by the softness and warmth of her flesh. I moved my hands down her naked back, slowly passing her wasp-like waste to her thighs.

			‘You do know you could become pregnant don’t you… you predicted Lucy Walter would get pregnant and you were right?’

			‘I do want babies with you someday Toby, but not just yet my love.’

			‘Well the only sure way of birth control is absolute abstinence… self-denial.’

			‘Then you will have to be careful with your seed won’t you, I am prepared to take a risk if you are.’

			She pulled me closer and we kissed again. She must have been able to feel the swelling in my breeches… how could she not.

			She pushed me away, and lay down on the cushions allowing her hair to fall loose over her face, then slowly unfastened the remaining buttons of her dress, letting one side fall away… the other still partially covering her nakedness.

			Her young body no longer that of a girl but a woman, a beautiful woman and a woman who loved me. I was spellbound by her amazing figure and stunned by her natural beauty.

			I was nervous and fumbling with my breeches like a child undressing for the first time.

			She welcomed me with open arms and I slid carefully between her legs… and for the first time, we became as one, moving slowly together until I could go no further. I stopped briefly to catch my breath, but Anne not wanting to pause, pushed gently encouraging me to continue, and then we made love… unbelievable, sensual, exciting, erotic love.

			No words were needed as we lay on our backs just holding hands and relaxing in the afterglow of our first ever sexual experience… the first of many I hoped.

			After a while she turned on her side to face me.

			‘I can now tell you about my planned marriage to the French donkey face. My father took me back to France to make arrangements for the wedding, and while alone with my fiancé I told him I was not a virgin. I couldn’t believe his reaction, he sobbed like a baby and then ran to tell his mother… she started crying, his father just called me a whore and said he would never allow his precious son to marry anyone with such low moral values.’

			‘What about your parents… what did your father say?’

			‘I have never seen my father so angry, he said he was going to put me in a convent, and he would have done had it not been for my mother.’

			‘Did you not tell him the truth, did you tell him that you were lying?’

			‘I couldn’t. If I had told him the truth, he would have told the French, and then the marriage would have been back on. So I let him believe my lie. Please forgive me Toby but he thinks you are the one who defiled me. He shook me hard and demanded I tell the truth, but I would neither deny nor confirm the truth, I just let him believe it was you. So now you see why I couldn’t tell you earlier. I lied to save myself for you Toby.’

			‘Did he hurt you?’

			‘A little… but it was the first and only time he has ever raised a hand to me, and it was so out of character, he is normally such a loving, caring father.’

			‘Of course I forgive you, but he will never let you marry me now.’

			‘Well I won’t marry anyone else.’

			‘Neither will I… not even for a thousand pounds,’ I said.

			We lay there quietly for a while, our breathing becoming softer with each moment, both reflecting on our good fortune at finding each other. I think I would have fallen asleep if she hadn’t squeezed my hand to get my attention.

			‘I almost forgot to tell you. Lucy Walter has been a naughty girl, while Charles was away fighting Cromwell, she got herself pregnant again… with a different man.’

			I sat up and started to put on my clothes. ‘Where is she now… Charles was so looking forward to seeing her?’

			‘I believe she has gone to Cologne, perhaps she is too ashamed to meet Charles.’

			‘That makes sense,’ I said, ‘I think Cologne is where Charles is planning to go, he must be going to find her.’

			Anne sat up and started buttoning up her dress, it was then she noticed the key hanging round my neck.

			‘What’s that for?’ she asked.

			‘It’s my lucky charm. I put it around my neck the day I left Noordeinde to go to war. I never take it off.’

			‘But what does it open?’

			‘It’s the key to my attic room, here at Noordeinde.’

			She stood up and tied her hair into a ponytail. ‘Come on Toby… let’s see if it still works.’

			‘We have no business to be in the palace anymore… they won’t let us in.’

			‘We won’t know if we don’t try.’

			We ambled slowly back towards the house arm in arm, Anne carrying her shoes in one hand.

			‘How long before you have to leave me again… we must try to make the most of what time we have?’

			I stopped and faced her. ‘Have I not told you? I’m not going anywhere my darling girlfriend, I have a job here at Noordeinde. I am the new stable boy. I will be living here.’

			‘That’s wonderful,’ she said jumping up and down, ‘why did you not tell me sooner?’

			‘It was the first thing I was going to tell you but I got rather distracted. Remember?’

			‘I feel like dancing, do you remember any of the dances I taught you.’

			‘I may need a refresher course.’

			The nearer we were to the house, the more nervous I became. I didn’t want to be in trouble with Mr Anderson before I had even started my new job.

			‘Just act normal Toby, they won’t even notice us,’ she said as she slipped on her shoes.

			Only one person spoke to us as we walked through the building, it was a young woman who called to Anne from behind a desk. ‘Dat uw vried is?’

			‘My new fiancé,’ Anne called back in English.

			The door to the stairs that led to my attic room creaked in disapproval as I eased it open, I think it must not have been used since the last time I closed it, years ago. The steps leading up to the attic were just as bad, each one groaning in protest. I turned the key and pushed open the door and everything was just as I had left it. I hurried to the table by the small window where I remembered leaving my journal. It was still there. I blew off the dust and opened it at the last entry. It was then that I remembered the leather bag holding a few personal treasures I had pushed under the bed. That too was still there where I had put it, covered in dust.

			It felt to me as if I had come home… but it was not my home at all, I was trespassing.

			Anne turned over the mattress on the bed, creating a great cloud of dust, she then smiled and started to unbutton her dress. ‘What do you think Toby?’

			‘I think you are a wicked woman who has cast a spell on me, I am now your sex slave with no chance of escape.’

			‘In that case,’ she said with hands on hips, ‘you will report to me at the boathouse the same time next Saturday. But for now!’

			We made love again, but this time it was different, this time we were more experienced and less frenetic, this time we took our time, savouring every moment.

			‘What time do you think it is?’

			‘I should think about three in the afternoon,’ I said. ‘Why?’

			‘My mistress is sending a carriage for me at four.’

			The carriage was waiting in the courtyard for her. She kissed me as one would kiss a brother or a favourite aunty, I then watched and waved until she was out of sight.

			It was now time to face my old friend Louis, but now he was not just my friend, he was also my boss. I found him in his little office at the end of the stables block.

			‘Good to have you back and in one piece Toby,’ he said as he put down his scribe. ‘Did my father show you around?’

			‘No. He just told me to report to you, but surely you don’t have to show me anything, I already know this place well enough.’

			‘You may well be in for a surprise, we have made some major changes since you were last here.’

			Standing up from behind his desk, he said, ‘Follow me, you will hardly know the place with the changes we have made while you were away on your adventures. I’ll show you your accommodation first.’

			I already knew where the stable boys’ accommodation block was but I had never been inside.

			‘You share this room with the others… the domestics from the palace clean the place, and replace dirty clothing, bedding and towels while you are at work. The kitchen is available for your convenience and there is a new lavatories block round the back. Now I will show you the carriages.’

			What was once the menagerie had been cleared of animals, and extended to house a multitude of coaches and carriages of all sizes and shapes, some large with harnesses for two or more horses and others as small as traps, pulled along by a single horse.

			‘As well as your work in the stables, you may be asked to service and clean the carriages. They’re rather splendid don’t you think?’

			‘The coaches are,’ I replied, ‘and I would love to drive one.’

			‘Your wish may come true and sooner than you think. Now come and meet Vincent.’

			At the end of the extended building, there was a new workshop. I could hear the sound of a hammer on metal as we approached.

			‘Vincent,’ Louis shouted above the noise, ‘this is our new stable boy Toby. He’s English.’

			‘I’ve heard all about you Toby,’ he said putting down his hammer. ‘Quite a hero I’m told.’

			‘Vincent is our blacksmith and wheelwright, he’s also the handyman… if he can’t fix it… nobody can.’

			Vincent was tall with broad shoulders, he had thick black curly hair, a small moustache and was about thirty years old.

			‘What are you hammering?’ I asked.

			‘Come I will show you.’ He took me to the end of his workshop where there was a forge and a couple of anvils.

			‘I was hammering a new rim onto this coach wheel. It has to be a tight fit so we start with a rim that’s slightly smaller than the wheel. We then expand it by heating it in the forge.’

			‘And when it cools down it contracts tightly onto the wheel,’ I said.

			‘Correct.’

			‘Look,’ said Louis, ‘I have work to attend to. You start work on Monday, until then you can do as you please… stay here with Vincent if you like, but don’t get in his way.’

			‘You can help me to fit the other wheel with a new rim if you like.’

			I was eager to help and learn. ‘How can I help?’

			‘You can help by pumping the bellows.’

			He picked up the metal rim and dropped it onto the hot embers… sending sparks flying.

			‘Now pump the bellows and keep going until I tell you to stop.’

			I tried to help as best I could and he seemed happy for the company, so I stayed until he was ready to close up his workshop for the day and go home.

			‘That’s me done for the weekend,’ said Vincent, ‘come again Toby… anytime.’

			‘Before you go Vincent, is it possible to copy a key for me?’

			‘What sort of a key, and what would you want the key for… nothing illegal I hope?’

			I took the key from around my neck and put it in his hand.

			‘It’s the key to a room I used when I lived here at the palace before. I took a look in there today and it’s just as I left it.’

			‘It’s a simple enough little door key,’ he said turning it over in his hand, ‘I can easily make you a copy but just check with Louis first, if he says it’s alright, give it back to me and I’ll see what I can do.’

			I was never going to use my old room without first seeking proper permission, so I told Louis I had been in there and showed him the key… leaving out the bit about Anne.

			‘It would make an ideal place for me to study,’ I said in the hope that it might help my case. ‘And there is another favour I would ask of you. If it is at all possible do you think I could have Saturday afternoons off? Anne has free time on Saturdays so we would like to meet and catch up on each other’s news.’

			‘News… is that what they’re calling it these days. Have you kissed her yet?’

			‘She kissed me and I sort of kissed her back.’

			‘Sort of? Well good luck to you both but do be careful. Now about Saturday afternoons, they are not a problem, but if we are busy, you may be asked to make up the hours. I will have to ask my father about your old room in the house, though strictly speaking Noordeinde is nothing to do with the government, it belongs to the royal family.’

			I already knew that Noordeinde belonged to the royal family… Sven Hendrickson had told us on the way over here from England.

			It had been a long and really hot exhausting day… even before I had started working at the forge, and the heat and effort in pumping the bellows made me sweat even more. By the time I had finished I was dripping wet, in need of a rest and a wash in cold water. I thought of going down to the lake but it was too far so I just flopped down on my straw mattress and fell asleep.

			***

			There were eight including me and Vincent working in the stables and I must confess I was slightly nervous about just how I would fit in with the others, would they accept me, a foreign outsider? As it turned out my worries were quite unfounded, apparently I had become a bit of a hero as rumours of my adventures in England were rife… not to mention my attachment to Anne Huxley. In fact I had become the main topic of conversation.

			Everyone could speak English better than I could speak French… and I knew only a few words of Dutch. But this time I was determined to learn, and as Thomas had given me a book translating English to Dutch, I had no excuse.

			‘I’m Max,’ said the one who looked the oldest. ‘When do you start?’

			‘Monday, but I think I may put in an hour or two tomorrow.’

			‘We start early on Sundays, it is always busy so any help would be welcome. We have two coaches and two open carriages to prepare for church… the coaches have to be delivered to Binnenhof. Have you been measured for your uniform yet?’

			‘Not yet… but Mr Anderson did say I would be getting one.’

			The others joined in our conversation, and we talked for hours, mostly about me. Eventually one by one they drifted off to their beds, and I was relieved when I was able to do the same.

			I woke early and crept away trying not to disturb those still sleeping, but when I arrived at the stables, Max and Louis were already there.

			‘Have you come to work Toby?’ asked Louis.

			‘Yes, where do I start?’

			‘We will be wanting tack for twelve horses, Max will help you to sort it out. Before you bring it through, make sure all the brasses are polished and all the leather treated.’

			‘Come I will show you,’ called Max.

			The tack was stored in what I thought must have been two of the old stalls knocked into one.

			‘We won’t be needing saddles or stirrups… but what we do need is halters, reins, bits, harnesses, martingales and breastplates.’

			Max showed me where everything was stored and helped me pick the correct items.

			‘When you are satisfied everything has been properly cleaned and checked… bring them through on one of these trolleys. I’ll send one of the others in to help, when the lazy buggers get out of bed.’

			‘Consider it done,’ I said. I then set to work making sure everything was doubly checked, cleaned and polished to perfection. When I was satisfied it could not be improved, I carted it all through and found that there was now a full complement of staff on duty, some busy with the horses and others attending to the coaches and carriages which were now parked outside on the courtyard.

			Louis was directing his workforce like an army commander… it was a side to him I had not seen before and I must say that I was filled with admiration.

			By ten o’clock, the two coaches were on their way to Binnenhof Palace and the two carriages ready and waiting to be collected, most of the stable boys had gone, either to prepare for church themselves or to take a break… their work for the moment done, only the two youngest stable boys were left to clear up.

			‘Well Toby, what do you think?’ asked Louis as he rested his arm on my shoulder.

			‘I’m impressed but truthfully Louis… how did I do?’

			‘I don’t have to check your work Toby, you are my personal protégé, and I know everything you do will be up to standard. Listen… we won’t be needed for a while so do you fancy taking a ride before they return from church?’

			‘That’s a rather silly question to ask me boss, are we going now, and can I pick my own horse?’

			‘Yes to the first question and no to the second. I would like you to exercise the dapple grey Percheron.’

			Halfway through our ride we stopped by the lake to let the horses graze, while we talked.

			‘I don’t suppose you have heard about the recent conflict between our two countries have you?’

			Surprised by his statement, I sat up and looked straight at him. ‘What conflict?’

			‘Well up to now it has been fought entirely at sea. It started by a disagreement over trade, but escalated when the English started attacking Dutch merchant ships. Your navy now controls most of the seas around England.’

			‘My navy? It’s not my navy.’

			‘It’s not going to affect your people who already live here,’ said Louis.

			‘It’s not going to help either,’ I said.

			The subject was not mentioned to me again, and I certainly didn’t notice any animosity towards me from any of the others at the stables. It seemed that all the blame was placed on Cromwell.

			On my third working day at the stables, Louis told me I could use my attic room for studying but not for sleeping, as my contemporaries in the stables might think I was receiving preferential treatment. I thought that was fair and quite understandable.

			Within a few days I didn’t need to ask for work, I knew all my duties and just got on with it unattended. I also helped Vincent in the forge, whenever he needed an extra hand, he always asked for me.

			With my attic room now officially available, I tried to be disciplined by putting in at least two hours’ study every day… usually in the evening.

			I gave my key to Vincent and within the hour he returned it along with the new one which he had tied to a pink silk ribbon… he didn’t speak when he returned the keys, just smiled and winked as he dropped them into my hand.

			My first full week passed very quickly… everyone knowing exactly what was expected of them and all working well as a team under Louis’s supervision. But it wasn’t all work, there was plenty of time to relax, study or play.

			On Saturday I woke early thinking only about the afternoon when I would be meeting Anne again. Just thinking about her and the joy of our next meeting excited me to the point where I could not prevent an uncomfortable swelling in my breeches. A wash in cold water tended to ease the problem.

			Three stallions and three Palominos had to be groomed and tacked up ready for their riders by 10am so I made a start on one of the smaller Palominos.

			‘Where are you meeting Anne?’ Asked Louis. ‘At the Binnenhof Palace?’

			‘Would you believe me if I said here in the boathouse?’

			He looked at me wide-eyed and open mouthed.

			‘That is the last place I would have thought of, and it can mean only one thing. She has grown up.’

			‘She certainly has, and believe me Louis, so have I.’

			‘I know I keep repeating myself Toby, but do be careful my friend.’

			‘I will, but it is not easy.’

			I was determined to get to the boathouse before Anne, but stopped briefly on the way to pick some flowers from the garden. I just had time to put them in water when she arrived.

			‘I have a present for you,’ I said holding up the key to my attic room in the house.

			‘We now have our own home… I must get us some drapes for the window,’ she announced excitedly.

			‘It’s not exactly my home, I’m not allowed to sleep there, it’s supposed to be just for studying.’

			‘And that’s just exactly what we will be doing… if anybody asks,’ she said.

			My coming back into her life had changed Anne, she was back to her old bubbly fun-loving self. Devoted to her work with baby William, she loved to dance and was content to act out the part of my imaginary loving wife every Saturday afternoon.

			Since the death of her husband, Anne had become Princess Mary’s most important lady-in-waiting. It was important for Mary to have someone to talk to her baby son William in English, and my Anne and one other called Anne Hyde were the only two apart from herself at Binnenhof who were English-born.

			The following weekend Anne was waiting for me in my attic room. Somehow she had managed to get cushions up there, some flowers in a bowl, and still found time to fit new drapes on the tiny window. It was a hot stuffy day and after our weekly session of making love, I suggested we take a walk.

			‘Let us go to our secret place by the stream,’ she said as she quickly put on her dress.

			With nothing else to do but enjoy each other’s company, we ambled through the gardens hand in hand and barefoot, a parasol in her free hand protecting her head from the sun.

			The flowers somehow seemed to be more colourful than I remembered and the water in the stream clearer. When we reached our secret place we lay on the grass and opened the picnic basket she had prepared earlier.

			‘I have selected a white wine today Toby… put it in the stream to cool for a while.’

			I must have been daydreaming because she hesitated before asking, ‘What are you thinking?’

			‘I’m thinking there can be no place I would rather be a hot day like today than with you at our secret place by the stream.’

			‘Good answer,’ she said as she unwrapped a fruit pie.

			The following Saturday her monthly bleed started, and though I was a little disappointed, it didn’t really matter too much as our love for each other now transcended sex.

			I seemed to be living my life in a haze of tranquillity and calmness, doing a job I loved with people I regarded as friends, and floating through each day on a cloud of contentment, knowing that at the weekend I would get my reward.

			It was the first week in December… I had collected a little money and was wondering just what present I could afford to buy Anne for Christmas. I kept no secrets from Louis so he knew we were unofficially betrothed and in a serious relationship.

			‘A ring,’ he said, ‘a diamond engagement ring.’

			‘I am afraid my finances won’t stretch to a diamond ring.’

			‘Leave it with me,’ he said, ‘I can make no promises but I have an idea.’

			The following Saturday morning as I was packing up for the day Louis stopped me.

			‘As you know Toby, you are not the only one to be courting a member of the Royal Household. My girlfriend Helga is the hairdresser at Binnenhof and I put your problem to her knowing she would tell Princess Mary. We all know just how much Mary loves and values Anne, and I was pretty sure she would help if she could. She gave Helga this ring to pass on to you to keep.’

			It was a ring in white gold with a large diamond surrounded by smaller ones.

			‘How am I ever going to thank her?’

			‘She says you should give her a coin, and then if Anne asks where you got the ring, you can tell her truthfully that you bought it. She doesn’t want Anne to know it came from her.’

			I handed Louis a single guilder. ‘Do you think that will do?’

			‘Perfectly,’ he said.

			I can remember many happy Christmases when I was younger and living with Veronica and her girls in Fleet Alley, but none as joyful as this one.

			We were unable to meet over the Christmas weekend because of her commitments at Binnenhof, so I gave her the ring a week early.

			‘Now I have a token of your love,’ she said as she slipped the ring on the third finger of her left hand. ‘But I can only wear it on that hand while I’m here with you.’

			She then surprised me by presenting me with a gold pendent and chain. We neither asked where the presents came from but I did wonder if they had both come from the same source.

			Christmas came and went, and I was able to celebrate the coming of the New Year with Anne, quietly in our attic hideaway. I was doing a job I loved, respected by my friends and employer, and living in one of the most beautiful environments in the word. I was comfortable and content with my life.

			But as always happens when you think things are going too well, something comes along to spoil it.

			One evening in January just as we were about to close the stables up for the day, a coach carrying the livery of the French Royal family noisily rumbled into the courtyard, escorted by a dozen guards.

			My Lord King Charles and Thomas Hudson stepped down.

			On seeing me, Thomas called, ‘Don’t go anywhere Toby, we need to see you.’

			They then hurried into Noordeinde Palace… coming out a few moments later with Mr Anderson.

			Henry, Duke of Gloucester

			‘What’s going on?’

			‘We are going to England. Collect a change of clothes… enough to last a couple of weeks, I will tell you more on the way.’

			Mr Anderson walked with me to the accommodation block, and watched as I stuffed some of my better clothing into a holdall.

			‘What’s happening?’ I asked him.

			‘I think it better Mr Hudson tells you. But you can rest assured Toby that your job will still be here when you return.’

			He then walked with me to where Thomas was waiting by the coach, Louis was also there with some of my new friends.

			‘Where are you going?’ called Max.

			‘England I think, but I should be back in a few weeks.’ Then addressing Louis I asked, ‘Will you tell Anne?’

			‘Every time you leave Noordeinde you seem to suffer some sort of misfortune, this time try to keep out of trouble and come home safely. Don’t worry about Anne, I will see she’s alright.’

			The coach rattled out of the courtyard at a gallop, Queen Henrietta’s escort at the front and rear.

			‘There’s a French ship waiting at Breda to take you and Thomas to London,’ said Charles. ‘Oliver Cromwell has finally agreed to release my young brother Henry from captivity, and my mother wants you to accompany him to Paris.’

			‘Why me? I have never even met him.’

			‘You because you are a similar age, and because my mother particularly asked for you. And Thomas because he knows him, having previously been his tutor.’

			‘How old is he?’

			‘He was 12 years old in September… a little over two years younger than you.’

			I could not help but wonder why Queen Henrietta would have specifically asked for me. On the few occasions I had met her in the past she was always very pleasant, but had only ever spoken to me once. However, since I had no choice, I began to think that perhaps going back to London could be another exciting adventure.

			‘Will I have time to visit Fleet Alley?’ I asked Thomas.

			‘I think it unlikely we will be allowed to leave Greenwich Palace. But I will see if I can arrange something when we get there. I would like to see Miss Veronica again. I need to talk to her on the subject of your education.’

			I saw the French flag flying at the top of the mast before I could see the ship. I had hoped that it would have been one of their huge new galleons, but it turned out to be an aging two deck frigate with a battery of twelve pounder guns on the lower deck and six pounders on the upper. Just thirty guns in total. But what amused me the most was its name Sainte Anne, a good omen I thought.

			Charles said a few words of encouragement… wished us luck, and then watched as Thomas and I boarded the ship, accompanied by a pair of French soldiers.

			The ship’s master welcomed us on board, and while we followed him to his stateroom, the French crew were already casting off the lines.

			Passing Rotterdam on our port side, we entered the English Channel just before the sun dropped into the sea, daytime submitting to night. But despite an autumn chill, Thomas and I stayed on deck until the coast of Holland had completely disappeared into the blackness of night.

			We were escorted to our cabin which was rather smaller than we had hoped for, but clean and comfortable enough for the short voyage across the channel. Thankfully on this occasion, the sea was relatively calm.

			I woke early as I always do, and when I stepped out onto the deck I could see that we were already in the mouth of the Thames Estuary, land clearly visible on each side of the ship. With minimum sail we began to glide slowly into the mouth of the river towards the place that I once called home… my place of birth.

			We were given a breakfast of boiled ham, cheese, bread and coffee and then left to do as we pleased.

			I chose to spend the rest of the day on deck, trying to recognise the towns and villages as we passed them by, the first being Southend on the north bank, an hour later it was Tilbury where most of the English fleet lay at anchor, and it was there at Tilbury that we picked up our escort.

			Any ship sailing up the Thames flying a French flag was sure to attract attention, and before long, the banks on each sides were packed with all manner of curious individuals.

			The two English frigates that had joined us at Tilbury… escorted us all the way to our berth at Greenwich Palace, one leading the way, the other following astern.

			There was no great reception to greet us, which was just as we expected. But we were treated with the greatest of respect, and offered food and drink in the most luxurious of chambers at the palace.

			We were told that the Duke of Gloucester was at Windsor Castle, and that he would be starting his voyage down river in the Royal Barge tomorrow morning, a journey that was expected take two days. That gave us a whole day to do as we pleased.

			Thomas asked could we leave the palace to visit friends but his request was denied. As a concession, we were told we could invite friends to the palace, but that a government official would have to be in attendance at all times.

			Thomas called for the owner of a wherry, offering him a shilling to cross the river and collect Madam Veronica from the whorehouse on Fleet Alley. He handed him the shilling, telling him he would double it when he returned with his passenger.

			The look on the man’s face, and that of our chaperone, was priceless and caused much mirth. Them obviously believing we had come to England for the sole purpose of tasting the delights of a London brothel.

			It took the wherry-man longer than we anticipated, and we were beginning to think he was not coming back at all… but when he did finally arrive, it was not with just Veronica but also three young members of her household who were determined not to miss out on a visit to Greenwich Palace. One of the girls being my young friend Elizabeth who was now twelve years old but looking so much older.

			Elizabeth threw her arms around my neck and kissed me on the lips, she then took me by the hand intending to drag me somewhere we could be on our own, but Veronica was having none of it, and enforced her authority by snatching me back… then half dragging and half guiding she took me to a large window overlooking the gardens away from her girls, and with tears running down her cheeks, took me in her arms. It was a very emotional moment for us both, and I also found it hard not to cry myself.

			Eventually releasing me, she sat me down taking the seat facing me. Thomas was sitting on her right, and our personal chaperone was hovering a couple of yards away ready to latch on to our every word.

			‘Tell me everything,’ she said. ‘I want to know what you have been up to. Have you been keeping up with your studies, where are you living these days, why are you here in England and are they feeding you enough?’

			‘I will answer the last question first,’ I said. ‘Up until a few months ago I was living with Thomas and King Charles and eating the same as they were. So you could say I was eating like a king. Now where have I been to you ask? Well I have been to Scotland, to Paris in France, to Jersey in the Channel Isles but now I live at The Hague in Holland.’

			‘What was it like in Jersey, did you meet any nice people there, and is this your first visit back to England since you left, five years ago?’ Asked Veronica. I was considering telling her about my swim from the burning boat, and our dash through the English countryside escaping from Cromwell’s army, but when I glanced at Thomas it was clear by the look on his face, and the way he put a finger to his lips, that he was telling me to keep quiet about our misadventures, and I quite understood why. Veronica had enough to worry about without me adding more.

			‘I met some nice people in Jersey… a lovely old lady who lived in a large house with her nephew and his fiancée, she was called Lady Bramwell. I would like to go back and see them some day.’

			‘And what about your studies?’

			‘I think I should let Thomas tell you about those… he’s my tutor.’

			‘Tell her about your job Toby?’ said Thomas.

			‘I no longer live with King Charles and Thomas, I live in Holland at The Hague in a palace called Noordeinde. That was where I was trained to look after horses by an expert, and now I have a permanent job there as a stable boy. And there is one other thing you should know… I have a girlfriend.’

			‘Is she Dutch or French?’

			‘No she’s English, she is the daughter of William Huxley the 5th Baronet of Lewes.’

			‘He sounds important, do you love her? If you do, you should marry her.’

			‘We are both only fourteen and far too young to marry. But we are sort of engaged, though I don’t think we will ever marry, her father doesn’t like me.’

			‘Doesn’t like you… is he mad?’

			‘He wants his only daughter to marry someone with a title.’

			Interrupting our conversation, Thomas said, ‘Look Toby, I think Elizabeth and her two friends are waiting for you… tell them about some of your adventures.’ He put a strong emphasis on the word some and added, ‘but perhaps not about your girlfriend. I would like some time alone with Veronica.’

			‘OK I am going.’

			As soon as I stood up, Elizabeth took my hand and guided me towards the door… her two friends following behind. ‘Let’s take a look upstairs?’ she said.

			‘Sorry my dears,’ said the chaperone, ‘just this room or outside in the gardens.’

			‘It’s too cold to sit in the gardens. Can we use the summerhouse?’

			‘Yes the summerhouse is alright… but I will have to sit with you.’

			‘I’m Christina,’ said one of the girls. ‘And I’m Helen,’ said the other.

			I had not seen them before, and thought they were probably about eighteen or twenty years old, but both were very pretty, especially Christina.

			‘Tell us about your girlfriend Toby… have you made love to her yet?’

			‘You were listening?’

			‘Of course we were… to every word. Now tell us, have you?’

			‘I couldn’t possibly tell you that.’

			‘He has,’ she said to the others who both nodded.

			We must have been talking for at least two hours, Helen and Christina sitting each side of me… a little too close for my liking and each with a hand on my knee. Elizabeth was sitting opposite and asking all the questions, most of which I had to dodge.

			‘Where is your mother?’ I asked Elizabeth. ‘I am surprised she didn’t come with you.’

			‘She is no longer living at the house, but I do see her every Sunday in St Olave’s Church.’

			‘I was not convinced… it sounded too much like a parody of my own situation.’

			‘So Elizabeth, what are you going to do when you are older? There’s plenty of opportunities open for a pretty girl like you.’

			I was surprised and a little troubled by her answer.

			‘I want to be a working girl like my mother and my friends… I’m ready to start now because I know there are men already asking for me, but Veronica says I must wait until I am fourteen.’

			Our chaperone was listening to our every word, smiling and nodding like a pet dog, but eventually he became bored and realising we were not a security risk, stood by the summerhouse door watching a couple of magpies picking holes in the lawn, searching for crane-fly larvae.

			It must have been almost five in the afternoon when he said, ‘It’s getting late, and I have to make sure you are all away from here before nightfall, so we had better go back now inside.’

			We walked slowly back to the palace, Elizabeth holding firmly to my hand.

			Thomas had spent the whole afternoon with Veronica, probably talking about me, and as we were about to leave I watched him kiss her hand. She looked a little embarrassed and smiled sweetly at him.

			‘Will we see you again?’ she asked.

			‘Unlikely I am afraid my dear… but I will write to you.’

			Veronica then took me in her arms and whispered, ‘I do so miss you Toby. Please take care of yourself. And try to come again if you can.’

			They were then ushered quickly away to the waiting wherry.

			With Thomas by my side, I watched them move slowly across the river, and I confess that I too found it hard not to shed tears.

			‘You said you were going to write to Veronica, you do know she can’t read don’t you?’

			‘That’s where you are wrong my boy, Reverend Mills has been teaching her, and it is to him that I will be sending the letters. He will also be there to help with any words she does not understand. Now come along Toby, let’s see if your chess has improved since last we played.’

			***

			At breakfast we were told that the young prince had spent the night at Hampton Court, and was expected to arrive at Greenwich sometime in the afternoon. We were later informed that the Royal Barge had just passed London Bridge and should be here within the hour. Thomas and I decided to wait by the river… sheltering from the drizzly rain on a bench beneath a giant larch.

			‘What did you talk to Veronica about all that time?’ I asked.

			‘Most of the time was taken up talking about her concern for your wellbeing, your education, and your health, but she also wanted to know more about Jersey and our escape from England.’

			‘How did she find out about that?’ I asked.

			‘Apparently it was common knowledge. Seemingly there was widespread celebrations when the news of our escape from England was released.’

			‘What did you tell her?’

			‘As little as possible… but she’s no fool.’

			Eventually the Royal Barge moved slowly into view propelled by two banks of oarsmen, all dressed in the same livery.

			In spite of the weather, I thought it was indeed a splendid sight to see. Prince Henry sitting under a protective parasol with two former ladies from the court of the former King Charles standing behind him. He was escorted by a dozen men-at-arms, and an officer from Cromwell’s Parliamentary army who stood tall in the prow of the barge.

			The officer was the first to step ashore, handing the mooring rope to a member of Greenwich household staff as he did.

			I could not remember ever having met him, but I knew instinctively by the way he was staring at me that the officer was Richard Leeson. Thomas glanced at me and I knew by the look in his eyes that he too was thinking exactly the same.

			Although we had never met him, the profile I had always carried in my mind was that of a young seasoned warrior, an experienced soldier, bronzed by the sun, tall and muscular with broad shoulders.

			The truth was quite the reverse… he was no more than five foot ten inches tall, quite slim and probably nearer to forty than thirty years old.

			‘Are you the traitor Leeson?’ I asked.

			He laughed and walked towards me until he was no more than a few inches away, but I was not moving, I stood my ground. ‘How perceptive of you Master Toby. I am Commander Leeson but no traitor.’

			Thomas moved forward and stood by my side.

			‘Tell me Commander, what possible reason can you have for wanting to kill this boy?’

			‘Perhaps Thomas Hudson… it’s because he saved the life of King Charles when he was the Prince of Wales. Or perhaps it’s because I don’t think the whelp of a whore should be a courtier in the Royal Household. Or perhaps it’s just because I don’t like the look of his face.’

			‘And what of me Commander, do you not like my face? Am I also on your list of potential victims?’

			‘You are of little consequence Hudson, but I have taken a dislike to you because you have educated someone who should be shovelling shit underground with the rats… not learning to read and write.’

			‘Who is your paymaster Leeson?’

			‘Oliver Cromwell is the only man alive who gives me orders.’

			‘Cromwell will not always rule England, there will come a day when sanity is restored to this land and Charles Stuart sits on the throne where he belongs. When that day comes I will see you hung, drawn and quartered for treason.’

			Leeson threw back his head and laughed… then his mood changed.

			‘Are you ready to receive the royal brat?’

			‘We are ready to receive Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester.’

			‘I’ll get him for you, and then I suggest you leave immediately. Just be thankful that on this visit my hands are tied. But if either of you ever return to England I will personally put you both to the sword. Now go back to your hovel on the continent and stay there.’

			He stepped back onto the barge, a moment later returning with the young prince’s trunk which he threw onto the ground. Henry was about to pick it up but I got to it first.

			‘I will take that for you sir.’

			Henry didn’t know who I was, I would not have expected him to, but he did remember Thomas.

			‘Mr Hudson, I had hoped my mother would send you, but I half expected you to be accompanied by a priest.’

			‘No priest Henry, just me and Toby,’ he said pointing to me.

			‘Are you the Toby who saved my brother’s life?’

			‘I just happened to be in the right place at the right time.’

			‘We must leave right away,’ said the master of the Sainte Anne, ‘or we will miss the tide.’

			Thomas with a hand on the prince’s shoulder, guided him onto the French frigate. I followed on behind carrying his trunk.

			The Royal Barge had already turned around, and was moving out into the deeper water ready for the return voyage to Windsor. Commander Leeson standing in the stern, still staring at us.

			I was the last to step on board the French ship, the mooring lines already released, the sails unfurled, and our precious cargo now relaxing in the master’s stateroom.

			It was raining heavier now, but even a storm would not have stopped me taking a last look across the river before leaving England… perhaps for the last time.

			What I did not expect to see opposite Greenwich Palace was George and Veronica with all her ladies excitedly waving flags. I waved back, and when they saw me the girls began to jump up and down, apparently completely oblivious to the rain.

			I stayed on deck until they were all completely out of sight before joining Thomas and Henry in the warmth of the captain’s stateroom.

			The wind was increasing in strength and the rain was lashing against the side of the ship. I was feeling happy and content to just sit and to listen to Thomas questioning young Henry, but the prince seemed to be more interested in me, and my adventures.

			‘Are you a catholic?’ was the first thing he asked.

			‘No sir, a protestant. Why do you ask?’

			‘I thought my mother would send a priest to try to convert me to Catholicism. By the way, I would prefer to be called Henry, not sir… especially in private if you don’t mind Toby.’

			‘Not at all, I was unsure how I should address you.’

			I wanted to move the conversation away from me, so I asked how he was treated by Cromwell.

			‘Always with respect, but only because he wanted me to accept the throne of England. I of course refused as my father was adamant that I should never be king while Charles and James were alive.’

			‘The Dutch sea captain who brought us across the channel to freedom told us you had refused Cromwell, and I cannot tell you how delighted Charles and James were to hear of it.’

			‘Who suggested you come with Mr Hudson to collect me?’

			‘Your mother. Dowager Queen Henrietta asked me personally. Maybe because we are a similar age.’

			‘Well I am glad she did.’

			We talked for hours, Henry wanting to know what happened to us after the Battle of Worcester, and me curious about his life in captivity. He told me of his grief at the murder of his father, and then the pain and sorrow of losing his little sister Elizabeth… about his time as a prisoner in the white tower, and the relief when he was moved to more pleasant accommodation. But always he came back to his faith as a protestant and his antipathy towards Catholicism. I personally could not understand his problem, we were all Christians. Though I dare not say so.

			Thomas tried to get involved in the conversation, but he was the wrong generation, eventually giving up, he excused himself and retired to his bed.

			By the time we passed into the open water of the North Sea, the rain was much heavier, the waves were crashing against the side of the ship, and the wind was stronger.

			Henry, not being used to sailing, was beginning to look decidedly unwell. So I suggested he take to his bed, and he was only too willing to take my advice.

			‘You will feel better lying down, but just in case you feel sick, here’s a bucket,’ I said as I placed it upside down within his reach. I then returned to my own bed and lay on my back thinking about Leeson and what he said. None of which made any sense.

			Poor Henry was in a sorry state when we found him in the morning. He had been sick in the bucket but during the night it had fallen over, spilling its contents all over the floor of his stateroom, there was also sick in his bed and on his clothing.

			The ship’s master organised the scrubbing of his stateroom while I helped Henry find a suitable change of clothing, I then took him to the galley where Thomas was waiting with hot coffee, cheese, ham and freshly baked bread. He said he couldn’t eat a thing but Thomas insisted he eat a little.

			During the night the wind and rain had abated but the sea was still just as rough, and we still had a fair way to travel before reaching the French port of Calais.

			I stayed with Henry all day, never once leaving his side; he was not sick again but wanted only to stay on his bed.

			The ship’s captain was reluctant to allow Henry back into his stateroom at first, because despite all the scrubbing he couldn’t rid the place of the foul smell of sick.

			‘Are you really so stupid as to refuse to carry out the orders of your superiors, and are you really going to refuse Queen Henrietta’s son from entering your cabin?’ Thomas asked the captain.

			That was enough for him to grudgingly capitulate.

			It was late afternoon before the French coast finally came into view, and it was also the first time I saw the young prince smile.

			‘That is the first and last voyage I will ever make,’ he stated.

			‘Someday we are all hoping that Charles will sit on the throne of England, and if you want to be there with him you will have to sail again… or swim,’ said I.

			‘Then I think I must learn to swim,’ he said to which we both laughed.

			‘If you insist on swimming I fear your mother will order me to swim with you, and even I could not swim that far.’

			***

			King Charles was on the quayside at Calais, waiting for us to disembark, and was the first to greet his younger brother who for the last half hour or so had been on the quarterdeck waving excitedly. There followed a warm and tearful reunion, the younger sibling clinging lovingly to his hero brother.

			Eventually with a protective arm around his shoulder, Charles guided Henry first to Thomas, and then me, thanking us both personally for delivering him back to the safety of his family. But for how long I wondered?

			‘When you are ready,’ said Thomas, ‘your mother has arranged transport and her personal guards to escort us all to Paris.’

			‘I really cannot face two days on the road after being so sick Mr Hudson,’ he pleaded. ‘Can we not spend just one night here in Calais? It would be nice if I could visit the local cathedral and give thanks to God for my deliverance.’

			The captain of the Sainte Anne was anxious to return to Le Havre where the rest of his fleet lay at anchor, and he could not hide his displeasure when told that his passengers were to spend another night on the ship. However, not wanting to risk crossing swords with Thomas again, he reluctantly agreed. We didn’t see him again after that.

			Early the following morning, clean, fed and refreshed, we were ready to start our journey to Paris. It was the last week of January, 1653, and the rain clouds of the previous days had now all cleared away to be replaced by clear blue skies, but it was also much colder, cold enough to freeze water and to cover the fields and rooftops with frost.

			Queen Henrietta’s personal coach and guards were waiting, the horses shuffling their hooves and whinnying anxious to be on the move, the only other sound at that time in the morning was the screeching of seagulls as they followed a convoy of fishing boats back into the harbour.

			We set off at a gallop… a speed I thought unlikely we would be able to maintain. Charles, Henry, Thomas and myself in the relative comfort of a coach with plenty of blankets to keep out the cold.

			‘See anything of our old friend Leeson?’ asked Charles jokingly.

			His jovial mood changed when Thomas replied, ‘Indeed we did.’

			‘Truly. You actually saw him?’

			‘Leeson stage-managed a meeting to warn us both never to return to England on the threat of death if we ever do.’

			‘Who is this man?’ asked Henry.

			‘A traitor and murderer who deserted my army to join Oliver Cromwell. But mark my words, his name will be at the top of my list of conspirators to hang when I claim my rightful place on the English throne.’

			Little was spoken of Leeson after that… but just bringing his name into the conversation in the first place certainly dampened the mood, especially in the early part of the journey.

			We made only one stop on the first day, it was at a tavern close to a coppice of naked trees, stripped of their summer foliage and looking pitiful and dead. From there we continued to our overnight break in the city of Amiens, arriving early in the evening to be greeted by the local bishop. He invited us to spend the night in his palace… but not before insisting we take a tour of his Cathedral, Our Lady of Amiens. ‘Basilique Cathédrale Notre-Dame d’Amiens.’

			The following day, after an early breakfast, we continued on our journey south, arriving in Paris late in the afternoon just before dark.

			I always felt uncomfortable at family reunions, especially other people’s, but this time was different. After a few minutes with Henry, Queen Henrietta beckoned to me to join her. As I approached she offered her hand which I kissed as I had been taught to do. Then speaking in English she said: ‘Do sit beside me Master Toby.’

			I thought she looked smaller than the last time we met, then I realised it was probably because I had grown a little. She smiled at me sweetly, a nice pretty smile, one that I had not seen before, and then for the first time she spoke to me directly, mostly thanking me for agreeing to go to England to accompanying the Duke of Gloucester back to France, but also showing a genuine interest in me and my life as a ward in the Royal Household, about my education and my new life in The Hague. Carefully avoiding questions about my family knowing full well that I lived the early part of my life in a brothel.

			She made me feel completely at ease, talking for probably half an hour just to me, and in that time my opinion of her completely changed… she was never patronising nor condescending only genuinely friendly, smiling sweetly, asking questions and listening to my answers. After a while she invited Thomas and Henry to join us. The friendly light-hearted talk continuing well into the evening.

			Shortly before midnight she excused herself. ‘Please forgive me gentlemen, this hour is late for me and I must retire to my bed.’ She kissed her sons and moved towards the door, touching my arm as she passed. ‘I have a present for you Master Toby, I will give it to you in the morning. Goodnight and God bless.’ Then she was gone, with her maids following in formation behind her.

			I was tired myself, but couldn’t sleep for wondering just what sort of a present a queen would give to a lowly servant like me. Eventually I must have drifted off and when I woke my first thoughts were again on my mysterious present. I lay on my back thinking how best to thank her… but until I knew what the present was I could not think of anything that sounded convincing or sensible.

			It was still early in the morning, but as I was now fully awake, I dressed and made my way down to the kitchens where I was given food and drink by the friendly kitchen staff, some of whom I had befriended on my previous visit.

			Now at a loose end, I did what I always do when bored, I headed for the library… which is where Henry and his mother found me an hour or so later.

			‘Good morning Master Toby.’

			‘Good morning my Lady,’ I said, bowing my head.

			‘Charles tells me you have not got a horse of your own, so I have asked James to choose one for you from my stables,’ she said. ‘Henry will show you the one he selected.’

			‘A horse my Lady?’

			‘I do hope it is to your liking, if it is not blame James and choose a different one.’

			I could not believe my eyes when Henry pointed to a magnificent black Arabian Stallion.

			‘This is the one James chose,’ he said, ‘it’s one of the best we have, and he says you can take any saddle and whatever tack you need… do you like him Toby?’

			‘I can’t accept this horse Henry, he’s far too good.’

			‘Mother will be offended if you refuse. Do you want to ride him now?’

			‘Does he have a name?’

			‘It’s on the door. He’s called Gladiator. Should we go riding together now?’

			‘Do you have a horse?’ I asked.

			‘Not yet, but I can take any I like.’

			Everything in the tack room was of the highest quality, and not wanting to appear avaricious, I left it to a French stable boy to choose the saddle for me, and to make Gladiator ready to ride.

			Every day I exercised him… most days more than once, and never before in my life had I rode a horse that moved so fast across the ground, or was so eager to run. I often wondered as I galloped across open fields with the wind in my hair just what Veronica would have thought if she could see me now.

			I was enjoying Paris much more than I did on my previous visit, but was not completely content. What I really wanted to do was to return to The Hague, to Anne, to my friends and my job in the stables. But I could never ask to leave now. Not after receiving such a wonderful present.

			Henry was turning out to be quite a good friend, though sometimes I thought a little too reliant on me. Perhaps it was because he was still a little insecure after his years in captivity. If he was not out riding with me, he was with his mother… either studying, looking over her plans for the convent she was building, or praying. Which considering his strong feelings against her religious beliefs was rather puzzling, and was clearly beginning to upset Charles.

			After only a couple of weeks the tensions between mother and son over religion became a full on row, Charles reacting angrily at her attempts to convert Henry to Catholicism.

			I was embarrassed at being with him when he threatened to take Henry away from Paris if she persisted in poisoning his young mind, and then to see him stamp out of the room leaving her in tears.

			It all seemed so senseless to me, we all prayed to the same God, we were all Christians, and surely the family should come first.

			Never a day passed without my thoughts returning to The Hague. Without my work my life had no purpose, and without my love I could never be completely happy. But what could I do if I had not the courage to say so?

			It was winter when I sailed from Holland to England and now it was spring… daffodils, crocuses and snowdrops brightening up the gardens around the Castle of Doves which should have helped to raise my spirits, but it only made me more homesick.

			There was only one person I could talk to and that was Thomas… perhaps he could think of some way of telling Queen Henrietta how I was feeling without offending her.

			***

			‘She will be disappointed because of your friendship with Henry,’ he said. ‘But I am sure she would not want to keep you here against your wish.’

			‘Will you ask her for me?’

			He frowned and looked sideways at me. ‘It’s not quite as simple as that Toby.’

			‘How so? What’s so different?’

			‘The difference is that Cromwell’s England is at the moment in a state of war with Holland. There had been tension between the British and Dutch fleets for months, which all came to a head with a skirmish off the coast of the Isle of Wight. Cannons were discharged and ships on both side destroyed.’

			‘But none of this is our fault, and if we are not at war with France, why should it matter?’

			‘Perhaps it won’t, but the situation is delicate. Look Toby, just leave it with me, I will see what I can do. But in the intervening time I have an exercise I want you to attempt. You say you are embarrassed at receiving such a wonderful present from the queen. Well I want you to write a short note thanking her, and I want you to write it in French. I know that would please her even if you do make the odd mistake. But I will check it anyway just in case you make any real blunders. Write it as if you were leaving France, and keep it short… no more than 150 words.’

			It took me the best part of a day, but I must say that I was pleased with the final result, and what was more pleasing was that Thomas was completely satisfied. He tucked the letter inside his tunic saying, ‘I will deliver this when I consider it the right moment.’

			We were now into March, well over three months since I was taken away from my comfortable life in The Hague… called away on a mission of mercy at the request of… no the order of the king’s mother, and now it seems I am once again trapped in France, a country I care little for.

			The one thing that was making my time in Paris tolerable was my horse, at least I could escape into the countryside by galloping miles along the River Seine. Henry was good company and always rode with me, selecting a different horse every day in an unsuccessful attempt to find one that could match the pace and stamina of my Gladiator.

			One day while out riding, I reached the river and was out of the saddle leading my horse to water when Henry arrived almost a minute behind me.

			‘I forgot to tell you, my mother would like to see you when we get back.’

			‘What for?’

			‘She didn’t say.’

			‘We had better not keep her waiting then. We’ll give the horses a few minutes to rest and then go back.’

			‘Well don’t go quite so quickly then we can ride together.’

			I looked sideways in a placatory way and smiled. ‘Sorry Henry, it’s hard to hold him back once I give him his head.’

			After we had stable our horses, Henry took me directly to his mother who was in her private chambers talking to Thomas. I noticed that she was holding my note in one of her tiny hands.

			‘Do sit down Toby,’ she said. Thomas nodded and smiled.

			‘I realise I have been selfish keeping you here for so long Toby, it’s just that you are such a good companion for Henry. I really did not want to let you go. However, I do quite understand how much you wish to return to The Hague. So you will be pleased to hear that it will be sooner than you think.

			‘Two weeks ago I sent a dispatch to Frederick Henry, Sovereign Prince of Orange, requesting permission to visit my daughter and little grandson William… it’s over a year since I last saw them. I received his reply just yesterday. It was warm and cordial, and I am happy to say that he and his wife Amalia have invited me to spend time with them at Binnenhof Palace. So Master Toby we will all be leaving for The Hague on Monday next. The Dutch are our friends here in France… for the moment anyway. It’s with Cromwell’s England they have a problem.’

			‘Will I be able to take Gladiator?’

			‘The horse was a gift from me for you to keep, it is yours to do with as you wish. But as it won’t fit in a carriage. You will have to ride it the whole way,’ she said smiling at her own jest.

			‘May I ride with him Mother?’ asked Henry.

			‘I think not my dear, it is a three-day journey to The Hague, and I think your posterior would not survive that long in the saddle… also the problem is that if you were to ride there… you would also have to ride back.’

			I was thinking of taking Gladiator out for a run but, as Thomas decided to walk with me to the stables, I chose instead just to brush him down.

			‘What did she say about my note?’

			‘She loved it and says she will keep it with her other treasured possessions.’

			I started to brush Gladiator, and Thomas stroked and patted him. ‘He’s a fine looking horse Toby, you’re very lucky to receive such a present.’

			‘I know, and I am extremely grateful, but what am I to do with him? I think he may well become a liability. I will never be able to afford to stable or to feed him, the only answer I can come up with is to give him to the stables at Noordeinde… at least that way I will get to see him every day.’

			‘I should wait and see what Mr Anderson has to say, he may well surprise you.’

			‘Will you be coming with us to The Hague, Thomas?’

			‘No, I will be going with Charles back to Germany to see his aunty Elizabeth, Dowager Queen of Bohemia. But before I go, I would like to check your work.’

			‘All I have with me is my rough work,’ I said, ‘words and headings as you taught me.’

			‘Then read to me,’ he said as he produced three books from his leather case. ‘Read this one first.’

			It was a book of poems written in French… later he tested me on History and Mathematics, and I think he must have been satisfied because he made no disparaging remarks.

			‘When next I write to Veronica I can now inform her truthfully of your progress.’

			***

			Early on Monday morning we left Paris, and began our long journey to The Hague. Almost 300 miles, covering the same route as the one in which my saddle strap was slashed, the only difference being that our overnight stops were planned in advance and our accommodation much more in keeping with the status of a member of the royal family.

			On arrival at Binnenhof Palace, Henrietta’s entourage and her escorts were taken away, fed and allocated accommodation, leaving just two of her footmen to take the horses and coaches direct to Noordeinde. I rode at their head to show them the way.

			Max was the first to appear out of the stables to greet me… three of the younger stable boys standing in the background watching.

			Quite naturally, he was more interested in my horse than he was of me. ‘Who does this magnificent beast belong to?’

			Louis, who had been busy with paperwork in his little office, heard the commotion and came to see what all the noise was about. He immediately took control.

			‘You three,’ he shouted to the stable boys. ‘See to these horses… make sure they get a water and feed, then groom them and let them loose in the paddock… quickly come on, move. Max… get this coach washed, cleaned and taken inside, then send George to me. When you have done that take these two footmen back to Binnenhof.’

			‘Right boss,’ said Max.

			They all rushed off to carry out Louis’s orders. Then talking to the two footmen he said in French, ‘Wait inside. I will organise some food and drink for you both in a moment.’

			He then, with a broad smile on his face, came over to me and patted my horse. It was at this point that I first noticed Mr Anderson striding across the courtyard towards us.

			Completely ignoring me, father and son walked round Gladiator, talking together in their own language, inspecting my horse’s teeth, hooves and fetlocks.

			‘Who does this horse belong to Toby?’ asked Mr Anderson.

			‘He’s mine sir. A gift from Dowager Queen Henrietta.’

			He looked surprised by my answer. ‘Do you know anything about him, does he have a name?’

			‘He’s a two-year-old Arabian Stallion called Gladiator sir. But I don’t think I will be able to keep him. I will never be able to afford his feed or stabling.’

			‘Don’t worry about that for the moment Toby, I am sure we will be able to sort something out. Are you here to stay this time?’

			‘I do hope so sir.’

			‘Good. Now go with Louis and sort out your horse, and then yourself… in that order.’

			‘Yes sir, thank you Mr Anderson.’

			He did not acknowledge my thanks as he was already striding back to his office in the palace.

			‘Max said you wanted to see me boss,’ said George the blacksmith, as he took off his cap to scratch his head.

			‘Yes George. Those two French coaches… can you check them over, make good any repairs as necessary and grease the wheels.’

			‘Yes boss,’ he said as he turned and walked away.

			‘What you have here Toby is a racehorse. Arabians have the speed and stamina to run long distances and here in Holland they are bred specifically for racing… also in France and Germany.’

			‘I can believe it Louis. He’s the fastest I have ever ridden,’ I said. ‘He runs like the wind and doesn’t seem to tire.’

			‘Well he has done enough for today,’ he said, leading Gladiator to the water trough. ‘He can have one of the stalls in the new block, we will have to get a name plate for him.’

			I brushed his jet black coat until it was shining like silk, while all the time Louis was checking him over.

			‘When you have finished with him I think you should also rest Toby, I will see you in the morning.’ And then he left, leaving me to finish off.

			I was sorry I hadn’t seen anything of Anne but not too concerned, as I knew she would be here on Saturday. So with nothing else to do I went to check my attic room, and to bring my journal up to date.

			To my surprise there was a small tapestry and two framed paintings on the walls, a vase with fresh flowers and a Turkish rug on the floor. She must have been here, and quite recently I thought. Then kicking off my boots and throwing my riding jacket on the floor I lay on the bed and pulled a blanket over me.

			I woke with a jolt when Anne’s lips gently caressed mine, I had not heard her creep into the room, or heard her undressing, but her clothes were in a pile on the floor and she was sat naked on the side of the bed.

			‘Welcome home husband, I have missed you.’

			‘I missed you too, and it’s so good to be home. We will both be fifteen years old in May. If it wasn’t for me, you would have become a countess this year.’

			‘I have everything I need right here my love,’ she whispered as she climbed in bed beside me. ‘I don’t need a title.’

			After making love, we fell asleep in each other’s arms, and when I woke she had gone, leaving just a simple note on my pillow. ‘See you Saturday.’

			***

			It was so easy for me to slip back into my old life. Nothing had changed, everything seemingly just as I had left it months ago, and after only a couple of weeks it was as if I had never been away at all.

			With every passing week I gained more confidence and experience, Louis gradually assigning more and more responsibility to me. He was sometimes a little harsh with the younger boys but never with me, and he seldom gave me orders. I liked to think that was because I was good at my job, and that he was happy with my work.

			Whenever I could find the time without compromising my work or studies, I took Gladiator out into the countryside for a gallop. No one as yet had suggested how I was going to pay for his keep, but he did now have his own stall in a new stable block with his name on the door, which I thought must be because he’s here to stay.

			Though Louis was my boss, our relationship remained the same as it had always been. We were friends and regularly went riding together, sometimes exchanging horses as he had difficulty keeping up with me on his favourite chestnut palfrey.

			One day while our horses were drinking from a stream, we sat on a grassy bank and I told him all about my encounter with Richard Leeson in London.

			‘He threatened me and also Thomas Hudson… warning us both never to return to England if we valued our lives. At least now I know what he looks like.’

			‘Was he being serious?’

			‘I would say so, otherwise why would he go to such extraordinary lengths to warn me?’

			‘Have you kept up with your weapon training?’

			‘Not so much lately.’

			Louis shook his head in disbelief. ‘That man has a serious problem Toby. But no matter, you won’t be going back to London again will you?’

			‘Only if King Charles is restored to the throne, and then I would have no choice.’

			***

			It was over a month since my return to Noordeinde from Paris… most of my work for the day was done and I was sat outside in the sun cleaning brasses when I spotted Mr Anderson with two strangers. They were inspecting Gladiator, and appeared to be taking a particular interest in his shoulder and stifle muscles. Later when they had left, I was called to his office.

			‘Don’t be alarmed Toby I just want a word with you about your horse. I have just had a couple of expert breeders here from Apeldoorn looking him over, I contacted them a few weeks ago because I thought him to be an extraordinary horse of some value, and I wanted a second opinion. As it turned out I was right, you have a remarkable horse in Gladiator.’

			‘I know I have sir.’

			‘They are coming back later today with an expert jockey… just to make sure he is as good as they think he is, you don’t mind do you?’

			‘Not at all sir.’

			‘Their first impression of Gladiator was that he is a remarkable horse, and they immediately made a very generous offer to buy him. I told them that the horse did not belong to me, and that I thought he wasn’t for sale… did I do right Toby because if you were to sell him you would probably become the richest stable boy in Holland?’

			‘He was a present from a queen, so no amount of money would persuade me to sell him, not unless I had no choice.’

			‘That’s what I was hoping you would say. So now I will tell you your options. Firstly, would you object to other people riding him? They would be mostly members of the royal family or responsible senior government officials?’

			‘No sir, not if I was sure he would come to no harm.’

			‘You need not worry about that, I can guarantee. Now secondly would you be prepared to lease him out to stud?’

			I smiled at the thought of me profiting from my horse’s sexual liaisons.

			‘I have no problem with that sir… but he is not yet three years old.’

			‘And in the prime of his life,’ said Mr Anderson.

			‘Then let him have his fun… why not.’

			‘Good. That means we have solved the problem of Gladiator’s stabling fees, and if he does go to stud, there will be stud fees coming your way.’

			‘Should Noordeinde not keep any money he makes from stud fees?’

			‘Some… probably half but you would get the rest, let’s just wait and see. In the meantime I wouldn’t mind betting that once the word gets out just how good Gladiator is, those men from Binnenhof will be queuing up to ride him.’

			***

			The seasons came and went, and I loved them all in different ways, every day a joy filled with exciting new challenges. Saturdays were like heaven on earth, and every Sunday I went to church to give thanks to the good Lord. I prayed for all the people who in different ways had help me escape from Cromwell, I prayed for the gift of my lovely girlfriend Anne, for my friends here in Holland and for my job in the stables. But most of all for my family trapped in the smelly city of London, while I was living here in The Hague, breathing clean air and living in luxury.

			Once a week Thomas would come over from Breda to check my work, bring me new interesting books, and set me more tests for the coming week.

			I knew little about politics, nor did I really want to, but judging by the news coming from England, Cromwell’s government was not working any better now than it was when the first King Charles was on the throne. The latest news was that he had recently expelled a hundred members of his parliament, calling them untrustworthy and unreliable. That then caused an almighty row in parliament, and another sixty walked out in protest. They blamed constant interference from the military as the reason.

			Cromwell himself was apparently getting frustrated and ready to hand over more responsibility to his senior ministers, but he was not yet prepared to abandon his power over the army.

			Despite all the treasures and land that his army had stolen from disenchanted Lords, they were still suffering from an acute shortage of finance.

			There had been a Scottish uprising which put a smile on Charles’s face at the time, but in the end it amounted to nothing. And of course we all knew that Cromwell had considered a monarchical power, had the young Duke of Gloucester taken the throne… himself being Regent. He thought that such an arrangement would have pacified the people and the Lords. But the young prince flatly refused.

			‘It was my father’s dying wish that I should not accept the throne while Charles and James live,’ is what he told Cromwell.

			The naval battles with Holland rumbled on for two more years. The British having a much stronger navy than the Dutch with larger and more powerful ships but the Dutch had more ships and a more efficient trading system. They were also better financed and all their ships, including their commercial vessels, were armed.

			After a number of embarrassing defeats, the tactics of the British navy changed, just counter attacking the Dutch was not working, they had to be more aggressive and go on the offensive.

			They started by driving the Dutch out of the English Channel at the Battle of Portland, virtually cutting off their main routes to the Atlantic and their trading partners in Spain. Needless to say, the British traders were quick to take advantage.

			The Dutch were unable to offer any serious resistance because their government at The Hague had not listened when warned that larger warships were needed.

			The final battle was played out here on our own doorstep, the noise of cannons from both sides pounding away all through the day just off the Dutch coast. People were making for the beach at Delft or to Scheveningen where you could see quite clearly hundreds of ships from both sides in combat, some damaged, some burning and others completely destroyed.

			The Dutch surrendered when their admiral was killed in action, a massive blow to their morale. Both nations were by now exhausted and running out of money to pay their crews.

			Cromwell withdrew his ships and returned to London where he immediately dissolved his Rump Parliament. The peace talks were slow and sluggish but after many months the war ended with the signing of the Treaty of Westminster. Cromwell during the final months of the war had captured over 1,200 Dutch merchant ships.

			The important news on all political situations in London came to me mostly by way of Thomas’s weekly visits to Noordeinde, but the final sea battle I saw for myself at first-hand.

			But most of his time was made up by supporting Charles, who could do little but watch and pray. Unable to live safely in any of his three kingdoms, and once again dependent on foreign charity, living a miserable life in exile and moving from place to place as his credit ran out… the idea of raising an army to challenge Cromwell long forgotten.

			Anne was not usually interested in politics… more in gossip, so her news was in complete contrast to that of Thomas.

			‘What did you think about the final sea battle?’ I asked.

			‘Mixed feelings really. I wasn’t sure which side I should be supporting. I wonder what King Charles will make of it all? He is supposed to be destitute, and yet he always seemed to find the money to support his extravagant lifestyle.’

			‘I think you are being a bit hard on him?’

			‘Well according to his sister Princess Mary, he always seems to have money for his lovers… moving from one romantic involvement to another with consummate ease, using them and then moving on. He also has a menagerie of pets… big dogs in particular, and they all have to be fed.’

			Then changing subjects without even taking a breath she asked, ‘Can I ride your horse?’

			Slightly surprised by the sudden change of tack I said, ‘I suppose so long as I am with you.’

			‘I can ride you know.’

			‘That may be so, but Gladiator is no ordinary horse and if he were to take off I am not sure you would be able to control him.’

			‘Tish-tosh, of course I could.’

			I was a little nervous at letting Anne ride my horse, but I need not have been because it didn’t happen. Louis flatly refusing to even let her sit on him, much to her frustration and displeasure. But as expected, my Arabian Stallion became the favourite among the gentry, in and around The Hague, and was always in big demand. I might have been concerned for his wellbeing had it not been for Louis who had a strict regime to protect all the horses in his charge, controlling the amount they were exercised each day.

			No one ever told me that the horse was my responsibility, it was just assumed that I would be the one to groom and feed him, and when needed, to make him ready for whichever nobleman or official particularly requested to ride him on that day, and there were many.

			Nonetheless I was surprised when one morning as I was making him ready to ride, Frederick, Prince of Orange, and his wife Amalia came to the stables. They came straight to me and I confess I was at first a little nervous. But he was friendly and seemed genuinely interested in me, though I was under no illusion that it was really my horse he had come to see.

			They rode slowly out of the stableyard… Prince Frederick on Gladiator and his wife on a smaller Palomino. I thought no more of them as I had plenty of work to occupy my time and my mind, but when they returned after a couple of hours, he thanked me personally and gave me a coin.

			***

			With the problems between England and Holland now resolved, things became a little easier. Frederick, Prince of Orange, was secured as the legitimate sovereign, and relations between Princess Mary and her in-laws more relaxed. Which meant that she was more able to invite her brother to spend time with her and his nephew at Binnenhof.

			All this was of little interest to me, except that it meant that I could expect more visits from Thomas.

			It was after making love at our favourite place by the stream one hot Saturday afternoon that Anne told me the news of Charles’s impending visit. We had just bathed together in the stream and were lying in the sun relaxing and drying off when she broke the news.

			Surprised by her announcement, I sat up and asked, ‘When are they coming, and do you know if Thomas will be with him? He didn’t mention anything of it in his last letter.’

			‘King Charles never goes anywhere without Thomas, you know that… of course he will be coming, I am just hoping Charles brings along his latest concubine, I have yet to see her.’

			‘Does he have one?’

			‘Oh yes. Her name is Catherine Pegge, she came from England with her parents about the same time you did, to escape persecution from Cromwell, she lives with her father Thomas and her mother in Bruges.’

			‘Are they anyone important?’

			‘Her grandfather is. He is a Baronet like my father.’

			‘I am beginning to burn,’ I said, ‘have you anymore interesting gossip or can I put my clothes back on?’

			‘Just one more thing that I think you should know. The king’s brother James is courting Anne Hyde, one of my friends and a lady-in-waiting like me.’

			‘Is that a problem?’

			‘Her father Edward Hyde thinks so.’

			***

			It was Louis who told me Thomas had arrived at Noordeinde. ‘He’s with my father at the moment so you might as well pack up for the rest of the day, I’m sure he will be keen to spend some time with you.’

			‘Will you deal with Gladiator when he returns?’

			‘Yes of course… you get off and get cleaned up.’

			I finished what I was doing and was washing my hands by the pump where Thomas found me. He greeted me as one would a long lost friend or a son he hadn’t seen for a while, which I found heartening as he was the only father I ever had.

			‘I want to look at your work while I’m here Toby. I will be leaving for Bruges in a couple of days.’

			‘To see Catherine Pegge I suppose.’

			‘How do you know about her?’

			‘Princess Mary tells Anne all the gossip and she tells me.’

			‘Well yes… it is to see Catherine, Charles has got the silly girl pregnant, and he has no money to support another child, he can hardly afford to keep himself.’

			I smiled inwardly and wondered if Anne was aware of that little snippet of information, hoping that she was not.

			‘I have saved a little money… he can have that.’

			‘No he cannot. Charles is not your problem. Now forget about him and let us see how far you have got with your studies.’

			We spent what seemed like hours going over all the subjects Thomas thought most important to my future development… either as a working member in the Royal Household or preferably, in his opinion, in commerce or business, since he knew I would never consider the church.

			Finally he closed his file and smiling at me announced that for my age he was more than happy with my progress.

			‘From now on I will just supply you with books. But you must promise to read and study them all.’

			‘Of course I will… you know I enjoy my studies, particularly Languages and History. I go to my office hideaway where it’s quiet… sometimes I study there with Anne… we help each other.’

			‘That’s fine. But don’t let her hold you back… from what I hear you are far more advanced than she is. But where is this office?’

			‘My old room in the attic… come, I will show you.’

			By the time we reached my little room in the roof, Thomas was panting like a dog and had to sit on the bed to recover.

			‘This is not an office,’ he said. ‘I think it’s a love nest, what am I to tell Veronica?’

			‘She knows I have a girlfriend. Just tell her you are happy with my work.’

			‘I made a promise to keep her informed of your progress, and I know she will be pleased when I tell her how well you have done. But I think I will forget to mention this place. Now tell me more. I want to know what you have been up to. Everything.’

			It was another hour before his carriage came to take him back to Breda… the subject of my education was not mentioned again, he was more interested in hearing about me and Anne, and my life as a stable boy. It sounded a little flippant but I corrected him on that point.

			‘At Noordeinde, you are a stable boy until you are fifteen years old… by then, if you have made the grade, you become a stable hand,’ I said.

			***

			Although the letters and books kept arriving, I saw very little of Thomas. It was only when Charles came to Breda to see his sister that I met him in person.

			Charles was thought to be bankrupt, and had all but given up any idea of ever claiming the throne in England. But apparently he was quite happy to be supported financially by his mother in Paris, or his sister Mary here in Holland.

			His disposition changed dramatically when Catherine Pegge gave birth to a boy… Charles’s second son who was later to become the 1st Earl of Plymouth.

			While his life may well have been in turmoil and chaos, these were my halcyon years, untroubled by war, living in the tranquillity on the beautiful Noordeinde estate, and doing the job I loved. I had the respect of my superiors and peers, the love of a beautiful woman and had many friends. I had no idea how much I was worth financially because I had little use for the money. I was paid for my work at the stables and also received a few tips from customers, which gave me more than enough to live on, with a little over to buy small gifts for Anne. But according to Mr Anderson, I was also in receipt of a substantial amount in stud fees that he assured me were safely locked away in his strong box at the palace.

			***

			One afternoon in September in 1658 while playing tennis with his sister in the gardens across the lake from the Binnenhof Palace, Charles received the news he had been waiting over ten years to hear. Cromwell was dead. The bad news was that while on his death bed he had named his son Richard as his successor.

			It was Thomas that broke the news, making the short journey to Noordeinde from Breda especially to tell me.

			What he did not tell me, or anyone else as far as I know, was that he had been in secret negotiations with Sir Edward Montagu, an important and influential Member of Parliament, who given the chaos following the death of Cromwell, had decided to contact Thomas about the possible return of King Charles to the throne. Montagu believing that without a credible alternative, King Charles was the only person popular with everyone throughout the land.

			The next few months were most disappointing for Charles… early hopes of returning to England were dashed when Richard’s accession passed unchallenged, making Charles’s optimism and expectations appear hopeless.

			The new Lord Protector, however, was nothing like his father. He was a gentler more likeable person, but not as effective a politician or soldier. With no respect, and unable to control his government, in January, 1660, he was forced to dissolve parliament.

			The army was split more or less into three parts with George Monck the most liberal of the commanders still in Scotland.

			Not unsurprisingly, on hearing of the hysteria and disarray in London, Monck decided it was time to move south and attempt to sort it all out himself, bringing with him his army which consisted of a mixture of both English and Scottish infantry.

			Commander John Lambert, with most of his forces already in the North of England, moved to challenge him, but Commander Sir Charles Fleetwood remained in London.

			All this confusion at home was encouraging news for King Charles, and it was at this point that Thomas convinced him it would be judicious to write to the Speaker of the House in London.

			‘But it must be in your hand and it must be cordial,’ he told Charles. ‘My advice would be to start with the army by assuring them that you would honour any arrears in pay. That should help bring them onto our side. Then promise that land confiscated by Cromwell would be restored to the original owners… that should appease the Lords. It is also important that you guarantee the present circumstances in religious matters remain the same… and try to make them believe you have unwavering affection for parliament.’

			‘That will be difficult,’ said Charles smiling at Thomas, ‘but I’ll do my best.’

			Later in the day, Thomas checked the letter and congratulated him on his dexterity, he then personally supervised the dispatch of the letter to London.

			***

			When George Monck’s army began its long march south, the whole country feared another civil war was inevitable, and when he marched his army across the River Tweed at Berwick in January there were many who thought it likely he would seize power for himself… and if not Monck then perhaps Fleetwood or Lambert.

			If there was to be a confrontation, it was expected to happen first in Northumberland where a large proportion of Lambert’s forces were now barracked, but when Monck’s army passed through Newcastle all resistance melted away.

			The same happened again in February when they marched through the streets of London, to be welcomed by multitudes of common ordinary people, lining the streets, cheering and waving flags.

			Ordinary commonplace people were giving money, food and ale to the soldiers as they passed by on their way to Westminster. There were bonfires at every corner, a maypole outside St Paul’s, and every church bell in London was ringing out a welcome to George Monck and his army. On Ludgate Hill someone was turning a rump on a spit while his friend basted it, the whole city in a joyous and in a holiday mood.

			A week later on the 11th of February, a letter from Monck was read out in Westminster Hall demanding that the Rump Parliament arrange an election.

			It was indeed a delight for Charles to hear how joyous the Parliamentarians in the hall were on that day, and how eager they were to yield to all Monck’s demands.

			Later when his own carefully crafted letter was read out in front of the new parliament, his words turned out to be exactly what they wanted to hear.

			He promised recompense for any Lords or Parliamentarians who were punished by Cromwell for supporting the monarchy. All arrears of pay owed to the army to be honoured. Confirmation that land lost during the years of Cromwell’s Republican rule be restored, and that liberty and tolerance in all religious matters be maintained.

			Ending the letter he wrote: ‘I do believe parliament to be so vital a part of the constitution of the kingdom, and so necessary, that I, nor the citizens of this land, can be to any degree happy without them.’

			Such a handsome testimonial worked wonders and both houses agreed that a cordial invitation should be sent to King Charles in Breda, asking him to return.

			Sir Edward Montagu, as Admiral of the Fleet, was ordered to deliver two identical letters to Charles… one from each house by hand to the king, inviting him to return to England, and to take up his rightful place on the throne.

			News of the dramatic change of policy in London spread throughout the continent, and expectations were so high that exiles from all over Europe began to accumulate all along the northern coast of France and Holland, reaching all the way from Calais in the west, to Delft in the east.

			In The Hague there appeared to be more English men walking the street than there were Dutch.

			The stables at Noordeinde had never been so busy, each carriage, coach and horse in big demand. It must have looked chaotic to an onlooker, but Louis was equal to the challenge.

			The demand was such that Mr Anderson chose to exercise his authority by ordering that local dignitaries take priority over foreign aristocrats… no matter how high ranking they were.

			Everyone was excited, waving flags, drinking and dancing in the streets. But what was to become of me? And Anne, what is to become of her?

			Of course I wanted to see Veronica again, but I was not sure I wanted to return to my old life. I loved it here in The Hague. It was my home and where my work and friends were.

			I did not mind the extra work, but it meant less time to spend with Anne.

			We had made so many plans, and they were all dashed when I was told I could only be spared for a couple of hours on Saturday afternoon.

			‘What are you going to do Toby?’ she asked.

			‘I don’t know and it worries me… what about you?’

			‘All I know is that I am going back to London with my mistress and her son William.’

			‘Then I will be going too,’ said I. ‘But what I am going back to… I really don’t know.’

			‘What about Gladiator?’

			‘I have decided to leave him here because if things don’t work out in London, I know I can always come back.’

			‘Is that what Mr Anderson said?’

			‘Yes. He said that if I ever chose to return, there would always be work for me, here at Noordeinde.’

			Her eyes were staring straight ahead at nothing in particular, but I knew something was going through her head by the way a smile was slowly appearing on her face. She squeezed my hand and looked me directly in the eyes.

			‘We could come back together. I could easily find work in The Hague, I speak the language and have many friends here. You could come back here to the stables. We could get married.’

			‘Do you know my love… that is not as crazy as it seems, we are both old enough to choose our own destiny, but what about your father?’

			‘I will tell him.’

			‘Let’s not be hasty, we will see what happens first.’

			‘Then we will elope?’ she asked.

			‘If all else fails, then eloping will be a serious option.’

			Just talking about a future together altered our disposition… we changed from sad to happy in just a blink of an eye.

			‘Do you want to hear some seriously brilliant gossip?’ she said.

			‘Do I have a choice?’

			‘No you don’t, but you will like this gossip, it’s priceless. There is another crisis in the Stuart family, one you know nothing about. The king’s brother James has been having an affair with Anne Hyde. Do you remember? I told you about her, she is one of the princess’s ladies, like me. Her father is one of Charles’s ministers.’

			‘I remember,’ I said.

			‘Well she would only have sex with him if he promised to marry her if she got pregnant. And guess what?’

			‘You are going to tell me she is pregnant.’

			‘Yes, and being an honourable man, James felt duty bound to fulfil his promise, so they went ahead and got married without consent of her father.’

			‘So they are actually married?’

			‘Yes, but that’s only half the story. The powers that be say that a duke cannot marry a commoner without permission from the royal court. And the royal court had apparently already pledged James to a young child, someone called Mary of Modena. They were waiting until she was old enough to provide him with heirs before they were married.’

			‘A young child? So what can they do about it if he is already married?’

			‘I don’t know, but we will find out soon enough.’

			‘How much time have we got before you have to go back to work?’ she asked as she moved the clip holding her hair.

			‘Long enough if we are quick.’

			‘Then no going to sleep afterwards.’

			***

			On the 14th of May, 1660, two weeks after my twenty-second birthday, the British fleet arrived in Breda. I was told by customers that it was a wonderful sight to see, but I saw nothing as I was working all day.

			Another week passed but still not a thing had happened to suggest any change. I had been told nothing and saw even less, it was as if I did not exist. The whole of The Hague was in a party mood and I was not invited.

			Eventually Thomas did arrive. I heard the clattering of hooves on the cobbled courtyard and somehow I knew it was him.

			‘Pack up everything you need and be ready to leave first thing in the morning, make sure your name is on everything and don’t forget your books, I will pick you up at eight. I have already told Mr Anderson and he wants to see you before you leave. Don’t look so worried Toby, we are going home.’

			‘This is my home Thomas, but I will be ready and waiting at eight o’clock.’

			***

			‘Ah Toby, do come in. You can’t go dashing back home without your money,’ said Mr Anderson as he handed me two purses. ‘This is what you have accumulated during your time here, I have changed it into gold coins which will be easier to deal with when you get back to England. I’ve separated it all into two purses for safety reasons. Keep them concealed about your person until you can find somewhere permanent to hide them.’

			‘Thank you sir… there seems to be an awful lot of money here.’

			‘There is a lot Toby, nevertheless it’s only what you’ve earned. Or what Gladiator has made for you… though that may well be the last because he’s getting old, as are we all. So it is unlikely that he will bring us much more in stud fees. If there are any, I will send it on to you.’

			‘Please don’t sir, keep it here, if things don’t work out in London… I may want to return.’

			‘Well you know you’re always welcome here.’

			The 23rd of May, 1660, is a date that is fixed forever in the depth of my mind as being yet another date that changed the course of my life.

			At the time I thought it to be a date that changed my life in the wrong direction. From calm and peaceful to ambiguity and uncertainty.

			Thomas collected me from Noordeinde Palace on time, and took me to Breda where I was escorted aboard a British frigate Swiftsure.

			‘I’m sorry Toby, but I cannot sail with you,’ said Thomas apologising. ‘I have to be with Sir Edward Montagu on the Royal Charles but I will find you as soon as we reach Dover.’

			‘I understand Thomas, don’t worry about me.’

			Feeling lonely and miserable I spent the whole day on the quarterdeck, watching the gentry board the frigate Royal Charles.

			I saw Anne, but she didn’t see me, she was too preoccupied helping her mistress Princess Mary with her now ten-year-old son William. I was somewhat surprised that he was here at all because I was told he was now a resident at the University of Leiden.

			Next came the king’s aunty, Dowager Queen Elizabeth of Bohemia, with her companion Lord Craven. I had not seen either of them before but I knew all about them from Lord Craven’s manager at Stokesay Castle.

			King Charles followed them on board dragging his dog who looked just as reluctant to leave Holland as I was. And then James, who was helping his pregnant wife across the boarding plank, her parents close behind.

			Finally Thomas with Henry, the Duke of Gloucester, and a man I took to be Lord Montagu.

			It was late afternoon when we finally weighed anchor and with a fresh wind we sailed from the port of Scheveningen for England. I stayed on deck until it was almost dark and the Dutch coast was out of sight.

			Before sleeping, I chose the clothes for the morning and packed everything else into my second chest, then checking that they were still both properly labelled, put them outside my cabin door as I was told to do.

			The Restoration. May, 1660

			The crossing took two whole days, and when I woke on the second day I realised that we were not moving. The ship was at anchor, being gently rocked by a changing tide.

			I checked the time… it was just after five o’clock in the morning. I looked to see if my two trunks had been removed… they had not.

			Dressing quickly, I made my way to the quarterdeck where I could see stevedores already hard at work moving luggage and equipment ashore. I needed to pee, and I needed food, so I went straight down to the galley and filled my belly with a large bowl of porridge.

			We were in the Port of Dover, it was nine o’clock in the morning on the 25th May, 1660, when King Charles II set foot on English soil for the first time in ten years. He was the first to step ashore with his brothers James, Duke of York, and Henry, Duke of Gloucester. The disembarkation of the rest of the passengers followed.

			The King was warmly greeted by General Monck and the Mayor of Dover, who escorted them through large crowds of citizens and peasants that were filling the streets, cheering and waving flags.

			Aristocrats were there in their finery to welcome each and every member of the royal family.

			I saw Princess Mary of Orange being helped ashore by a number of her ladies-in-waiting. My Anne was holding the hand of the young Prince William of Orange as he stepped onto English soil for the first time.

			The disembarkation seemed to take forever and it was only when all the important passengers from the Royal Charles were ashore that the rest of us underlings were granted permission to leave the ship… even the king’s scabby dog took priority over me.

			I had seen nothing of my two trunks. I had expected to find them sat on the quayside in Dover waiting for me, but they were nowhere to be seen. Perhaps they would be taken straight to St James’s Palace, or maybe they were lost. But I knew my money was safe, the heavy purses hanging inside my breeches reminding me of the last time I had a money bag hanging from my belt… I was swimming for my life from a burning ship in Jersey.

			By the time I stepped ashore, most of the Royals and Lords had already left Dover. I assumed already well on their way to London or some other place. It could have been anywhere but nobody had thought it necessary to tell me anything.

			All the exiles who had assembled in The Hague and other towns along the coast of Holland and France were gathering on the dockside… many being met by loved ones with carriages and horses, others hurriedly making for the taverns and hostelries or looking for accommodation.

			My life was at a crossroads, and I was soon to be faced with new exciting challenges, and a quick lesson about the real world of business and politics. But at that moment in time, as I stood alone and miserable on the dockside in Dover, if I could have returned to The Hague I would have done.

			It was only when I saw the friendly face of James, Duke of York, striding towards me and smiling that I felt somewhat relieved. ‘My Lord,’ said I.

			But before I had time to question him, he took hold of my arm and guided me through the throngs of cheering people towards a waiting coach.

			‘Thank God I have found you,’ he said, ‘come along Toby we will have to sit up front with the driver. The inside of the coach is full of women.’

			‘Is one of them your wife my Lord?’

			‘Oh, you heard about her then? Yes she is in there with her family, I’ll introduce you later.’

			He indicated that I should climb up first, he then leapt up beside me. The driver cracked his whip and the horses moved forward with a jerk… we had started our journey heading west out of Dover.

			‘Where are we going?’

			‘To London, but with an overnight stop in Chatham.’

			‘Have you any idea where my luggage might be? I have seen nothing of my two trunks since boarding in Breda. I’m not too worried about clothing but my books and journal are important to me,’ I said.

			‘All the baggage is following on. As long as you labelled everything correctly it will get to London. Probably before we do.’

			I wondered why we had not sailed all the way to London, surely I thought it would make more sense to make the journey home in one trip rather than break it into two. I wanted to question the logic, but thought better of it.

			‘What did you do with that magnificent horse… did you sell him?’ asked James.

			‘I have left him in the care of my friends in The Hague my Lord, just in case I decide to return.’

			‘You won’t be going back for a while Toby, you will be working for me. And when we are alone together I would prefer to be called James… leave all formalities for official occasions.’

			‘As you wish James,’ I replied with a smile.

			I had seen very little of James over the last eight years, him living mostly with his mother in France and me in The Hague. But whenever we did meet he was always cordial and friendly towards me, perhaps because there was not a lot of difference in our ages, him being less than five years older than me.

			The only possible area where a problem could occur between us was on the question of religion, his preference being towards Catholicism. A preference which is not surprising having been so forcefully influenced by his mother.

			Although I thought we had little in common, he was always extremely friendly towards me, and I will never be able to thank him enough for choosing Gladiator.

			‘Oh Toby, I almost forgot to tell you,’ said James. ‘Thomas Hudson asked me to apologise for not meeting you himself. As you can imagine with him being instrumental in the planning of the restoration, he’s been very busy, and has not the time for the likes of you and I.’

			Including himself made me feel a little better, at least I was not the only one left out of the party.

			‘He’s being hosted by Sir Edward Montagu, the MP for Huntingdonshire. Now where was I? I am sure there is something important I had to tell you?’

			‘You said something about me working for you?’

			‘Oh yes. You will be working for me… well I hope you will. But first I had better fill you in on some of the background, I think you will find it unbelievable but it’s true.

			‘When I was just three years old I was appointed Lord High Admiral of the Royal Navy.’ He shook his head and sniggered as if in disbelief. ‘Can you imagine that Toby? A child of three being appointed Lord High Admiral. Of course it was initially an honorary position but now I am expected to take up the job properly, and as you can imagine it’s a massive undertaking, especially for someone who knows so little about the Royal Navy and its workings. The budget alone is enormous and by far the biggest and the most costly item to the treasury. We have hundreds of ships, perhaps thousands scattered around the country, and they all have to be maintained and manned. There is also a large civilian team of administrators most of whom are based in London. That is where you come into the equation, I want you as part of my team.’

			‘In what capacity?’

			He laughed. ‘At the moment I don’t even know what I will be doing… but I can give you a rough idea of what is expected of me, and a little about the history.

			‘The position of Lord High Admiral of the United Kingdom began over a hundred years ago by Henry VIII. He created the position to oversee the running of the Royal Navy. What we have at the moment is a council which was appointed by Cromwell. That of course may have to be changed, I want to be sure we have the right people in the top jobs and perhaps appoint some new ones. That is where you come in. I want someone who I can trust, someone I can rely on to give me an honest assessment, not only of the men under my command but also the quality of equipment, the excellence of the maintenance in the Royal Dockyards at Deptford, Portsmouth and Chatham, the ships, the harbours and the provisions provided by local tradesmen or their agents.’

			‘Is that all?’ I asked, trying to sound sarcastic.

			‘Not quite, I need to know if our warehouses are properly stocked as they should be. And finally I would like an appraisal of the castles along our coast, and your judgement as to whether they are capable of defending our nation.’

			‘But is that not the job of the Royal Ordnance Board?’

			‘It is, and I am sure they are very capable, but I need someone who is completely impartial and unbiased. I need my own man, and that man is you.’

			‘You mean a spy?’

			‘I prefer to call it an overseer or supervisor.’

			‘But why me?’

			‘Because I know you to be a man of integrity, because you are honest and reliable, and because you have the intelligence to carry out the job.’

			‘Intelligence?’ I asked sounding surprised.

			‘According to Thomas Hudson, you are the most intelligent person he has ever taught… and that includes me and all my siblings.’

			I was astonished and rather proud to hear that Thomas had spoken so highly of me in that way. I had always enjoyed my studies and still had a thirst for knowledge, but he had never said much more than ‘satisfactory’ when checking my work.

			‘Very well James. You have your man,’ I said. ‘But if I am as good as you say I am. Will I be paid accordingly?’

			‘I was thinking perhaps an annual salary of £30, plus expenses, but it’s only conjecture at the moment. It all has to be cleared by the treasury. Do you think that the sort of remuneration would be acceptable to you?’

			‘That’s more than I earned as a stable hand, so yes it would be acceptable. But while I am doing all the work, what will you be doing?’ I joked.

			He laughed and slapped me on the back, almost knocking me off the seat.

			‘I will be appointing an Admiral, a Vice Admiral, a Commodore, Captains and Lieutenants along with other duties. How do you fancy being a captain in the Royal Navy Toby?’

			‘I might have considered Admiral James, but certainly not a lowly captain. Now tell me more about the council you are setting up.’

			‘Before the war the Naval and Ordnance Boards had their headquarters in the Tower of London. I believe they are about to move into new premises on Seething Lane but I see no reason why I should not retain at least one office in the Tower, it may come in very useful in the future. I have a document somewhere which will explain it all better than I can. I’ll try to find it when we get to Chatham.’

			‘I used to live in Black Friars which is not too far from the Tower, I know the area well.’

			‘I know you do Toby… it’s also close to where you saved my brother’s life, for which I am eternally grateful because had you not saved him, I would now be King James II. A position I do not relish… not for the moment anyway.’

			Some of the roads through the Kent countryside were in a terrible condition, and I thought we were lucky not to have broken a wheel when we dropped into a deep hole. The coach bounced from side to side and the female passengers inside screamed. The coach driver stopped to check for damage which became an opportunity for all his passengers to relieve themselves… all disappeared into the trees in different directions.

			James’s new father-in-law Sir Edward Hyde was the last out of the coach, he looked at me and smiled, and then as soon as all the women had returned to their seats, we took our turn in the woods.

			Satisfied there was no serious damage to his coach, the driver cracked his whip and we continued on our way… at a somewhat slower pace.

			‘We can’t be too far from Chatham, keep hold of your hat.’

			‘Why are we actually going to Chatham? And where will I be living when we get back to London?’

			‘I imagine you will want your old room at St James’s Palace, but if that is not to your liking you can live anywhere you choose, just so long as it is in London.’

			‘St James’s Palace is just fine, I love it there, but what about you, where will you be living?’

			‘For the time being I will be in my old rooms at St James’s Palace with my family, but we may not be staying there. I’ll introduce you to Anne when we get to Chatham.’

			‘What about her family, Lord and Lady Hyde, will they be living with you?’

			He took a sideways look at me and sneered, ‘Certainly not. They will be going back to their home in Wiltshire. Her father was not too pleased about our dalliance, it was only when she became pregnant that he reluctantly accepted me into his family.’

			‘I would have thought you were a good catch for his daughter… he should proud to have a duke for a son-in-law.’

			‘Under different circumstances maybe, but he sees it differently.’

			We were now approaching the outskirts of Chatham, having passed through most of the Kent countryside. It was indeed a joy to see so many peasants in the fields, stopping their work to wave and shout good wishes as we passed by. The weather too was kind with only the slightest whisper of white cloud floating across an otherwise clear sky. One time we passed through an avenue of trees where the blossom floated down on us like snow. In the hedgerow the birds were busy foraging for nesting material. The first signs of summer seemingly welcoming us back to our homeland.

			We passed Upnor Castle mid-afternoon and stopped at Hill House, a grand Manor House close to the Parish Church of St Mary in Chatham.

			James and I walked into the House, leaving his new extended family and the footmen sorting out what luggage they needed for an overnight stop.

			‘I will introduce you to my wife and her parents when they come in,’ he said, ‘we’ll have some nourishment and then I would like you and I to take a walk back to the castle.’

			‘I would like that too,’ I said, trying not to sound too eager.

			I had never seen James’s wife before, but my Anne had told me lots about her. She said she was pretty and flirty with all men, but when she met James for the first time she decided there and then that he was the one she would marry.

			She shared the same Christian name as my Anne, and they were about the same age, so I couldn’t wait to see if she really was as pretty as my Anne had described her. When I did see her… I decided that she was not.

			After sorting out our different rooms I explored the house and found a small library where I settled down in a quiet corner to read from a book of poems.

			James was holding the hand of his wife when they found me, and as soon as she saw me she stepped away from her husband and while still cradling her baby bump in both hands came to me. Her cheeks were rosy and her bosom large but she still looked attractive and had a lovely smile. Touching my arm she whispered, ‘I know all about you Toby.’

			‘And I you my Lady,’ I said returning her smile.

			She didn’t offer me her hand which pleased me because I wouldn’t have known whether to kiss it or shake it. Leaning a little closer she whispered quietly, ‘Your Anne said to tell you she will be living at Westminster Palace.’

			‘Thank you my Lady, I hope you will be very happy, James is a good man.’

			‘I know he is, and I would like you to call me Anne.’

			‘What are you two whispering about?’ asked James as he came to us.

			‘You of course my dear,’ she said kissing him on the cheek.

			They were obviously very much in love by the tactile way they reacted to each other, kissing and touching each other in public which was considered shameful in royal circles and among the aristocracy.

			We had a meal of cold ham with vegetables followed by fruit and coffee, but James and I were of the same mind, both eager to explore Upnor Castle. We hurried our food and made a rather feeble excuse to leave, stating business as the reason for our rudeness. It wasn’t far to the castle, but we took the coach rather than walk to save a little time.

			‘Queen Elizabeth built this castle to protect our fleet in Chatham,’ James said. ‘As you can see it’s positioned ideally at a dog-leg in the Medway, so if there was ever an invasion, they could fire their guns in two directions at the same time. When Cromwell died the good men of Chatham dockyard took the castle in the king’s name. Impressive don’t you think Toby?’

			‘If a bunch of dock workers could take the castle so easily… an invading Dutch army would have no problem.’

			‘Good point Toby, you can put that in your report if ever you get round to inspecting this place properly.’

			‘And these cannons,’ I said. ‘Is this all there are?’ He looked slightly perplexed at my question. ‘Because in a battle with an invading navy, it would be akin to a pea shooter defending against an armed warrior. Our ship Royal Charles carries more armoury than Upnor Castle.’

			‘The cannons here are much bigger, but I take your point, so you can put all that in your report also.’

			The following morning as we left Hill House, James handed me the documentation on the Naval Ordnance Board. The papers spelled out in detail their aims and objectives. I used the travelling time to browse through as much as I could, and was soon to realise that his assessment of costing and maintaining the National Navy was correct. The Ordnance was much bigger than I had anticipated, and I was beginning to wonder just what I had let myself in for in accepting his job.

			The cost was massive, soaking up a major part of the national budget, and as I read on I found that the Ordnance Board was also the custodians of government lands, depots and forts, including overseas possessions, munitions and equipment… in fact anything related to the defence of the realm. Its headquarters were the Tower of London which was also the main repository for gunpowder. The maintenance for ships located in or near London took place in warehouses and workshops mostly at Deptford and Chatham. But there were similar facilities in Portsmouth and Plymouth.

			A lot to take in but the more I read the greater the challenge and I couldn’t wait to get started.

			***

			We arrived at St James’s Palace around midday where I found Thomas was waiting to greet me.

			‘I am so sorry for deserting you in Dover Toby, but I had no choice,’ he said as we walked together into the palace.

			‘As you know I have been working for months with Lord Montagu and others on the restoration of the monarchy, and when he arrived in Breda with a fleet of ships to take us home, I was the person he asked for. It was my duty to host him and his team. I had no option.’

			‘I quite understand Thomas, but you need not have worried, I am quite capable of looking after myself.’

			‘Did the Duke of York find you?’

			‘I came back with him and his new family. Did you know he is the Lord High Admiral and that he wants me to work for him in accord with the Naval Ordnance Board?’

			‘Yes of course I did. So he offered you a job then?’ said Thomas as he guided me into the library where I was delighted to see my trunk of books, unopened on the floor.

			‘Oh good, I was thinking I would never see these again, have you seen anything of my other chest?’

			‘It’s in your room. I left this one here hoping that you might want to leave your books in the library so others can benefit from them.’

			‘I never thought of that, but it is a good idea. I’ll find a corner somewhere separate from the rest, that way I will be less likely to lose them. But if you don’t mind, I would like to just pop up to my room and unpack.’

			‘Before you go Toby, we must talk.’

			‘I was just thinking the same. I have seen so little of you over the last few months, and I was wondering how you were keeping, and how is your foot these days?’

			‘Never mind about my foot. Sit down.’

			We sat together behind a small desk by the window where the light was good.

			‘There are changes to be made and I want you to be privy to the most important ones,’ he said as he removed his heavy top coat. ‘Firstly, the honours.’

			‘Honours. What honours?’

			‘Honours King Charles is planning to announce to the house this week. The first and most important in my personal opinion is Lord Montagu. He is to be raised to the title Earl of Sandwich, Councillor of State and Treasury Commissioner. He will also be appointed to the Privy Council.

			‘Next is George Monck. He is to become the Duke of Albemarle, Master of the Horse and is to receive the Order of the Garter. And then there is Edward Hyde. He will become the Earl of Clarendon.’

			‘Is that because his daughter is married to the Duke of York?’

			Thomas with just a hint of a smile said, ‘Don’t be so cynical Toby. He has earned his title over the last eight years by being one of Charles’s most hardworking and attentive ministers in exile.’

			‘Then I’m glad for him, and also because I like his daughter, she’s different to the other ladies at court, more like my Anne Huxley don’t you think?’

			Looking slightly disapprovingly at my flippant observation of Hyde, he chose not to reply to the question.

			‘There is one other name you may recollect,’ he said. ‘Do you remember John Craven?’

			‘Of course. He is the Baron of Ryton, we stayed at his Stokesay Castle, his man Jacob Wager saved our lives didn’t he?’

			‘He did, and that might have had some influence in the king’s decision to make him the 1st Earl of Craven.’

			‘I saw him board the Royal Charles at Breda with the king’s Aunty Elizabeth.’

			‘She may be another reason why he has been promoted. But there are many more subjects being raised in rank, you Toby are to become a squire as promised.’

			‘What about you? You deserve a title more than anyone.’

			‘I have been offered an Earldom but have refused.’

			I was not surprised, but slightly sad that all his work would go unrecognised.

			‘Why on earth would you do that?’

			‘You see Toby… I think my work in the Royal Household is coming to an end, I have no pupils to teach and nor do I want any… not anymore. King Charles has a new army of courtiers, many that I have never seen, he also has a completely new household. He no longer needs me and the last thing I want is charity.’

			‘What will you do for money?’

			‘I am far from destitute Toby, and when I do finally choose to leave the Royal Household, I am assured of a generous pension. And the reason I refused a title is because it would not bode well with my plans for my future.’

			‘Have you set a date… will it be soon?’

			‘Not for quite a while… a few years I think. But when the time is right, you will be the first to know.’

			Thomas started to ease himself up out of his chair.

			‘Before you dash off spreading the gospel I need your advice on what to do with these,’ I said as I dropped the two purses of gold coins onto the desk.

			Flopping back down into his chair, he tipped the contents of one of the purses of gold coins out onto the table. ‘Were did you get all this from?’

			‘There’s over thirty coins in total, but they are gold. I was advised to split them into two purses for safety reasons.’

			‘Thirty gold coins amounts to a considerable sum of money,’ he said turning one over in his hand. ‘Judging by the weight, I would estimate them to be worth about forty shilling each…  that’s over sixty pounds in total… where did they all come from?’

			‘From wages, gratuities and some back pay owed for previous work… but mostly from stud fees.’

			‘Cash can always be stolen, I think the safest thing you can do is to invest it, but until you find a sound investment you should break it down into smaller amounts and hide it.’

			‘I would like to give half to Veronica and the other half to you if you will take it. Spend it or hide it I don’t care. At the moment I have no need for a lot of money, it’s just a worry. Thanks to you I now have a proper well paid job working for my Lord, Duke of York.’

			‘I think it is good that you want to give half to Veronica, though I doubt she will take it, nor do I think she needs it. Veronica is a shrewd and astute business woman, and I have no doubt that she, like me, will have made provision for her own future. I would be very surprised if she had not saved and invested her money wisely. Which is what we should do with this. However, until we find a home for your coins, I will agree to look after them. I will be the custodian of your treasure until you find a proper use for them, are you happy with that?’

			‘I could not think of a more trustworthy financier.’

			‘Good. Now Toby, what are your plans for the rest of the day?’

			‘I thought I might go to Westminster Palace and see if I can find Anne.’

			‘Princess Mary has rooms at Westminster but do be a little sensitive, Charles may be there with his mother and the rest of the family.’

			‘Is that where King Charles is planning to live?’

			‘I’m not sure… he was talking about Windsor or Hampton Court Palace.’

			***

			It took me quite a while to find Princess Mary’s quarters, walking through many corridors and rooms I was not familiar with. On two occasions I lost my way completely. When I did finally find Anne she was sat with some of Princess Mary’s other ladies, working on what looked like a lace shawl.

			I thought she looked a little sad but perhaps she was just concentrating on her work, because when she saw me she smiled, stood up and dropping her needle work onto a side table came into my arms. We kissed, unconcerned that her friends were giggling and talking about us in the background.

			‘Take no notice of them,’ called Mary. ‘Why don’t you take Toby into the garden Anne, these silly girls are just jealous.’

			Anne stuck her tongue out at her friends as we passed them by. We then walked slowly hand in hand out of the palace and into the garden. We walked along a tree-lined footpath by the river to a bench beside a sweet smelling lilac bush. Still holding hands we sat silently watching the river meandering on its inexorable journey to the sea. We watched the wherries hurrying to and fro across the river, ferrying passengers or merchandise, and the larger fishing barges bringing their catch to market followed by screeching seagulls.

			‘Have you thought anymore about us returning to The Hague and getting married Toby?’

			‘I have thought of nothing else, but things have changed dramatically for me, I have an exciting new job. How about you?’

			‘I can’t leave my mistress just yet, she is unwell and needs me even more now that Anne Hyde has gone. Very soon her son William will be returning to the University of Leiden, and Mary fears she may never see him again.’

			‘I’m sure he will return to see his mother at Christmas, and she still has the rest of her family here with her.’

			‘Her mother is already talking of returning to Paris for Christmas,’ said Anne, rubbing the tears from her eyes, ‘and if she does no doubt she will take her little sister Henrietta Maria back with her. So I have to agree with you that for the time being we should stick to our original plan, and wait until things have settled down before thinking about eloping. But I am definitely going to tell my father, and if he doesn’t like it then that’s just too bad, I am old enough to make up my own mind. Now tell me about your job.’

			‘You’re going to tell your father?’

			‘I am going to tell him that I intend to marry you one day… come what may. Now tell me about your job.’

			‘I don’t know too much about it yet, only that I will be working with someone called Sir William Batten. He is apparently the Surveyor of Ships. But it is James, Duke of York, that I have to report to… he is my boss. That’s all I know for the moment, other than that I may be working out of an office in the Tower, and that my job may involve quite a lot of travelling.’

			‘Travelling to where?’

			‘Portsmouth and Chatham docks for sure, but there may be others.’

			Anne looked at me, and then down at her lap, thinking and fidgeting with a loose strand of cotton from her dress. I put my arm around her shoulders and she rested her head on mine, we both content and happy just being together, each lost in our own thoughts.

			‘Is there any way we could meet on a regular basis… somewhere we could be on our own?’ she asked.

			‘I have money, so I could rent a place somewhere, perhaps even buy one, but for now I think we should wait to see what happens, we will know soon enough what to do when things settle down. Who knows, your father may even decide that he likes me, I think your mother does.’

			I snapped a lilac flower head off the bush and handed it to her, she inhaled its perfume and laid it on the bench by her side.

			‘I’m sorry I missed seeing you on your birthday in May Toby, but I was thinking about you I promise.’

			‘And I missed yours too, and yet here we are, still together after ten years, both now twenty-two years old and still unmarried.’

			‘But we are promised to each other, and I know it will happen one day,’ she said.

			We stayed there beneath the lilac bush talking and watching the river for almost two hours, until I noticed she was shivering. I then put my coat around her and we walked slowly back to Princess Mary’s quarters.

			‘I think I should kiss you here before we go in,’ I said.

			‘No. I want to make them all jealous, we will kiss in front of them all.’

			***

			I returned to St James’s Palace after my spell in Westminster gardens with Anne to be told that the Duke of York was waiting for me in his office. I found him talking to two well-dressed gentlemen in long coats, smart shoes and white silk hose. When I entered the office he ended the conversation, they shook hands and then left, acknowledging me with a friendly nod as they went on their way.

			‘Toby. On Monday morning I want you to make your way to Seething Lane, it’s near the Tower.’

			‘I know where it is sir.’

			‘Good. I want you to find the office of Sir William Batten. Introduce yourself as my administrator, he will be expecting you. He’s going to Chatham for a few days and I want you to go with him. Learn from him and find out exactly just what a Surveyor of Ships does, and then report back to me.’

			‘Administrator?’ I asked.

			‘Overseer might be a better title, but I don’t want him to think you are there to spy on him.’

			‘Which is exactly what I will be doing. Now tell me just what is it I will be overseeing?’

			He smiled sideways at me. ‘Just be a little discreet. Batten is going to take an inventory of essential equipment, everything from gun carriages to cannonballs and all things in-between, including gunpowder… especially gunpowder. Eventually I want the same done for every ship in the Royal Navy, but I doubt even you could do that in a day,’ he joked. ‘You will be starting at Chatham which is a place you are familiar with, and while you are there, if you can find the time… do a proper check of Upnor Castle.’

			I was excited at the challenge facing me and couldn’t wait to get started. And with Seething Lane being not much more than a mile from Fleet Alley, I could kill two birds with one stone and visit Veronica on the way home.

			I travelled by water fairly early on Monday morning, arriving at Tower Wharf at around nine o’clock. I found Batten’s office, knocked and entered.

			There was a couple of clerks behind desks already working, scribbling in ledgers, also a woman sweeping the floor.

			‘Is Sir William in?’ I enquired.

			‘He usually comes in at about nine-thirty sir,’ said one of the clerks, ‘would you like to wait?’

			I sat in a corner thinking about the job and hoping it was a proper one, and not just a job created for my benefit. However, I need not have worried, at the end of a few days working and observing, I realised it was indeed good and important work… work that was endless… a job for life if I could stick to it. I also thought it was too big a task for just one person.

			At exactly nine-thirty Sir William Batten came bursting into his office like a whirlwind.

			‘Ah… you must be the duke’s man.’

			‘Yes sir,’ I said, ‘I am looking forward to working with you Sir William.’

			‘Splendid… come through to my office.’

			For the next hour he talked. But not about the job in hand, or what was expected of me, he talked about himself, about his adventures as a captain of a whaler in the Arctic, his time in the Royal Navy and his skirmishes with Dutch privateers in the North Sea. It all sounded amazing but I wanted to know why I had been ordered here in the first place. He then changed the subject and talked about his governmental duties as a Member of Parliament for Rochester… referring to parliament as the mad house.

			I knew he was a family man with a wife and children. I estimated that he was probably in his fifties… and there was no question that he was prosperous and influential.

			He was large in stature with an untidy beard covering the lower part of his face, he had a large belly which hung over his belt and he was certainly a jovial and cheerful chap to his friends, but probably not so to his employees.

			‘Ever been to sea Toby?’

			‘A few times sir.’

			‘Ever been to Chatham?’

			‘I stayed there overnight at Hill House with the Duke of York when we came home to England just last month sir.’

			‘Well you will be going there again the day after tomorrow, are you all right with that?’

			‘Certainly sir, I look forward to the experience.’

			‘Good. We will travel by carriage so I will expect you to be here early on Wednesday morning. Now I will tell you what is expected of you. Your job is to assist me and then report back to the duke. I want you to tell him just how hard I work, and that whatever he pays me is not enough.’

			He then laughed out loud… a booming loud laugh that I imagine could be heard down the street in the Tower.

			He then handed me a document containing lists of items. I glanced briefly through them and found them to be comprehensive and wide-ranging. Things I didn’t expect to see such as victuals for the galleys and relatively small items like rope, hemp and tar. But also larger more important items such as masts, sails, cannons, gun carriages, cannonballs and gunpowder. The main storage units for gunpowder are the Tower of London and a secure warehouse in Portsmouth.

			‘You can leave the gunpowder to me,’ he suggested.

			I wondered why so I decided, where possible, I would take a special interest in the gunpowder.

			He ordered one of his assistants to make coffee, and then spent more time talking about his adventures.

			Eventually he seemed to become bored with talking, and I was able to leave his office clutching reams of documents… promising as I left to be on time on Wednesday morning.

			I would have liked to have walked to Fleet Alley, but as I was loaded up with Sir William’s papers, and still carrying a purse of gold coins, I decided to take a carriage.

			I was anxious to get back to St James’s Palace to study Sir William’s papers properly, and if possible to find some time to visit Anne at Westminster Palace. But my priority at that time was to see Veronica. I had not been to Fleet Alley since returning home to England and was feeling guilty for not going there sooner.

			It’s not often that customers use a carriage when visiting a brothel, so when mine stopped outside Madam Veronica’s house on Fleet Alley, not surprisingly there was a certain amount of interest… especially when I jumped out leaving the driver waiting outside.

			There were tears of course and lots of hugging from Veronica. Even George seemed pleased to see me, easing himself out of his chair to slap me on the back and shake my hand.

			There were only four of Veronica’s girls in the parlour and I could only recognise two of them, Christina and Helen. They were now older, no longer girls but beautiful young women.

			‘Where is Elizabeth?’ I asked.

			‘She is with a friend canvassing for business outside the Exchange.’

			‘Tell her I’m sorry to have missed her, and that I will come back again soon.’

			‘Come into the back room,’ said Veronica, ‘I want you for myself for a while… I have so much to ask you.’

			She sat me down, looked me straight in the eyes and took hold of my hands.

			‘Now tell me Toby, what you have been up to?’

			I told her I was now a squire but a squire with as yet no land or property. I told her about my new job and that I was now working for James, Duke of York. I explained the reason I was here on this side of the city, and that I was now back living at St James’s Palace.

			She asked about my girlfriend and I promised to arrange a meeting… thinking and hoping that it would be possible.

			‘I regret having to leave you so soon,’ I said, ‘and I promise to come back, but before I go, I wanted to give you this.’ I handed her the purse containing half my gold coins. ‘Save them or spend them. Just don’t let George see them, he will only want to take them down to the Swan or some other tavern and then you will never see them again.’

			‘Where did you get all this money?’

			‘It’s all legitimate, I earned it.’

			‘I can’t take this from you, why don’t you invest it? Ask Thomas Hudson, he will advise you.’

			‘I already have, and he said the same as you. He also said you would not take the money. But can you not think of it as payment for looking after me when I was orphaned, spend it or save it, at the moment I have no use for it?’

			‘I will never spend it, but I will keep it safe for you until you do find a use for it.’

			Veronica had tears in her eyes as I climbed back onto my waiting carriage, and although I knew they were tears of pride, I could not help feeling wretched for not staying longer, knowing as I did the sacrifices she had made for me over years, loving and cherishing me, raising me as her own. It was at that moment that I made a promise to myself to make more effort in bringing her back into my life.

			***

			Once again I went by water, but this day was much colder than the last, and there was an eerie mist on the river. As I stepped off the wherry at Tower Wharf I shivered, so pulling up the collar of my coat, I set off at a brisk walk to Sir William’s office on Seething Lane, arriving a few minutes before nine o’clock.

			A man in his thirties who I had not seen before handed me a steaming hot mug of coffee.

			‘I am Arthur Crossley,’ he said looking at me and smiling. ‘I think I will be working with you for the next few days.’

			‘And what will Sir William be doing while we are working?’

			‘He likes to take care of the business side of things.’

			It was then Sir William entered the office slamming the door behind him. He was just as loud and flamboyant as ever, but he still managed to acknowledge me with a cheerful, ‘Good morning Master Toby.’

			He then dropped a large leather case on his desk and said, ‘Take care of that for me Arthur.’

			Our coach for Chatham turned out of Seething Lane at 10am with Sir William sitting next to me and Arthur sitting opposite. We crossed over London Bridge and turned left towards Greenwich, and later across country in the direction of Rochester and the Medway.

			Sir William was amusing, keeping us entertained most of the way by talking about his adventures, or telling jokes. But after an hour or so of continuous chatter, his voice became tedious and boring. When he did eventually go quiet it was because he had fallen asleep, breathing heavily at first and then snoring.

			Arthur smiled and began to mimic his boss by puffing out his cheeks and stroking an imaginary beard.

			We arrived at Hill House just after three in the afternoon, Sir William waking with a start.

			‘I must have a piss,’ he announced.

			For the next two days I worked alongside Arthur, taking notice of what he did and what was expected of him. He seemed to be mainly just taking inventories and ticking items off lists, sometimes making notes in the margins. I could see no point in me doing the same, and I did not really think lists were what James wanted from me, and if at any time he did, I could quite easily copy Arthur’s work at a later date, and in half the time.

			I was more concerned on matters I thought would be of interest to my employer, such as the price of manufactured goods, provisions and labour costs, and most importantly, the bottom line cost to the treasury, rather than lists. I was more interested in areas where I thought there were shortages or where improvements could be made… renewals and repairs.

			I enjoyed working with Arthur, helping him count cannonballs, barrels of tar and a host of other inconsequential items. All of which may have been vital in the whole scheme of things, but to me were insignificant and certainly not what would have been of interest to James.

			During our lunch break on the third day, after just completing the check on our fourteenth ship, I apologised to Arthur for leaving him on his own, and set off on foot to Upnor Castle, telling him I had been ordered to prepare a report on the castle for the Duke of York.

			It took me only a few minutes to walk there, and I was pleased to find when I arrived that Captain Woods, the officer in charge, recognised me from my previous visit, and that he was more than happy to escort me round the castle, giving me valuable information that I might otherwise have missed.

			Upnor Castle looked formidable enough commanding a dog-leg in the Medway, but it was obvious to me that its weakness was in its inadequate firepower.

			‘How did a bunch of dock workers manage to capture the castle from armed soldiers?’ I asked Captain Woods.

			He stifled a laugh before answering. ‘It was more like a handover than a takeover. They came over the curtain wall in this corner,’ he said pointing to his left. ‘They used a ladder… we helped them up and made them welcome. When Oliver Cromwell died two years ago, we all expected King Charles to return. And when we were told that he had named his son as protector in his place… I can tell you the whole country was in despair. Everybody thought the new leader to be a fool and parliament no better… we were all desperate for the return of the monarchy and helping the dock workers take over the castle was our small but effective contribution in getting him back.’

			‘What else can you tell me about the castle?’

			‘We are understaffed and low on arms and ammunition. If there was ever a serious attack on this castle, we would not stand a chance.’

			He then took an hour walking around with me, pointing out anything he thought might be of interest.

			‘Thank you Captain Woods, when I make my report to the Duke of York, I will make sure that he is aware of your help.’

			‘Thank you sir. Come again if you are ever in this area.’

			***

			The following Monday I handed James my reports. Upnor Castle being first on top of the pile. I was still not too sure just what he wanted of me, and waited while he read part of the report out loud, repeating word for word just how I had inscribed.

			‘You say the curtain wall is too small and that you think the fault is in the design?’

			‘That’s my assessment sir, it’s not nearly high enough… a determined assailant could quite easily get over the wall using a ladder.’

			‘Queen Elizabeth built the castle and it is too late to complain to her,’ he joked. ‘You go on to say that the castle is undermanned and that there is a shortage of armoury, in particular cannons, cannonballs and gunpowder. That’s a damning report Toby.’

			‘It’s just as I see it sir.’

			‘Well I can put in a few more cannons and increase manpower. But I can do nothing about the curtain wall. But I thank you Toby… this is exactly what I was looking for. Good work.’

			***

			I knew that at some time in the future I would have to return to Chatham. There was so much work there and it was obvious, even to me, that we had only just scratched the surface. But next time I intended to go alone, and by horse, that way I could get there in half the time. After Chatham there was Portsmouth which no doubt would take even longer.

			While Princess Mary was so poorly and my Anne so sad, I decided to work in the docks at Deptford, knowing that I could return home to see her every day.

			Through my position as a courtier in the Royal Household, and also because I was the personal assistant of the Duke of York, I was now well-known in all official buildings and palaces in the city, which meant that whenever I made my way through the passages of Westminster Palace to Princess Mary’s rooms, my presence received little more than a passing glance from the security guards.

			I was pondering on whether or not to ask Anne if she would like to see the execution of Major General Thomas Harrison at Charing Cross. He was a nobleman who had been found guilty of regicide for supporting Cromwell during the civil war, and was to be the first of many due to be hanged, drawn and quartered. Fortunately, I realised in time that it was a stupid idea, and that Anne would take no pleasure in seeing a man murdered just for choosing the wrong side, especially while her mistress Princess Mary was so poorly. However, I did have some news that I knew would please her. Just yesterday on the 22nd of October, her friend Anne Hyde had given birth to a healthy baby boy who was to be called Charles Stuart in respect to the king.

			I found Anne in the same room, sitting in the same chair as she was the last time I called, but this time she was on her own… a closed book on her lap and looking blankly into space, her thoughts on something a million miles away.

			It had been a month since we last met, and I cannot remember how long since we last made love together. I expected her to rush into my arms with a smile on her face as she always does, but this time was different… this time she looked tired and weary. Putting down her book, she eased herself out of the chair and came slowly to me.

			‘Is something wrong my love?’ I asked, ‘are you unwell?’

			As she came into my arms I could see she had been crying, her eyes were red and her cheeks moist from the tears.

			I wrapped my arms round her and kissed her gently on the lips.

			‘I have missed you so much Toby.’

			‘Do you want to go for a walk in the garden?’ I asked.

			‘I can’t leave Mary, she relies on me more than ever just now.’

			‘Is she still unwell?’

			‘She has blisters on her body just like her husband William. We are all worried that she has contracted smallpox just as he did.’

			‘Why are you on your own?’

			‘Most of her ladies have gone to their own homes, all making different excuses for leaving London. But we know it is the fear of catching the disease that is the real reason, there’s only three of us left, and we take turns to sit with Mary.’

			‘It may not be smallpox and even if it is, not everyone dies from the disease.’

			‘We do know it’s smallpox Toby. I think that you must not be aware that her brother Henry, Duke of Gloucester, died of smallpox, here in this building only a month ago, and now my mistress is convinced she’s going to die too… she cries continually for her son who she thinks she will never see again. And I think she may be right.’

			‘She still has her family around her and her mother,’ I said.

			‘Her mother is leaving… going back to France and taking her daughter Maria with her. I think mainly because of the fear of catching smallpox.’

			She looked directly at me, tears in her sad eyes. ‘What is going to become of me if she dies Toby, what shall I do? Being a lady-in-waiting is all I know.’

			‘You will always have me whatever happens,’ I said wiping away her tears and kissing her eyelids.

			I stayed with her for a couple of hours, sitting on a sofa with my arm round her… her head resting on my shoulder, we hardly spoke a word just sat quietly lost in our own thoughts until eventually we were disturbed by one of the other ladies-in-waiting entering the princess’s outer chamber where we were sitting. Anne then left to take her turn to sit with her mistress.

			***

			Although I was a free agent, most of the time I chose to continue working alongside Arthur Crossley, following him to whichever locations he was sent to by Sir William Batten. Arthur checking, counting stock and ticking items off his lists, while I used my time to search out and introduce myself to manufacturers and tradesmen who had recently dealt with the crown. I found that the ships’ masters were generally proud of their vessels, eager to co-operate and answer my questions… the ones who were not so obliging were usually hiding errors, inconsistency or damaged equipment.

			Arthur and I became good friends as well as work colleagues. Sir William Batten rarely came with us these days which pleased me as I was beginning to find his brash authoritarian manner irritating, moreover Arthur and I worked so much better and quicker without him there. I sometimes helped with his lists whenever I thought I could be of use, but that is not what I was paid for, nor what I wanted to be doing. I wanted to focus on the matters I thought would be of interest to my paymaster.

			That was why after two months of reporting to Sir William’s office to find where Arthur would be working I decided to go it alone. I wanted to be able to choose my own agenda and not be influenced by others. I knew that I would still have to continue co-operating with the Surveyor of Ships Sir William Batten, but I could do that by occasionally calling at his office to exchange information with Arthur, who was always willing to help with information and advice, his work always accurate and comprehensive. I would really have liked to have him work for me, but I knew that could never happen, not yet anyway. So we arranged to share information on anything we thought would be beneficial to both Sir William’s department, and also the Duke of York.

			What I wanted to do was concentrate on the tradesmen and contractors who supplied the Royal Navy.

			I was also keen to visit the New Forest in Hampshire where most of the timber for the ships originated. To talk with the carpenters, learn how they seasoned the wood before it came to the shipyards and to check their costings.

			But that would have to wait, a report on the New Forest would take at least a month to complete, much longer if I were to include the ships in Portsmouth. I could be looking at being away for months at a time.

			Many of the contractors and tradesmen supplying the admiralty were right here in the City of London, so that is where I decided to start. I wanted to learn about their businesses, the quality of their supplies and their trustworthiness.

			My first call was a warehouse on Thames Street to check the cost of tar and oil. Then to Sir William Rider who had a government contract to supply hemp, from there I visited a ropeyard at Woolwich to look over several sorts of rope and hemp and while in Woolwich I got the chance to see the way of tarring and making cordage. I wanted to know the amount of rope required for the lines and rigging of every ship in the Royal Navy, though I did think it unlikely that one man could complete such a task in a lifetime. From there to Mr Harris the sailmakers in Deptford, where I learned the difference between types of canvas.

			James was always more interested in reading my reports than working through the list and requests from Sir William’s office. Particularly where urgent repairs, renewals and supplies were necessary.

			While at Deptford I had a mind to view some old pay-books and found a discrepancy in the accounts. This was something I did not expect to find, and something that created a problem I could well do without. Should I speak with Sir William or should I go straight to James? I decided I had no choice. I worked for the Duke of York, so it was my duty to reveal my findings to him, and hope that I would not come to regret it later.

			***

			I had spent an hour going through my reports of the previous week with James who was as usual satisfied with them all, but I had not yet broached the subject of the irregularity in the accounts at Deptford, nor had I told him that I was now working autonomously.

			‘There are a couple of items that I feel I should tell you about.’

			He pushed the papers on his desk to one side and looked up at me, appearing slightly concerned.

			‘Items I did not include in my reports,’ I said… hesitating for a moment while searching for the right words.

			‘Do go on Toby.’

			‘While checking through some old pay-books at Deptford, I found that some commanders did not appear to have received payment for rigging time… contrary to what was in Sir William’s report only a few weeks earlier.’

			‘It is probably a booking error but I will check it out with him later. Is that all?’

			‘No sir… I am fairly sure that Sir William is receiving money for favours.’

			‘Do you have proof?’

			‘Nothing that would stand up in a court of law. I once heard him tell a tradesman that it was not his job as Surveyor of Ships that made him rich, but the opportunities while doing his job. The tradesman then handed him a purse and he looked mighty furtive as he dropped it into his pocket. The thing is he noticed me watching him.’

			‘I will have to give the matter some serious thought. Sir William is a powerful man and not one I would care to cross, but I thank you for bringing this information to my attention, you need say no more on the subject, just forget it and carry on doing the same. I fear that this type of duplicity may be commonplace throughout the Royal Navy.’

			‘I think you may be right James. I don’t want you to think I am making excuses, theft is wrong and perpetrators should be punished, but sometimes I think that so long as the work on ships is not being compromised, or that we are not paying inflated prices for inferior stock… then there is nothing wrong with taking the occasional small gratuity. I myself received many coins from customers who used my horse while I was working in the stables at Noordeinde.’

			‘I think that’s a little different Toby, but I will deal with it.’

			‘Sir William’s clerk, a man called Arthur Crossley, has been very helpful to me, and I would like it put on record that I don’t think he had anything to do with Sir William’s dishonesty… if indeed, that is what it was.

			‘There is one other thing sir. I am now working independently, I will still be liaising with Sir William’s office to check and exchange information, I just need your blessing to work to my own agenda, and not be tied to Sir William’s.’

			‘I think that shows initiative Toby, and I can think of no reason why you should not continue to work alone. But if you are travelling out of the city, and intend to stay away for any length of time… report to the local Harbour Master, just in case I need to contact you… and always take a couple of the King’s Own Cavalry with you.’

			‘I do weapon training with the King’s Cavalry every Monday morning on the Tower courtyard. I have made good friends of some of them… could I choose my own guards?’

			‘Just as long as you clear it with their commander. There is one other thing you will need,’ said James. ‘A scroll of entitlement, stamped with the royal seal, I will see to that right away.’

			***

			There were no Christmas celebrations in the Royal Household in this year. The King’s brother Henry, Duke of Gloucester, died in September at just twenty years old, and then he was followed on Christmas Eve by his sister, Princess Mary of Orange, and both of smallpox.

			I saw Anne briefly just once before she was collected by her father, and taken back to her family home in Lewes. Of course I was sad that she was gone, and that I knew not when I would see her again, but I was also relieved that she was now not living so close to that dreadful disease.

			I received regular letters from her, to which I hastily replied, always being careful with my words, knowing that my letters would most likely be censored by her father before reaching her.

			Anne’s father had given up trying to find a husband for his only daughter, but had not yet totally been able to accept me as an appropriate suitor.

			Our plans to elope to Holland had not been completely abandoned, but both our lives had changed so dramatically over the past months, it was now impossible to leave England without letting down so many people.

			Richard Leeson had still not been found and it seemed that I had now made another enemy in Sir William Batten, Arthur Crossley telling me that Sir William blamed me for receiving a strongly worded letter from the Duke of York on the subject of receiving money for favours. Sir William was not singled out personally, the same document being sent to all departments.

			Of course I didn’t expect any physical abuse from Sir William, he hardly spoke to me now… but with Leeson still on the loose I was glad that I had kept up with my weapon training every Monday morning wherever possible.

			The Coronation of King Charles II

			April, 1661

			With Christmas and New Year now out of the way, all the talk was about the King’s Coronation on the 23rd of April. But dark clouds of despair were still hanging over the royal family. The King losing two siblings within the space of three months hit him and his brother James badly. Mary’s death was not good for me either. With Anne now living with her family in Lewes, there was an empty space in my life too. I felt miserable, depressed and unable to concentrate. So I decided the only thing to do was to throw myself into my work. I enjoyed working on my own and relished the challenge and responsibility.

			I was in constant contact with James, Duke of York, but saw hardly anything of the King these days, and not too much of Thomas. But one day in February on returning home after a long day at Deptford I found him waiting for me.

			‘We must talk about the King’s Coronation Toby, it’s only two months away and you will need some new clothes and a sword.’

			‘I still have my old sword, but I rarely carry it these days, though I do still carry a knife. It was Paul Cullum who insisted I carry one, and now I would feel quite naked without it.’

			‘I didn’t know that. Where do you hide it?’

			‘I used to keep it in my hose, but that was not very comfortable. That is why I changed to wearing long breeches and these narrow knee-length boots turned down at the top. Don’t you like them?’ I asked as I removed the knife from its sheath in my right boot.

			‘They’re all right for everyday wear, but you will need something smarter for the coronation.’

			‘What is wrong with what I am wearing now?’ I asked as I replaced the knife back into its hiding place. ‘I like to wear a long sleeved white shirt with deep cuffs and I like my breeches to be made of the same material as my coat.’

			‘What about a hat?’ he asked.

			‘I rarely wear a hat, in fact I don’t think I have one.’

			‘As one of the King’s squires, you will be part of the pageant through the streets of London on the 22nd, and on Coronation Day, you may be given chores in the Abbey and later in the banquet hall.’

			‘I didn’t know that. Will you be walking with me?’

			‘Of course not… I am too old and too lazy… you know that.’

			‘Then what do you suggest I wear, and will you at least help me to choose?’

			‘Of course I will. I couldn’t possibly trust you to go on your own. You will need two outfits, one for the pageant, and another for the ceremony. I think for the ceremony… a three quarter length coat in gold or crimson velvet with a white lace collar. I think an outfit like that would suit you, and perhaps with short sleeves so that you can show the cuffs of your blouse. Also for this occasion you should go back to knee-length breeches, white hose and some new shoes, either with a bow to match your coat or a large buckle.’

			‘This does not sound at all like me… could I not just hide away for the day?’

			‘No you could not. Now your hat. I suggest a wide brimmed hat with a white feather.’

			‘Are you sure I will be going in the Abbey, because I don’t think I should wear a hat in there.’

			‘You will be going into the Abbey, and I know this for certain because you will be sitting with me. But if I get my way, our seats will be as far away from the ceremony as possible… and most of the time you will not be wearing your hat, you will be carrying it. When you walk through London on the eve of the coronation, you will be carrying your hat the whole time.’

			‘What is the sense in that?’ I asked. ‘And what about my sword?’

			Thomas laughed and I laughed with him.

			‘It doesn’t have to make sense Toby, it’s protocol, it’s etiquette, it’s part of our heritage… go with it and enjoy the moment. Now for the procession. There will be no weapons in the Abbey on the day of the coronation, but you will have to wear one on the parade through the streets of the city.’

			‘Will the one outfit not do for both days?’

			‘Certainly not, but we can choose something for your walk once we know what the King’s other squires are likely to be wearing. My tailor may be able to help us with that. Now when do you have some free time?’

			‘Mondays. I do weapon training in the morning and bookwork in the afternoon.’

			‘Monday it is then, I will meet you here at midday.’

			***

			The following Monday Thomas took me to his tailor. He did all the talking… my complaints and protests amounting to nothing, they did not even ask for my opinion, it was almost as if I wasn’t even there. The only small concession they allowed me was that instead of a bright crimson coloured velvet coat, they let me choose a deep plum-red colour.

			A week later we were back at the tailors to collect my new clothes, and I have to confess I was not expecting to look as good as I did… but to say so would have made me sound arrogant and perhaps a little conceited.

			‘Stylish and fashionable I would say,’ said the tailor. ‘Quite so,’ said Thomas with a gratifying smile on his face. I nodded in agreement.

			They then turned their attention to my outfit for the pageant.

			‘The King’s squires will all be similarly dressed, and I just happen to have one here waiting to be collected,’ said the tailor producing the outfit from his workroom.

			My immediate thought was that it did look smart, but was far too gaudy to wear while walking through the streets of a smelly city.

			‘As you can see gentlemen,’ said the tailor as he held up the outfit, ‘the costume consists of a medium-length velvet coat in gold with short sleeves trimmed with red and black ribbon. The sleeves are short so as to expose the lace cuffs of your white vest, the matching knee-length skirt is the same colour as the coat, and as you can see there is a wide loose white collar to cover the neck.’

			‘What about my feet, will I be allowed boots?’

			‘For the pageant… yes. Short boots with white lace turnovers and a black and gold bow is what the gentleman will be wearing on their feet.’

			It all sounded too ornate for my liking but I thought better than to object.

			‘We will go with that,’ said Thomas. ‘That just leaves the hat.’

			‘Can I not use the same one for both days?’

			‘I suppose you could, but you would have to change the feathers. Short red and black ones to match your outfit for the pageant, and long white ones for the ceremony I think would be appropriate.’

			‘Good, I don’t really want two hats,’ I said, ‘I will probably only wear it the once anyway.’

			‘Nonsense Toby, just wait until Anne Huxley sees you in the outfit.’

			‘Will she be there?’

			‘Her father will be, so I imagine his wife and daughter will be there also.’

			***

			I would have liked Veronica to see me in my new clothes but that would have to wait, I was anxious to get everything on hangers before it all got too creased.

			We took a carriage directly back to St James’s Palace and celebrated my purchases with a glass of claret.

			‘I wonder what Veronica would think about me spending so much money on clothes? I think I will just try them on one more time.’

			‘Vanity is not a good feature in a man Toby… but I would like to take another look at you dressed in your finery.’

			With my new clothes all put away on hangers, we sat down and indulged ourselves with a second glass of wine.

			‘Now I must explain the procedures… and let us just pray the weather is kind, especially on the day of the pageant,’ said Thomas as he opened a street map of the route through the city… spreading it out on the table and pulling up a chair for me to sit by his side.

			‘The procession will begin here at the Tower,’ he poked the map with his finger, ‘and that is where you will assemble early on the morning of the 22nd of April. You will be walking in front of King Charles along with his other squires and courtiers, you will probably know most of them though he does seem to have collected a few new ones recently.

			‘That scabbard,’ he said pointing to my sword, ‘it won’t do. You will have to buy a new one.’

			‘I hope you are kidding me.’

			‘No I am not, it should match your coat so you will have to buy a gold coloured ornamental one.’

			I shook my head in disbelief but Thomas just ignored me.

			‘You will carry a lance, vertical in your right hand, and your hat in your left, only the king and the Noble Lords will wear hats during the procession which is scheduled to start at midday.

			‘Lord Monck’s army will have already assembled outside the castle on the lawns each side of the Minories, some will lead the procession and the rest will join at the rear behind all the official guests… the Lords and their followers.

			‘At midday the King’s Own Cavalry Guards will lead you out through the doors, under the portcullis, and over the moat, you along with his other squires will walk just in front of the king who will be followed by Lord Monck… who as you know is now master of the king’s horse… he will be leading a spare charger for the king. Then James, Duke of York, will be behind Monck and then the remainder of the King’s Guards. The rest will follow in order. Foreign guests first followed by Noble Lords on horseback each with their own personal courtiers. Then finally the rest of Monck’s soldiers joining at the back.

			‘The route the procession will take will be along Tower Street, Canning Street and Watling Street and into St Paul’s Square,’ he said poking his finger at the map. ‘From there you will walk down Ludgate Hill to Fleet Street, the Strand and round Charing Cross to Whitehall Palace. That is where I will be waiting to meet you. But now we must go to the armour and choose your ceremonial sword and scabbard. Any questions?’

			I had by now given up arguing with him, so I just asked, ‘Why will you not be in the procession?’

			‘You may agree that I am lazy, and you would probably be right. But I think it easier for me to say that my days serving the Royal Stuarts are numbered, younger more energetic men are taking my place and I am gradually winding down to retirement. On the day of the pageant, and also the following day at the coronation, I will be hoping to keep a low profile ’

			‘But you are not even near to being sixty years old,’ I said. ‘Are you being pushed out?’

			‘Certainly not. Remember Toby, I came into the Royal Household as a tutor thirty years ago, and I have no wish to continue with the next generation of Royal Stuart children. I was offered a peerage but turned it down because I have plans for the future, and those plans do not include me sitting in the House of Lords listening to a bunch of old men with over-inflated egos discharging hot air.’

			‘These plans… am I to be privy to them?’

			‘Not all… but what I will tell you for certain is that you will always be a part of my life. The rest, even I am not sure about.’

			‘Do your plans include the church… because I think that is where you are most contented?’

			‘How perceptive of you Toby. Yes, I would like to use my latter years serving the good Lord.’

			‘Have you ever considered marriage?’

			‘Many times, but always to women who were already married.’

			‘What will you do for money if you retire?’

			He laughed, surprised I think by my question.

			‘I have been promised a generous pension, and I do have savings.’

			‘Good, and you know you can always use my gold coins, I have no need for them… not yet anyway.’

			‘Thank you, but your money purse is safely hidden, and will not be touched until you need it.’

			***

			Anne’s next letter confirmed that she would be with her parents at the ceremony in April… but even better news was that her father had agreed to let us meet. His only condition being that Anne was to be chaperoned by her mother.

			We were to meet in the gardens of Westminster Hall after the banquet. I wondered if this meant that Sir William was finally coming round to the fact that Anne would never consent to marry anyone but me, and that if he continued to exclude me from her life, one day he could lose her completely. Judging by the tone of her last letter, he seemed to have already given up any idea of forcing her into a marriage not of her choosing. I could only hope and pray.

			***

			Finally the eve of the coronation was upon us. The whole of London town was decked in bunting with flags and carpets hanging from every window. Gravel had been scattered along the route to protect the horses and barriers had been placed at strategic places to keep back the crowds.

			Early on the morning of Monday April 22nd all those invited to walk with the King through the streets of London began to assemble on the manicured lawns in the grounds of the Tower. I took my place alongside the King’s other squires… I knew them all, a few very well who were good friends, but there were others who chose not to be seen socialising with me, and would never accept me as one of their own as they all came from wealthy noble families that were aware of my past.

			At midday, trumpets announced the start of the procession. The King’s Own Cavalry Guard were the first to pass through the Tower doors, under the portcullis, over the moat towards the Minories where thousands of Monck’s soldiers had been waiting for hours, lined up six abreast dressed in the new livery of King Charles II. There were thousands in all, some to lead the procession and others to join at the rear.

			Charles resplendent on a white charger was wearing a magnificently embroidered golden cloak and a tall wide brimmed hat with brown feathers… he looked superlative, his horse also in matching gold with its mane decorated with silk ribbons and a light-brown horse blanket streaked with gold filigree.

			Lord Monck who as master of the horse was behind the King riding a small palfrey, and just as Thomas had told me… he was holding the reins of a spare horse. But what did surprise me the most was that he was the only one out of all the Noble Lords not to be wearing a hat. Like me and the rest of the followers walking in the procession he was without head cover.

			James, Duke of York, came next on an Arabian stallion, which brought back memories of my own beautiful horse back at The Hague. The duke was followed by the Earl of Sandwich sitting astride his favourite Dapple Grey Hunter, his retainers walking ahead and all carrying their hats. Lord Sandwich was the first of at least a hundred Noble Lords to be riding in the pageant.

			The crowds had been kept away from Tower Hill and Watermark Lane but as soon as we entered Tower Street we were met by multitudes of screaming, cheering people. The noise was deafening and that was how it remained for the whole of the four mile procession.

			Women were hanging out of upstairs windows wearing as little as was acceptable without being indecent… many showing as much of their ample breasts as they dared in the hope of attracting the eye of the King. All along the route we were joined by street entertainers: jugglers, fiddlers, tumblers and fools, all adding to the flavour and enjoyment of the day.

			The streets were gravelled all the way to Charing Cross and every building large and small displayed flags. I knew that somewhere along the route Veronica and George would be waiting with their girls, and I really hoped they would see me in my new clothes, but I thought it unlikely. We continued down Tower Street walking at a painfully slow pace and then along Canning Street, Watling Street and into St Paul’s Square. I would not have thought it possible, but the crowds were increasing in numbers, now standing ten deep behind barriers patrolled by armed guards. I didn’t think it possible to hear any one person over the noise. When we entered St Paul’s Square I had to shout to be heard when talking to the other squires walking with me.

			If I was going to see Veronica at all, I thought this to be the most likely place, and sure enough even above the cacophony of cheering crowds I heard Veronica’s girls call my name. I glanced up at the King high above the crowds on his white charger… he smiled at me and pointed to the steps of St Paul’s. That’s when I saw them, jumping up and down waving flags and shouting my name. Veronica and George were there too, I think she must have been standing on a box as she stood the tallest of them all.

			In my right hand I was carrying the lance which I waved frantically, I also waved my hat hoping that they would see me. I also saw many old friends I knew and many others I recognised. I looked again at the King but he was not looking my way, he was too busy waving to Veronica with one hand while pointing at me with the other. I knew then that they must have seen me.

			From there we continued down Ludgate Hill, along Fleet Street and the Strand to Charing Cross. That was where the soldiers of Monck’s army peeled off to reassemble on St James’s Square. The rest of the procession, still headed by the King’s Guard, carried on along King Street, to complete the secular procession at Whitehall. A truly magnificent pageant arranged mainly for the benefit of all the king’s subjects and not just the privileged few.

			I was met by Thomas… and as I was one of the first to arrive at Whitehall, we were able to choose a prime position on a first floor balcony to watch the rest of the nobility arrive, my mentor pointing out to me who they all were as they arrived.

			We saw the two Dukes of Normandy and Aquitaine along with many other foreign dignitaries. They were followed by bishops and barons and other lower order public figures.

			It was then I spotted Anne’s father. He was riding a large black warhorse, and looking magnificent in a long coat with jewelled buttons and a sash diagonally across his chest, his groomed beard now streaked with grey, not looking quite as red as I had remembered, his long curly periwig almost perfectly matching the colour of his beard. His two sons Robert and Peter, who I had never seen before, were walking each side of their father’s horse, holding the reins, they too looked magnificent in matching capes.

			‘Do you know where Sir William Huxley will be housed while here in London?’ I asked in the hope that it would be somewhere close.

			‘I believe they are staying with friends in Hammersmith, so you won’t be seeing Anne today.’

			***

			Tuesday April 23rd and the day everyone had been waiting for. The day Charles was to be crowned King of England, Scotland and Ireland.

			It was eight in the morning when Thomas and I entered Westminster Abbey and already men and women were busy preparing for the big day. Scaffolding had been erected on each side of the Abbey to provide extra seating for up to 5,000 guests… twelve rows high with up to twenty seats on each row. Women were already busy covering the first six rows of seats in red velvet, each with matching cushions embroidered in gold.

			‘Ladies will take up the lower seats with the men at the back,’ Thomas said.

			‘Where will we be?’

			‘Right at the top,’ he said.

			‘Why so high? I doubt I will see Anne from up there.’

			‘We are not here to see Anne Huxley, we are here to see the crowning of the King, and we will be up there,’ he said pointing to the upper most level, ‘on the top row of seats because I wish not to be seen.’

			Thomas waited at ground level while I climbed to the top and walked along, checking the view.

			‘If we are seated at this end of the row,’ I shouted, ‘we won’t be able to see the ceremony.’

			‘We will see him arrive and leave,’ he called. ‘Now come down… we must return to St James’s Palace and dress appropriately for the occasion.’

			I thought we were going to the Abbey far too soon, but when we arrived, the place was already more than half full.

			This was the first time I had worn my new clothes, and I was hoping that Anne might be here to see me, but I wasn’t even sure she was coming. The Abbey was slowly filling, the most important Lords with their Ladies arriving at the last minute. By this time I was busting for a pee, but there was nowhere I could go. Thomas just smiled at my discomfort. ‘You should not have drank so much before we came?’ was all he said.

			Just before the ceremony was about to start I spotted Anne. She was seated right opposite me on the third row from the front, but she was not actually sitting, she was standing waving her arm. I stood and waved back just as the pipers started to herald the arrival of the King. Anne’s mother quickly pulled her down onto her seat where she sat with a broad smile on her face looking straight at me.

			Leading the slow procession into the Abbey was the Dean of Westminster, and then the bishops, many who were clothed in gold. Following the bishops came the nobility, some in their Parliamentary robes. James, Duke of York, walked in front of the King, with the Earl of Sandwich behind carrying the sceptre.

			There followed a slightly boring sermon and then the coronation. It was at this point that the crown was finally placed on the King’s head and as I predicted our view from high on the scaffolding was partially restricted.

			‘That is a new crown,’ whispered Thomas, ‘all the old royal treasures were stolen by Cromwell. The gold melted down, and the precious stones sold to finance his army.’

			The master-at-arms three times asked if anyone could show any reason why Charles Stuart should not be crowned King of England… there was an uneasy silence in the Abbey and then the ceremony continued to the end.

			As the Royal procession began to move towards the exit, fiddlers in red vests began to play. Unfortunately their music was drowned out by the noise of tens of thousands of people waiting outside, all hoping to get a glimpse of the King wearing his crown. He waved to his subjects as he walked across a blue carpet to Westminster Hall where the banquet was to be held.

			My main concern, however, was to find somewhere to relieve myself, and I was not surprised to discover I was not the only one.

			Westminster Hall was full to capacity with all the important people I had seen earlier in the Abbey. But I saw not a single soldier.

			The King came in with the crown still on his head, the sceptre in his hand.

			Once everyone was seated three Lords came into Westminster Hall on horseback. They were followed by the Lords Champion, a man called Charles Dymock. He was dressed in full armour, his horse richly decorated in golden cloth with a plume of feathers on its mane.

			According to ancient custom he threw down his gauntlet three times, challenging anyone who dares to dispute their majesty’s right to the crown. There was of course no challenger, and after a small pause everyone in attendance began to applaud.

			The King drank to his champion, and then sent him a gold cup. Charles Dymock drank from the cup and rode off, taking the cup with him.

			With all formalities completed, there came the feast and a quartet of musicians playing quietly in the background. After the food a larger orchestra arrived to deliver music for dancing.

			I searched for Anne the moment I entered the Hall, so I knew exactly where she was, she was sitting with her parents, her brothers having apparently already left London.

			I moved slowly towards where they were sitting, stopping at a safe distance to watch and to consider my position. I was agonising as to whether I dare ask Sir William if I could dance with his daughter, but I lacked the courage. Edging a little closer I stopped just a few yards away, watching and thinking… unable to make up my mind. “Should I, shouldn’t I?” and then she saw me and waved. Cupping her hand she spoke to her mother who turned to her husband and whispered something in his ear. He glanced briefly in my direction and nodded. Anne then came running to me, taking me by the hand she guided me onto the dance floor.

			I found it hard to put into words just how I felt at that moment in time… certainly worried about the possibility of a reaction from her father, but also overjoyed at being so close to the woman I had loved for so long. I had not seen her for four months but I thought about her every single day. I wanted to take her in my arms, I wanted to kiss her, I wanted to make love to her just as we used to in the boathouse at Noordeinde Palace all those years ago.

			‘Come along Toby, let us dance. I hope you have not forgotten all the lessons I taught you. Can you remember this one?’

			‘I am sure it will come back to me,’ I said as I glanced around to see who else was joining the line of dancers. I was not in the least surprised to see that King Charles was the one leading the dancing… holding the hand of his latest courtesan, Lady Barbara Castlemaine.

			Anne saw me looking at her and standing on her toes whispered, ‘Do you know who she is?’

			‘She is the King’s latest lady friend,’ I answered.

			‘She is no lady. Only two months ago she gave birth to a baby girl… and her husband is not the father.’

			Of course I knew all this but could see she was enjoying passing on the gossip.

			‘Her husband is Roger Palmer, the 1st Earl of Castlemaine, but he left her the minute he found out about the child… they are now officially separated. Do you think she’s pretty?’

			‘Compared to you my love… I would say she looks like the rump of a horse.’

			‘Good answer Toby now let’s dance.’

			The music did not last nearly as long as I would have liked, and when it did stop everyone clapped and moved off the floor. I escorted Anne back to her table, wondering just how her father would react.

			Anne had told me many times that her mother was working on him, and that one day she was sure he would accept me. But that was not the impression I got when I took her back to his table.

			‘Thank you my Lord,’ I said.

			He didn’t speak, just nodded. But the look in his eyes was frosty, and not the eyes of someone who was likely to concede anything to anybody, let alone to the son of a whore.

			Anne’s mother smiled and said, ‘Thank you Toby, we will meet you in the garden by the bowling green in an hour.’

			‘Thank you my Lady,’ I said as I returned to my seat beside Thomas. We didn’t dance again, and after half an hour I left the Hall and walked slowly to the bowling green… I needed some fresh air and somewhere to sit quietly and think.

			The day had been exceptionally warm for the time of year with mostly clear blue skies, spoiled only by the odd grey cloud hovering on the horizon.

			I saw them coming and stood to greet them. Mrs Huxley looking magnificent in a long purple gown cut from the finest satin, her shiny blonde hair tied back with a small satin ribbon, the same colour as her dress, and to complete her ensemble she wore a jewelled tiara with matching diamond necklace.

			‘You are looking very smart Toby,’ she said as Anne took hold of my hand.

			‘Thank you my Lady, and may I say how beautiful you are looking… it is plain to see where Anne gets her looks from.’

			‘That’s very kind of you to say so Toby. Now I will leave you two alone, I won’t spy on you but if you want me I will be sat at the end of this row of trees. You have one hour and then our carriage will be here to take us back to Hammersmith.’

			She turned to walk away and I called, ‘I do love Anne my Lady.’

			Turning her head to look at me she replied, ‘I know you do Toby.’ And then she walked slowly away, and I was able to slip my arm around Anne’s waist and kiss her properly.

			We talked for a while… Anne about her new life in the family home in Lewes, and how she was helping in her father’s office. I told her about my job working for the Duke of York.

			‘You can touch me if you want Toby,’ she said putting my hand on her lap.

			‘Stop teasing me, it’s difficult enough for me without you encouraging me to go further… what if your mother saw us, what will she think of me then?’

			‘I doubt she would mind, she has always liked you, and she was young like us a long time ago.’

			‘Nevertheless we must keep control of our feelings, there will be time enough for lovemaking when we are married. Now tell me about your father, I was worried that he would have had strong words for me, but he said nothing, he just glared at me.’

			‘He wasn’t glaring, he always looks like that,’ she said giggling.

			‘Be serious, is he mellowing in his old age?’

			‘I told you. My mother is working on him, and she always gets her way in the end, so we will just have to be patient. She says he is a stubborn man and he hates the thought of losing face. It would be hard for him to give in now after rejecting you for so long.’

			‘What about finding you a husband?’

			‘He still lives in hope that a handsome young prince will come along and sweep me off my feet, but he has stopped searching for one, and he doesn’t seem to mind me receiving your letters anymore, it’s just that he has not yet said I can marry whom I choose, we must wait and be enduring.’

			‘Where were your brothers today? I expected them to be here.’

			‘Business. They are expecting a shipment of wine from France any day.’

			‘Pity… I would have liked to meet them.’

			We filled the rest of our hour with trivia interspersed with sexual innuendo, laughing and giggling like a couple of lovesick children.

			It was still warm, but angry clouds were beginning to gather in the sky. ‘I think our hour is up,’ I said, ‘let’s find your mother, I don’t want to get on the wrong side of her.’

			‘There’s no chance of that Toby. I’ve told you… she’s on our side.’

			***

			When Thomas first told me of the approaching coronation I have to confess that I was not looking forward to it at all… especially when he also said I would have to buy a whole new wardrobe. But as I lay there in my bed that night, I had to admit to myself that it was indeed the most lavish and magnificent party I could ever have imagined, and a most wonderful, unforgettable day.

			But strange that for the two days the weather had been so brilliant, yet as the king’s carriage left Westminster Hall at the end of the day, an almighty thunderstorm began with lightning illuminating the night sky.

			***

			Discord in parliament was at its worst for two years, and the king did not help by appearing to be uninterested in anything governmental or legislative, relying wholly on his most trusted minister Sir Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon, to take the responsibility for affairs that were not really his to take.

			King Charles hated the very thought of governmental business and was interested only in the pleasures of life. Dancing, sport, his dogs, the theatre and, of course, women.

			There was a time when I thought Lucy Walter was the love of his life, and I naively thought that he would have married her one day. That was before he met Catherine Pegge, a pleasant enough young woman with a good family background. Catherine was not someone you would call beautiful or even pretty, though she did have big breasts and was available, which I think was probably what attracted Charles to her in the first place.

			He fathered two children with Catherine while still living in The Hague, first a boy he named Charles and then a girl. But Catherine was not the only one… there were many other young women claiming to have succumbed to the king’s charms saying they were pregnant. I knew nothing about them so they may have been just rumours.

			And now it seems, he has tired of Catherine and moved on to his new courtesan, Lady Barbara Castlemaine. With her he has already fathered a baby girl… the child being baptised Anne Lennard, and now it is rumoured that she is pregnant again.

			However, Lady Castlemaine is different to his other conquests, this lady is truly beautiful. She is tall and voluptuous with long shiny black hair, her eyes are deep with lids a mysterious violet, and her skin is as smooth as silk, her mouth small and her smile perplexing and enigmatic. She is indeed the kind of woman that a man could fantasise over. But to me despite her beauty, she is no better than one of Veronica’s whores.

			Parliament, speaking as one, condemned the king’s behaviour, calling him shameful and contemptible, they then unanimously agreed to pursue formal negotiations with Portugal for the marriage of Charles to Catherine of Braganza, a twenty-two-year-old Portuguese princess.

			The marriage negotiations had originally been started during the reign of King Charles the first, and were immediately renewed in the hope that a stable relationship would help to persuade Charles into taking his responsibilities as king seriously.

			Knowing him as I did, I personally thought it unlikely that a wife would change him at all, and I could never see him being satisfied with just one woman. Politics bored him, he had always preferred to leave the business of running his kingdom to others, and a marriage would only make yet another woman available to help satisfy his insatiable appetite for pleasures of the flesh.

			Despite strong Spanish opposition, a marriage contract was signed in June by Catherine’s father, John, 8th Duke of Braganza, King John IV of Portugal.

			***

			I wrote regularly to Anne, not waiting for a reply before sending off another; but it was now almost a year since I had seen her in person, and any hope we had of an early marriage now seemed just a fantasy. I was even beginning to think that we were deluded in thinking that her father would ever change his mind about me, and that perhaps we should accept the fact that a marriage between us may never happen.

			I was happy at my work, even more so now that I was being escorted by a couple of friends from the King’s Guards.

			I had just completed two weeks working in Portsmouth and had moved to the New Forest to collect data for my report on the cutting and transporting of timber when I received a dispatch from London.

			The communication was written and marked urgent by James, Duke of York’s secretary. It was sent to inform me that Catherine of Braganza was on her way to England, and was expected to arrive at Portsmouth on the 14th of May. The dispatch also said that whatever project I was working on at the time should be put on hold, and that I should make my way down to Portsmouth along with my two escorts immediately to join a welcoming party led by the Duke of York himself. The purpose being to escort the Princess to Westminster Palace in London.

			***

			I was stood on the quayside with James, watching the small flotilla of Portuguese ships glide slowly into Portsmouth Harbour.

			‘I want you to take special care of Princess Catherine, Toby,’ said James. ‘You speak many languages so it should not be a problem for you.’

			‘I don’t speak Portuguese.’

			‘She probably speaks English and is certain to know Spanish… you speak Spanish don’t you?’

			‘Not a lot but I will do my best.’

			I need not have worried. As soon as the Portuguese party stepped ashore… and while her dignitaries were talking with James, Catherine came straight to me, and speaking quietly in broken English said, ‘I am Catherine, is he King Charles?’ she asked pointing at James.

			I took her gloved hand and kissed it. ‘No my Lady,’ I whispered, ‘he is the King’s brother James, Duke of York. King Charles is not expected here for a few days yet.’

			She put a hand across her mouth and giggled.

			‘Such a silly mistake to make my Lord,’ she whispered. ‘I am glad I asked you first before making a complete fool of myself.’

			My first impression of Catherine was that she was a sweet and charming young woman who was perhaps a little shy… but not it appears with me. Perhaps because we were roughly the same age.

			‘An easy mistake to make my Lady, but I am not a Lord, just a humble squire ordered here as part of your escort.’

			Her mouth opened and her eyes widened in surprise at her second mistake, she then smiled.

			‘Will you be riding back to London in my coach squire?’

			‘As a squire I do as I am ordered my Lady, but I imagine you will be married by then, and riding back to London with your new husband. However, if you were to request my company for the journey to your accommodations here in Portsmouth, I would feel privileged and honoured to join you.’

			‘Then that is what I shall do, I will insist that you ride with me. What is your name squire?’

			‘My name is Toby, my Lady.’

			The quayside was filling up with luggage and people, some Portuguese soldiers but also a dozen or so of Catherine’s ladies-in-waiting.

			I joined Catherine in her coach sitting opposite her by one of the doors. Sharing our coach were two of her ladies-in-waiting and her chaperones. One, a stern looking woman in her forties, the other a man of about the same age. My own horse happily trotting behind between my two guards.

			The journey to the Royal Hunting Lodge on the edge of the New Forest where she was to stay until the arrival of King Charles took two hours, and during the journey I found Catherine to be a most charming and pleasant companion. Her ladies were a little silly and giggly, her chaperones boring and silent, but they didn’t matter to us. We just ignored them, and shared a most pleasant and congenial two hours together.

			Just as we arrived at the lodge she surprised me by saying, ‘I am pleased to have met you Toby. You are my first friend here in England and I hope we can remain so.’

			‘And I hope so too Catherine.’

			Strange that I find myself in a position where I am subservient to the king and his brother, but good friends to their wives, Catherine and Anne.

			On hearing that the marriage of her son to Princess Catherine of Portugal had finally been confirmed, Dowager Queen Henrietta Maria decided to make England her permanent home, bringing with her a large number of her Parisian household. She settled down in the heart of London at Somerset House. Parliament granting her £30,000 a year in compensation for the loss of her personal estates during the civil war, and Charles adding annuity from his own resources.

			***

			Charles arrived in Portsmouth six days later on the 20th May. The following day the couple were married in two ceremonies: a Catholic ceremony in secret, followed by an Anglican service in a local chapel. My new friend Catherine was now officially Queen of England, Scotland and Ireland.

			With the royal marriage came a generous dowry of two million Portuguese Crowns, which I was told is about £300,000. Also new trading rights in Tangier and a number of islands off the coast of India.

			In return, Portugal gained military and naval support from England, and religious freedom, which I deduced was because Portugal was a strong Catholic country.

			What did seem abundantly clear to me was that we got the best of the deal. But my main concern at the time was for Queen Catherine. I prayed that our new queen would enjoy her life here in England, but knowing King Charles as I did… I had my doubts.

			However, it was Tangier and the trading rights there that were of particular interest to me.

			I wondered if it would affect me in anyway, or if I would get to visit the place, what the docks would be like or if there would be a castle to explore. I couldn’t wait to find out more.

			***

			It was a cold and windy day on Saturday 30th May when King Charles delivered Queen Catherine to her new home at Hampton Court Palace.

			Dark angry clouds were racing across the early evening sky as we arrived there, but the weather did not dampen the mood of the thousands of cheering people lining the streets to the palace, many of whom had been waiting all day. The procession included a Portuguese delegation and many members of the Portuguese Court, also a legion of Portuguese Guards.

			Catherine brought with her a large entourage, including a host of ladies-in-waiting, all who spoke perfect English. They were joined in the parade by an ensemble of bagpipes, jugglers, troubadours and clowns.

			The King’s mother, Dowager Queen Henrietta, with her youngest daughter Maria returned to London from Paris to be at Charles’s wedding, and was waiting to welcome her new daughter-in-law into the Royal Stuart family.

			The moment she met Catherine, she was enchanted by her sweet, friendly nature and charm… later describing the new Queen of England as, ‘The best creature in the world for whom I have so much affection.’ And there seemed little doubt that Charles was fond of his wife, always seemingly attentive and caring.

			Perhaps I am a cynic, but I thought a lot of that was just a façade, an act to appease his mother and the Noble Lords. Catherine was sweet and charming but that was never going to be enough to stop him from pursuing his old licentious ways of the past, and all too soon Catherine realised that her husband’s whole life centred on hunting, racing, sports, theatre and fornication. However, the most painful and humiliating thing the new queen was soon to discover about her husband was that he took his sexual pleasures wherever and whenever he could, and that at the moment it was with Lady Castlemaine, with whom just three days before their wedding… and unbeknown to us all, gave birth to her second child. King Charles’s fifth bastard child.

			Lady Castlemaine and her husband, Lord Roger Palmer, were already estranged, but on receiving the news of her latest child, he cut all ties with his wife completely… including financial.

			Parliament thought a marriage would be the king’s saviour, and that he would settle down and hopefully take his responsibilities as the monarch seriously, but I always thought that was most unlikely. Womanising was in his blood… his brother was almost as bad, it became almost like a competition between siblings. The one thing in James’s favour though was that at least he took his job as Lord High Admiral of the Navy seriously.

			Death of a Traitor
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			On the 23rd of August, King Charles brought his queen to London from Hampton Court Palace by river. They glided down the Thames propelled by twenty oarsmen in the Royal Barge under an elaborately decorated canopy. The summer weather was pleasant with plenty of sunshine occasionally punctuated by broken clouds.

			The arrival of Queen Catherine into the city of London had been well publicised, and as was expected the river banks were lined with thousands of cheering people waving British or Portuguese flags.

			From Richmond to Whitehall the crowds were standing three or four deep, and as they stepped off the barge at Westminster, they were welcomed by a twenty gun salute.

			Life in England was slowly returning to some sort of normality for most, but not unfortunately for all. Catherine found the first few months as Queen of England difficult, it was especially hard for her to accept that her husband’s sexual activities in the past had left an ever increasing trail of royal bastards. However, she had many new friends the most important being Anne, Duchess of York, but I too was privileged to be numbered among her friends.

			There is no doubt in my mind that Charles was very fond of Catherine, and she of him, but I don’t really believe he knew the true meaning of the word love, not in the way normal people do.

			Despite her mild and unassuming persona, Catherine was a strong and resilient person. She accepted that her husband was a lascivious and lustful man, lacking any sense of propriety and decorum, and she settled down to make the most of her life in England as best she could.

			I saw little of her these days, but there was hardly a week went by that I did not converse in some way with Anne, Duchess of York. If I was not working away, I always met James at some time on Monday to hand in and discuss reports of my work from the previous week, and Anne was always there for a friendly chat, usually bringing with her some sort of beverage or light refreshment.

			Anne had become the new queen’s closest friend and confidant, and while together they must have talked about me, because Catherine used Anne to pass on her good wishes and to inquire into my wellbeing. But I became rather worried when she began to covertly hand to me sealed letters asking questions about the time I spent with Charles here in London, but also about our adventures together fleeing from Cromwell’s army. I thought it wrong to be writing to me at all… wrong for her as well as for me, and I am sure there were many who would have considered talking about the king in this way behind his back to be treasonable.

			I knew of course that there was no malice in her questions so I decided to put my trust in James and tell him.

			He just laughed it off saying, ‘I think it most likely she is planning a little mischief. But I can quite understand why you are worried. I will explain to them both your concerns.’

			‘I don’t want to upset her, or for her to break contact with me altogether.’

			‘You just want her to use a little common sense.’

			‘I wouldn’t have put it so bluntly, but that’s the message I would like you to pass on.’

			***

			For the next two months I worked locally, never moving further than Greenwich, but all the time I was thinking about my unfinished work in Hampshire. I explained to my Lord James my intention to return to the New Forest, and from there to work my way home along the coast, checking any castle I thought to be of strategic value to the defence of the realm on the way. Eventually ending my journey at Rochester, just a few miles from Upnor Castle in Chatham.

			‘How long do you think that will take?’

			‘I would guess at six to eight weeks, perhaps longer.’

			‘Then you had better take a couple of extra guards in case I need to know where you are, use them as couriers, keep your scroll of entitlement with you at all times and call here before you set off to collect some money for expenses.’

			I was halfway out of the room when I remembered something rather disturbing while checking a ship near St Catherine’s Wharf.

			‘There is one other thing I meant to ask you. Can we not find a better way of recruiting for the navy than sending out press gangs? I find it so distressing to see women… sometimes with children begging for their husbands not to be taken from their families, knowing full well that they may never see them again.’

			‘We only recruit in that way at a time of war.’

			‘But just two days ago I saw two men snatched at St Catherine’s Wharf.’

			James looked surprised, even shocked. ‘I know nothing of them, they must be privateers. I’ll look into it. You have my word on that.’

			***

			For a soldier… being assigned to protect me while on my travels was considered to be a pleasant and privileged job among the royal guards housed at the Tower, an opportunity to escape the boredom and drudgery of life in the city, a chance to escape into the countryside.

			I didn’t want to be the one to cause disharmony, or be accused of favouring my friends, so I ordered my two regular guards to choose the new ones who were to accompany us on our journey to Hampshire.

			Now with my quartet of cheerful and grateful guards behind me, we set off out of London at a gallop. I was enthusiastic and excited at the prospect of working freelance and to my own agenda again, and decided this time to start in Portchester in Hampshire as that was the only anchorage in the region I had yet to visit. There was also a number of boatyards and castles in that area.

			***

			It was the end of July and one of the hottest days of the year the day we left London, we arrived in Portchester on the second day after sleeping overnight beneath the stars.

			After a couple of days in Portchester, I moved across country to Lyndhurst to complete my unfinished report on the harvesting, seasoning and storage of timber from the king’s woodland in the New Forest. The work took longer than expected, eventually we returned to the coast at Christchurch two weeks behind schedule.

			From there, I dispatched my two new messengers to London… instructing them to meet me at Hurst Castle in no more than three days’ time. Hurst was the first of a list of castles I intended to visit along the south coast of Hampshire, Sussex and Kent, ending eventually at Rochester, close to Upnor Castle which was a castle I had already covered in detail some months earlier.

			We were enjoying one of the best summers I can remember, with brilliant August sun during the day and cool clear skies at night.

			We always tried to camp close to a tavern but never once did we spend the night inside… always choosing to sleep beneath the stars; some as bright as sparkling diamonds and others faint and soft as a fading dream. Occasionally we would wake in the morning soaking from a heavy mist, but nothing could dampen our spirits.

			While on the Isle of Wight checking Carisbrooke Castle, I wrote to Anne telling her where I was, what I was doing and when I expected to be passing through Lewes. I thought it unlikely, but I was hoping she might be able to get away from her family and meet me there, though it did occur to me that her father may intercept the letter before it reached her.

			The next time I dispatched my couriers to London, I ordered them to make a detour along the coast to Lewes.

			I already knew from my notes that the old Norman Castle at Lewes was five miles from the coast, that over many years the curtain wall had been robbed of most of its stone, and that it was unoccupied. So I did not expect my review there to take much time to complete… perhaps a couple of hours and then we could be on our way along the coast to my next target which was Hastings Castle.

			Of course I hoped to see Anne but thought it unlikely that she would be able to get away, and even if she could it would be with a chaperone.

			As we approached the castle, it looked from a distance as though the outer curtain wall had been completely removed, the local peasants profiting from the building being unoccupied. The only part that still appeared to be complete was the barbican tower, and standing there by the doors I was surprised to see a small group of people.

			I thought it unlikely that anyone would be interested in the remains of an old castle. That was until to my delight I realised that one of them was Anne.

			I started to climb towards the keep as Anne came down to meet me, I was out of breath from the climb and my heart was racing when she came into my arms. Our bodies locked together as one, we kissed soft and long completely oblivious to our surroundings and our audience watching from the closed doors of the barbican.

			The spell was broken when I overheard one of my guards say, ‘Now I understand why we had to go out of our way to deliver a letter to Lewes.’

			Anne took my hand and we walked together to the great doors of the barbican which she opened with a key. I let her guide me through. My guards and four young women followed, I then watched Anne lock the doors behind us. My four companions, now each with a woman, moved in different directions on the ground floor.

			Anne, still holding my hand, guided me up two flights of stairs into what had once been a bedroom, the remains of a four poster bed still there but now with a new mattress and pillows.

			She kicked off her shoes and released her hair. ‘I have waited so long for this day Toby.’

			‘As have I my love.’

			We made love without reserve or embarrassment, it all seemed so natural and right… we were both hungry for love and while it lasted it was frantic and hurried.

			‘Who are those other women?’ I asked as we lay facing each other, our naked bodies together and my arm around her slim waist, holding her close.

			‘Some local professionals,’ she said. ‘I paid them to be nice to your guards.’

			‘How nice?’ I asked.

			‘I have it on record that they are the best in the business.’

			‘How did you manage to get hold of the keys to this place? And do you know how long it’s been unoccupied?’

			‘Legend has it that when the Black Death came here 1349 the whole community was wiped out including the Noble Lords who lived here in the castle at the time, as far as I know it’s been unoccupied ever since. As for the keys, I took them off a hook in my father’s office, he is the custodian.’

			‘This bedding looks new, how did you get it up here?’

			‘I paid a friend two shilling to bring the mattress and I brought the pillows here myself.’

			‘This friend of yours, is he male?’

			‘Yes… and he’s tall and handsome too, he’s also sixty years old.’

			‘How did you manage to arrange this without your father finding out?’

			‘My father is in France with my brother Robert at the moment, and my mother is too busy cooing over her new granddaughter to notice me. Did I not tell you Toby I’m now an aunty? My sister-in-law, Peter’s wife, had a baby girl two weeks ago.’

			She began to move her body even closer to mine, moving her hips and kissing my lips, my blood was on the move again and my breathing was racing.

			‘I think I can feel that you are ready for love again my darling.’

			‘A little slower this time I think,’ said I.

			My guards had always been a happy bunch of chaps, but after that day in Lewes their respect and esteem towards me was off the scale.

			‘Will we be coming back here again sir, are we likely to get the same treatment on our next trip?’

			‘There will be more trips, but I think the next time you may well have to find and fund your own entertainment.’

			***

			It took me the best part of a week, working long hours behind my small improvised desk by the window of my room in St James’s Palace, to complete all my reports. When they were finally complete I sat back satisfied that my work was accurate and true. But I confess that I was a little uneasy as to how James would respond to my reports as they contained more bad news than good.

			I requested an audience with the Duke of York, his secretary making an appointment for the following morning at nine o’clock.

			I was there early and on the way through the corridors of the palace I bumped into Anne who was again heavy with child. She came to me, clearly wanting to quiz me about my adventures.

			‘I believe you enjoyed yourself in Lewes Toby.’

			Surprised that the news had travelled so quickly I asked, ‘What did she tell you?’

			‘Everything I think.’

			‘I hope she didn’t… but yes, it was good to see her again, I was beginning to think it would never happen.’

			‘What are you two gossiping about?’ asked James as he came into the room sitting opposite me and dropping a document case on the desk.

			‘Can you organise some coffee my love?’ he asked his Anne.

			‘Well Toby, how was your trip, I cannot wait to see what you discovered?’

			‘It was educating and interesting but also worrying my Lord. I will start with a quick report on the castles. The good news is although Cromwell seemed to take delight in destroying castles occupied by Royalists, he was less so with the ones that were strong and important to the defence of our coast. Deal and Dover are prime examples, both impressive with strong well manned fortifications. I have made suggestions for minor changes in my reports. Stuck in-between of those two is Walmer Castle, this is a small castle of little consequence, and if it belongs to the crown, I think you should sell it off… likewise Rochester. In my opinion neither are worth spending good money on. You are always crying poverty so why not raise a little by disposing of them both.

			‘Hurst on the coast in Hampshire, and Yarmouth on the Isle of Wight were occupied by Cromwell’s forces during the war, they are both well-fortified and capable of defending the western entry to the Solent.

			‘The other castle on the Isle of Wight, Carisbrooke, has strong defences, is in excellent condition and is perfectly capable of causing serious damage to an invading naval armada approaching the Solent from the east. Cromwell used it as a prison during the war as I am sure you must know, as I believe that is where your father was held for a while.

			‘Portchester is complete, but would be of little use in war. It has laid empty for many years and like Carisbrooke, was also used as a prison by Cromwell. As was its neighbour Southsea. Neither in my opinion are worth wasting money on.

			‘Christchurch is in ruins and worth no more than the stonework it was built with. Also Pevensey which over many years has been left to rot. But someone might buy it.

			‘And finally Lewes which has been plundered for its stone for many years by the local peasants. The curtain walls have almost completely gone, the only part still standing is the barbican which is complete and quite impressive. With a little restoration it would make an excellent home for someone which is why I will offer you a pound. I would like to buy it for my Anne as a present.’

			‘I will have to think about that. Is that everything?’

			‘I am afraid not my Lord, it’s just the beginning. My first call was to Portchester. I checked out the castle and then called on a number of local tradesmen who were under contract to provide goods and services to the docks. I found to my dismay that they all, without exception, were expected to pay managers to secure their contracts… an inducement or sweetener is what they called it.

			‘The only way they could recoup their losses paid to the managers was to work the amount into their final account to the crown.

			‘Likewise in Portsmouth and Southampton, and I fear it could be the same all over the country where government contracts are put out for tender. Money is being paid by the treasury to provide a lavish lifestyle for greedy managers.’

			‘Do you have evidence that would stand up in a court of law Toby?’

			‘I am not a lawyer my Lord, so I cannot answer that question with any amount of surety, but I suspect I could not, because I believe the wrongdoers are clever enough to have covered their tracks. To find the evidence you need… you would have to employ your own team of investigators, one in every location, people you could trust.’

			‘I will have to give it some serious thought,’ said James. ‘I could ask my brother but he will just say that it’s my job and that I should sort it out myself. What else have you for me?’

			‘From Portchester I went back to Lyndhurst in the New Forest to complete the checks on the timber yards… the checks that I had to abandon when Queen Catherine came to England. I was particularly impressed with the two yards I visited. They were both well organised, extremely efficient and busy, but unfortunately corrupt. The managers are running a wholesale business on the side selling timber that is not theirs to sell, timber that belongs to the crown.’

			‘Who is buying it?’

			‘Local builders, peasants, or anyone who has the money to pay. I asked to see accounts and was told to come back in a couple of days as the books were kept at their Southampton office. When I returned it was clear to me that someone had been working day and night to produce a duplicate set of fictitious records. Records listing reduced stocks to allow for the missing timber sold on the side.’

			‘Are you familiar with the laws regarding timber production in the New Forest?’ asked James, ‘because I’m not.’

			‘I researched the history of the forest before I went there earlier in the year, and found that it was Henry VIII who originally decreed the territory to be protected for the crown. He wanted the forest for hunting, and the timber for his ships, the whole forest belongs to the crown. Later under the reign of Queen Elizabeth, Preservators were appointed… they encouraged crofters to lease coppices from the crown, but they were not allowed to put up fences. Over the years there have been many disputes over new unpopular laws imposed on them.’

			‘What do you know about these Preservators?’

			‘The top man is the Surveyor of the King’s Woods. He is the person the Preservators have to answer to. Each Preservator has a team of wardens and it’s the warden’s job to enforce the law and to bring to justice any malefactors. I think the current Surveyor General of the King’s Woods is someone called Andrew Tresswell, but I have never met him.’

			There followed an uncomfortable silence while I waited for James to make comment. He was looking at the floor and fidgeting with his quill.

			‘Is all this in your reports?’ he asked as he looked up at me.

			‘Yes my Lord… and much more.’

			‘I know it is not fair to put this on you, but what would you do Toby?’

			‘I would take this information to the Surveyor General, and hope that he is not as corrupt as his managers. Be forceful, threaten to bring in the army, it’s the men at the top you need to stop. If he can get proof of the managers’ guilt, tell him to bring them to court and insist on severe fines or imprisonment. The alternative is to turn a blind eye.’

			‘Judging by what you are telling me, I suspect those that are profiting from these transgressions are not going to take kindly to the likes of you or I interfering.’

			‘I am sure you’re right, but I enjoy what I do, and realise that if I am to work responsibly and to the book it’s inevitable that I am going to make enemies.’

			A maid came in with the coffee, she smiled at me and left without speaking.

			‘I’ll go through these reports and get back to you later,’ said James.

			I took that as a cue to retreat… leaving him to ponder over the problems I had dumped on him.

			***

			‘I hear your trip was successful Toby,’ said Thomas as he pulled up a chair and sat by my side.

			‘You have been talking to James then have you, what did he have to say?’

			‘Not only James but also his wife the duchess, she says I must ask you about Lewes Castle.’

			‘My God… does the whole world know that I met my fiancée there? Is nothing sacred these days?’

			‘Don’t be blasphemous Toby, I was only jesting. So tell me how you got on?’

			‘Did James tell you about the problems I have dumped on him?’

			‘He did, but you were only doing your job, and you were quite entitled to spend a little time with Anne. Now you should take a few days away from work and relax.’

			‘I plan to do just that, but first I have some documents to deliver to Sir William Batten’s office, and then I need to call on Veronica. It’s been over two months since I saw her.’

			‘Will you be long with Sir William?’

			‘I don’t expect to be, in fact I hope he’s not even there. I have just to deliver the documents from Portsmouth and check a few details with Arthur Crossley. Why do you ask, do you want to come with me?’

			‘I was planning to visit John Martin’s bookshop in St Paul’s Square, so as long as I am not in your way I would like to join you. And it would be nice to see Madam Veronica again.’

			‘Meet me here at nine o’clock in the morning then,’ I said.

			***

			We went by water from Westminster, and then walked from Tower Wharf to Sir William’s office, just round the corner from his house on Seething Lane. I was somewhat relieved to find he had not yet arrived and I was able to conclude my business with Arthur in fifteen minutes and be away without seeing Sir William.

			Thomas and I decided to walk the mile to St Paul’s Square, and were there outside the bookshop in less than half an hour.

			Thomas introduced me to John Martin, he was a man I had seen many times before but had never been formally introduced.

			‘Master Toby needs no introduction Mr Hudson,’ he said, ‘I was close to him on Ludgate Hill when he saved the life of our king… such a brave act for one so young.’

			‘That was almost fifteen years ago sir,’ I said, ‘and it was more a spur of the moment thing than an act of bravery.’

			‘Nevertheless to those of us who live here, you’re something of a legend.’

			I was feeling a little embarrassed and wanted to change the subject. ‘Do you have any books on navigation among your collection Mr Martin?’

			‘A couple I think, if you could just bear with me for a minute I will see if I can find them,’ he said as he disappeared into his storeroom.

			Thomas, meanwhile, was browsing through the pages of a book on Norman architecture.

			‘I have just these two Master Toby, but I am sure there must be more,’ he said handing me the two volumes. The first was Celestial Navigation and the other Navigational Skills.

			‘I’ll take them both,’ I said, handing them back for him to wrap up for me.

			I had never actually bought a book before, always receiving them as presents from Thomas, but I found the experience pleasing and very rewarding. I promised myself that when I could find the time, I would return to Mr Martin’s shop on my own and do a little browsing.

			Thomas also bought two books Norman Architecture and The Philosophy of Epicurus, I was thinking of asking who Epicurus was but didn’t want a lesson on ancient Greece so I said nothing.

			We were just about to leave the shop when Mr Martin called me back.

			‘Master Toby, I have in my possession a manuscript that could well be of interest to you. It is a rarity and does not actually belong to me, but you may borrow it if you wish. It’s a manuscript produced many years ago on the teaching method of shipbuilding.’

			‘Thank you so much Mr Martin, I will take good care of it.’

			***

			It is not very far to Fleet Alley from St Paul’s Square, it taking us only minutes to walk there.

			I opened the door and could see Veronica sat on a soft chair crocheting. Three of her girls, Elizabeth, Christina and Helen, were chatting in a corner. But there was no sign of George.

			As I stepped through the door Veronica jumped out of her chair and ran to me… wrapping her arms around my waist she hugged and kissed me. She then pushed me away and began to scold me.

			‘Where have you been? It’s months since I last saw you… not even a word to let me know you are safe.’

			She then realised I was not alone, and that Thomas had followed me in.

			Abandoning me she went to greet him. ‘Good day to you Mr Hudson, this is a pleasant surprise.’

			He kissed her hand. I would have been surprised if he hadn’t.

			‘Don’t be too hard on him Madam, he has been away on business for two months, and before that he was in Portsmouth to welcome our new queen.’

			‘You have seen Queen Catherine?’ she asked.

			‘I did, and she said I was her first English friend.’

			‘What is she like?’

			‘Nice, very nice. Too good for Charles.’

			‘Be careful who you say that to Toby, some would say that speaking of your king in that way is treason,’ said Thomas. ‘But I am inclined to agree with you,’ he said with a smile.

			‘Tell me more Toby. I want to hear about everything you have done since last we met.’

			‘What I will do is this: On Sunday I will hire a coach to take you to church in style, then we will all go to Richmond Park. You can then ask me anything you like and I will do my best to answer all your questions. I’ll be here at eight o’clock to collect you so be ready.’

			Veronica seemed happy with that, and an hour later Thomas and I were able to leave without any tears.

			‘Are you walking?’ asked Christina.

			I looked at Thomas and he nodded.

			‘Yes we are.’

			‘Then I will walk with you as far as Stinky Skinner’s barge.’

			‘I will come too,’ said Elizabeth.

			Feeling rather self-conscious at having a woman on each arm, we walked down to the waterfront where we exchange a few words with Stinky. He was not in the best of moods as his barge was full and was stuck fast on the low tide.

			We moved on after a few minutes leaving Christina and Elizabeth sat on the Black Friars steps… but not before they kissed us both full on the lips, Thomas blushing with embarrassment.

			The weather was temperate and because there was not much water in the river, two or three yards of shale and mud were exposed. It was still only midday and though we had only walked a few hundred yards, we decided to sit a while on Temple steps, Thomas browsing through his book on architecture, while I took a brief look through Mr Martin’s manuscript on the building of ships.

			A vivid account of the next micro-second in time is emblazoned in the depths of my mind, and will be until the day I am taken from this world.

			The smallest of sounds disrupted my train of thoughts… just enough to make me glance to my left.

			What I can remember seeing quite clearly is the flash of steel, droplets of blood and Thomas falling forward. Then something like a sack was pulled over my head and I passed out.

			I don’t know how long I was unconscious, it could have been minutes, it could have been hours, but eventually my senses began to return. I could hear voices and see a kind of hazy light through one eye but it was only when a large ugly man removed the sacking from my head that I began to realise what had happened, and the seriousness of my situation. My legs were bound and my hands secured tightly behind my back.

			I lifted my head to look at my assailant through my good eye, and saw before me a large brute of a man smiling at me through an almost toothless mouth.

			‘I am Toby, squire and courtier to the king,’ I croaked.

			‘Save your breath… I know who you are,’ he said as he turned the key in my prison door.

			My head was pounding and my right eye was almost completely shut, which I assumed had probably been caused by a punch to the face. But my mind was now clear enough for me to deliberate on just who my assailant was, or if perhaps it was all just a horrible mistake? I doubted that the attack on me was an error because at least one of my assailants knew my name. I had made many enemies recently and there was still the threat of Richard Leeson who had still not been captured.

			My head was now clear enough to survey my surroundings, and what I deduced was that I was locked in what I thought was a secure caged area of a warehouse. I was on the ground floor opposite two large doors, one incorporating a smaller door for quick access. The stairs to the upper floor were situated to the right of my prison, and stacked along the wall beneath the stairs was a dozen or so masts, and a large stack of timber decking. To my left was a long work bench with what looked like a small kitchen or rest area, and placed a few yards from the door of my cage was a large table where my two guards sat playing cards and supping ale. At one end of the table I could see a couple of two foot long wooden clubs, thicker at one end than the other, a typical weapon of the press gangers, I could also see my sword and the keys to my prison cage. It was some comfort to me that they had missed the knife still sheathed in my right boot.

			Strange to think that with all that was facing me at the time, I was more concerned at losing John Martin’s manuscript than the predicament I was in.

			Continuing with my survey, I noticed that the upper floor was only half the size of the area of the ground floor, and that up there on the first floor was an office with windows where managers could keep watch on their workers below.

			I then noticed that with me in the cage were barrels of oil, coils of different thicknesses of rope… mostly rigging rope, a great amount of tar, and also a small boy. I didn’t see him at first as he was sitting with his hands and feet tied at the front among the coils of rope with his arms folded around his knees.

			Speaking quietly so as not to be heard by my guards I asked, ‘What’s your name?’

			‘Felix sir.’

			‘Do you know where we are Felix?’

			‘In a warehouse at St Catherine’s sir.’

			‘Do you think you could shuffle a little closer Felix, then we can talk without being overheard?’

			Our two guards were too preoccupied with their cards to notice Felix stand up, and hop over to my side.

			‘In my right boot there’s a knife, do you think you can reach it?’

			‘I’ll try sir,’ he said.

			He had no problem finding the knife and withdrew it from its sheath. Needing no further instruction from me he wedged the knife between his teeth and began to saw at the bonds around his wrists, that completed he untied his ankles and was just about to start on me when there was a banging on the door.

			The smaller of the men ambled across and opened the small door. Felix scurried back to his place among the coils of hemp still with my knife in his hand.

			Three men stepped inside the warehouse and the one who was obviously their leader spoke just four words. ‘You got him then?’

			I shivered when I realised it was the voice of Richard Leeson. He had grown a full beard since the last time I saw him but there was no mistaking that voice.

			‘Yes boss, he’s in the cage.’

			He swaggered slowly across the floor and stood facing me with hands on hips, his feet apart and a satisfying grin across his face.

			‘So Master Toby. We meet again and this time you will not escape me.’

			‘What have you done with Thomas Hudson?’

			He turned to the man on his right. ‘Did you do as I asked?’

			‘Yes boss, I stabbed him through the heart just as you told me to, the tide should have taken him up river to about Kingston by now I guess.’

			‘Did you hear that? Your precious friend has been dispatched to the afterlife, just as I said he would be.’

			I have never wanted to kill anyone in my life before. I have never been so angered before, but at that moment in time I swore to myself that given the chance, Leeson would die by my hand.

			‘Do not worry my friend,’ he said, ‘you will be joining him soon enough. I have been years planning a special death for you. I already know that you can swim three miles, so I thought I would test if you could swim 3,000 miles.’ He then threw back his head and started to laugh. ‘You will soon be joining a slave boat to the Caribbean Ocean… calling first in the Gold Coast of Africa to collect some passengers. When we are halfway across the Atlantic I will personally see you dropped over the side. This time I am coming too, I want to see that the job is done properly, and I want to be the one who dumps you 3,000 miles from shore. You see Toby I am not all bad, I am going to give you a sporting chance to escape.’

			Then turning towards the door, he laughed again and said, ‘I will be back for you when it’s dark and the tide has turned, your ship is waiting for you down river at Tilbury. In the meantime, I have other prisoners to attend to.’

			He was still laughing as he stepped through the door slamming it shut behind him.

			My two guards just grinned at me through the gaps in their teeth and returned to their cards.

			Felix quickly shuffled back to my side and released me from my bonds, he then handed back the knife. I should have thanked him but I couldn’t speak for the rage that had exploded in my heart.

			‘What are we going to do sir?’ asked Felix.

			‘They still think we are tied up, so the next time someone opens the cage I want you to run for the door. Get as far away from here as you can while I try to distract them.’

			‘I’m not leaving you sir, I am your man. We escape together or die together sir.’

			I looked at him grinning up at me, and could see in him myself fifteen years ago. A likeable mischief boy who was everybody’s friend with no enemies.

			‘How many of them are there altogether?’

			‘Six altogether, if you include the man they call the boss.’

			‘What about you, what do they want you for?’

			‘They said I am going to be a cabin boy. I’m not sure what that means only that I will be going to sea.’

			‘Do you know who their other prisoners are?’

			‘Three vagrants I think, they are all tied and gagged in the back of a vegetable cart waiting for darkness before being taken to a privateer at Tilbury. What are we going to do sir?’

			I was trying to think but I still couldn’t get Thomas out of my head, and the dreadful manner of his death. He was the man who had shaped my life, cared for me and made me the man I was today. He was the father I never had.

			‘Alright listen. If you are sure about not leaving without me?’

			‘I am sir.’

			‘Then as soon as this cage door is opened we both run to the table. I will get my sword and you grab one of those clubs.’

			‘I already thought of that sir,’ said Felix smiling at me.

			‘I don’t know what we can do against five armed men, but we will succeed or die together.’

			‘We will succeed,’ he said punching the air.

			I had been wracking my brain for answers but still had no credible plan on how we could escape, but there was one thing I was certain about. I was going to die fighting, and if possible I was going to take Leeson with me.

			There came a gentle knocking on the door, and then the voice of a woman calling, ‘Let me in, I have something for you.’

			Our two guards looked at each other, one standing up but not moving from the table.

			‘Who are you and what is your business?’

			‘Open the door and you will see. I promise you won’t be disappointed.’

			I smiled to myself as I recognised the voice of Christina. Touching the arm of my new young companion I said, ‘This woman could be our saviour my friend.’

			Christina stepped through the door to be followed by Elizabeth… both looking absolutely gorgeous and more alluring than I could ever have imagined. This time I was seeing them in a different light, not as friends but as professional working girls. I had hoped that George would follow them in with a small army of his drinking friends, but they came alone.

			‘We have come to brighten up your boring day,’ said Christina, ‘I will show you what is on offer but there will be no touching until we see the colour of your money.’

			She then opened her blouse to expose her firm young breasts.

			‘Do you like what you see gentlemen? Would you like to see more?’

			Our guards nodded in unison.

			She slowly lifted up her skirt just high enough to show her shapely legs, but teasingly not enough to see the hidden treasures beyond.

			‘I like,’ he said, ‘but what do you charge?’

			‘A shilling each, and that’s a special price just for you.’

			‘We will give you a shilling for the two of you.’

			‘We are not some cheap strumpet from the bath house you know, we are experts of the profession, take a closer look.’

			‘Alright. We’ll pay a shilling and sixpence when we know just how good you are.’

			‘It doesn’t work like that sweetheart, it’s money up front or there will be no playtime for you two gentlemen this day. However, because I like you, we will settle for a shilling and sixpence.’

			‘Pay them,’ said the big man to his companion.

			Reluctantly, the smaller man took out a purse and threw eighteen pence onto the table. Elizabeth snatched it up and put it in the hidden pocket of her dress.

			Having lived my early life in a brothel I had seen it all before, but I still felt awkward watching the show that Christina and Elizabeth were putting on. The big man only lifted himself out of the chair for a moment while Christina helped him drop his breeches around his ankles, he then returned to the sitting position.

			She stood astride him, then slowly and provocatively hitched up her skirt. I heard him groan with joy as she lowered herself down on him, and then again every time she moved.

			Elizabeth had taken the other man to what I had thought to be the rest area in the corner, I could hear them but couldn’t see them as they were on the floor and out of sight.

			I took a backward glance at Felix and smiled, his eyes were almost popping out of his head… so completely engrossed was he by the performance being acted out before his eyes.

			I took a completely different view. I found Christina’s performance to be embarrassing, while at the same time I had to admire her sheer professionalism. However, I still could not see how all this was going to help us escape.

			I did not have long to wait. The big man suddenly let out a horrific scream and at the same time Christina took a backward step.

			From where I was standing, I could see a blooded knife in her right hand. Her victim was still in the sitting position, but now with his mouth open and tears running down his cheeks, his hands were covering his groin and there was blood seeping through his fingers creating a pool under the chair. Christina now with a blood splattered dress snatched the keys off the table and handed them me.

			‘Can you manage to release yourself Toby? I have to help Elizabeth,’ she said as she picked up one of the clubs.

			I have never been fond of wearing a sword, or ever felt the need to carry one, but I was mighty pleased to have mine back in my hand.

			Felix grabbed the other club off the table and was standing by my side. ‘I’m keeping this one,’ he said.

			Our joy at being freed from the cage was short-lived when the other guard stepped out to meet us. He was holding Elizabeth’s head back by her hair and holding a knife to her throat, just hard enough to break the skin, a thin trickle of blood running down her cleavage.

			‘Get back into the cage or she dies,’ he said as he pressed the knife a little harder to her throat. She squealed at the extra pressure and the blood began to run more freely, staining the front of her dress.

			I had no option but submit and return to the cage, Christina making up our number.

			‘Lock the door and throw me the keys,’ he ordered.

			At least I still had my sword, Felix his club and Christina the knife.

			‘Get down on the floor,’ he ordered Elizabeth, she obeyed without question.

			The big man had still not moved… the pool of blood beneath his feet growing with every minute.

			‘I’m bleeding to death here, the bitch cut off the end of my cock. You’ll have to help me.’

			‘You need to tie it off to stop the bleeding,’ he said handing him a short length of hemp.

			‘Can you do it for me?’

			‘I’m not touching your cock, you’ll have to do it yourself.’

			In spite of our precarious position, we had to smile at each other.

			Christina smiled and whispered to me, ‘He’s not the man he once was.’

			It must have been over an hour since we were forced to return to the cage, very soon it would be dark as the light was fading quickly. Our single guard was now pacing the floor anxiously waiting for the return of his other companions and his master, Richard Leeson.

			From our position in the cage, we watched Elizabeth slowly and cautiously moving towards the table where the keys to our prison were tantalisingly on view.

			We were all startled by a loud bang on the door.

			It was the opportunity Elizabeth had been waiting for. She jumped to her feet, snatched up the key and threw it across the floor before her guard could stop her.

			Angered by her swift action and incensed at not being able to stop her, he struck Elizabeth hard across the face, sending her spinning across the floor, he then ran to open the door to let in his companions.

			Once again I was free and with a sword in my hand, but this time I was facing Richard Leeson with three of his men… two with swords and the third holding a club, I was not counting the one still sat in his chair trying to halt the flow of blood from his shortened penis, he was clearly no longer a threat.

			There was no hiding the shock on Leeson’s face when he saw me standing before him with a weapon in my hand, but he quickly recovered his composure when he realised he still had an enormous advantage.

			‘So Master Toby, I see you have recruited some of your whores,’ he said, ‘what price do you put on your chances with just two whores and an urchin?’

			‘You can discount the man in the chair, which means we equal you in numbers,’ I said as I spotted Felix circling around swinging his club like an expert. Elizabeth and Christina were also on the move, splitting up and moving to surround Leeson and his men, who despite their obvious advantage were beginning to look a little nervous.

			What happened in the next few minutes surprised us all.

			There was another bang on the door. Felix was the first to react by throwing his club at Leeson’s head, while at the same time running to open the door. The club glanced off Leeson’s shoulder and hit the head of the guard that had earlier knocked Elizabeth to the floor. Maddened and angry he turned on the boy who escaped by running round the table.

			That was when George, Stinky Skinner and Helen stepped through the open door. George punched one man to the floor with a blow to the kidneys then grabbed Leeson putting him in a headlock. Stinky holding an axe handle and Helen with a knife went to help the boy… leaving me for the first time in my life to defend myself against an assailant determined to end my life.

			For some reason that I cannot explain, my thoughts raced back over ten years to my first weapons tutor, Sir Paul Cullum, and from somewhere in the depths of my mind his words of wisdom came flooding back to me.

			‘Never assume you are in control or that he is tiring, even if he falls to the ground, he may be feigning.

			‘Try to keep your opponent at a distance, that way it won’t be easy for him to grab you.

			‘Forget all about chivalry… your adversary in battle wants to kill you so you must kill him first.’

			The first challenge came from Leeson, and I was pleasantly surprised how easy I found it to parry his attack. I stepped back and waited for his reaction and was astonished when his second lunge was exactly as his first.

			It was clear to me that this man was not a trained swordsman. He was also much older than me, he was short of breath and sweating. I decided that if his next attack was as poor as his first two, I would take the fight to him. When it came I blocked his lunge and came under his guard to strike him high on the right side of his chest.

			He staggered backwards, blood staining his tunic from the wound in his shoulder, his sword hanging loose at his side. Christina came behind and clubbed his right arm making him drop his sword which clattered to the floor.

			‘I submit, I submit,’ he shouted.

			But Christina was in no mood for compassion or sympathy, and delivered a crunching blow to his lower spine. She then stopped and watched him crumble moaning to the floor… holding his back.

			Elizabeth meanwhile was seeking retribution from the guard that had held a knife to the throat, and also for striking her across the face. But now she had the help of Stinky and Helen. The three now had him cornered under the stairs. Felix couldn’t get near enough to use his club, so he helped by positioning himself halfway up the stairs and grabbing the man by his hair through the open treads.

			Knowing he was beaten, he dropped his sword and raised his hands in submission.

			‘Lend me your club,’ Elizabeth asked Felix.

			‘I have yielded,’ he called pushing his hands even higher. ‘Have pity, I was only carrying out orders.’

			Elizabeth swung the club at his legs, and in jumping to avoid being hit, he tripped and fell… before he had time to recover, she brought her weapon down on the crown of his head with such force that I could hear his skull crack from where I was standing on the other side of the warehouse.

			Now with his whole gang of scoundrels locked in the cage, there was just Richard Leeson.

			George, who was still holding him in a headlock, asked, ‘What do you want me to do with this lump of shit Toby?’

			‘Release him, and give him back his sword.’

			George offered him his blade which he took cautiously.

			I adopted the guard position but Leeson with tears in his eyes was just holding his sword by his side.

			‘Is this not what you have always wanted Leeson… a chance to kill me… just as you have done to Thomas Hudson?’

			Tears were running down his cheeks… he blinked his eyes and opened his mouth to speak but no words came.

			I could quite easily have run him through there and then, that’s what I desperately wanted to do. But I also wanted to provoke him into fighting, this time on his own without the backup of his men. He appeared to be frozen on the spot, unable to speak or fight… only waking from his trance when I slashed him across the face leaving a flap of flesh hanging, a mixture of blood and tears running into his beard.

			He squealed and in a mad rage ran at me with his sword in the air. He was far too slow and the weapon far too high to be a real threat, it was all too easy for me to sidestep his charge. Even after just one attack it was clear to me that he was no more a swordsman than his companion, still on the floor holding his back. His movements were slow and laboured and his sword far too heavy. I thought it improbable that he had ever fought a one-on-one battle in his life, and judging by his first lunge, it was unlikely that he had ever had any weapon training.

			I was confident that I could finish the duel at any time, but I wanted him to suffer, I wanted him to die from a hundred cuts. I wanted him to die slowly for killing Thomas. I slashed his other cheek, and then each arm, I aimed a blow to his eye but missed by a fraction, cutting an inch high, blood was now running freely down his face. After just a few minutes his clothes were in tatters and he was bleeding from a dozen wounds.

			Everyone had stopped to watch, including four sets of eyes in the cage, the fifth man still lying prone and unconscious on the floor. My final strike to his groin brought Leeson to his knees.

			At this point I sheathed my sword and looked down at the pathetic excuse for a man that for the last twelve years had been a thorn in my side, my enemy and my nemesis.

			‘As a traitor you will be hung, drawn and quartered in a public place in the city, but I will give you the chance to die like a man. You may fall on your sword.’

			I kicked his sword close enough for him to pick up, but his hand was too sticky from the blood running down his arm.

			‘I can’t hold it,’ he croaked.

			‘Christina, do you still have the knife?’

			‘It’s on the table, I put it there after I gelded him. I’ll get it for you,’ she said, running to recover it, still chuckling to herself.

			‘Give it to him,’ I ordered.

			Leeson held the knife to his heart with both hands for what seemed an age, but was no more than a few seconds. He didn’t speak, just glared at me with hatred in his eyes.

			He then plunged the knife deep into his heart, hovered for a moment before falling forward on his face.

			Christina then broke the silence by verbally attacking George.

			‘Where were you, you should have been here an hour ago… we could have been all killed? I’ll bet you were down at the Swan.’

			George just laughed and patted her backside.

			Helen came to my side, touched my arm and whispered, ‘Thomas is not dead Toby, he’s badly injured but he’s not dead.’

			I cannot even begin to try to explain the feeling of relief at hearing those words.

			‘They told me that he was dead, they said they killed him and that his body fell in the river. Where is he now?’

			‘He’s with Veronica. When we left her she was bathing his wounds. He is badly injured but he’s definitely not dead.’

			‘Thank you Helen, thank you so much.’

			‘I have done very little,’ she said, ‘I wish I could have done more.’

			I gave her a hug and kissed her, then looked around to see if we had any casualties. I saw Felix helping Elizabeth bind Stinky’s arm, she was using a strip of cloth torn from her own clothing to dress a deep laceration on his right forearm. Elizabeth was also injured, she had a nasty bruise on the right side of her face and an eye that was almost closed, but thankfully her throat had stopped bleeding, the blood on her chest congealed into a scab-like scar.

			‘Are you alright Elizabeth, your eye looks tender?’

			‘It is, but I don’t think it’s as bad as yours. At least I can still see out of mine.’

			I kissed her on the forehead and turned my attention to Felix.

			He had recovered his club and had it stuffed in his belt like a sword, but it was too heavy and kept sliding to the floor. He gave up in the end, choosing instead to hold it like a trophy.

			‘I have a vitally important job for you Felix. I want you to go to St James’s Palace. Tell the guards at the gate that you have a message for the Duke of York… tell them it’s from Squire Toby and explain to the duke what has happed here. Tell him that we have captured the illegal pressgang and that Richard Leeson is dead. Do you think you can do that for me?’

			‘Of course I can, I’m not stupid. I will run all the way.’

			‘Good, when you return I will reward you with a shilling.’

			I watched him dash out of the door, but I doubted he would run the whole way as it must be at least four miles to St James’s Palace from where we were at St Catherine’s.

			I knew it was going to be a long wait… at least a couple of hours so I asked George to take the girls home.

			‘We’ll wait and see it through, and then all leave here together,’ said he.

			‘Then explain to me what happened, what brought you here and how did you know where I was?’

			They all started to talk at the same time so I stopped them and delegated Christina to speak for them all, as she seemed to be the most practical and unruffled at the time.

			‘I assume you can remember leaving Fleet Alley, and Elizabeth and me walking down to the river with you,’ she asked… I nodded. ‘Well we watched you walk about two or three hundred yards and then sit down to read your books. There wasn’t many people about and we were a little curious when we saw two men walk behind you, we assumed they were talking about you because you’re quite famous in these parts. We became suspicious that something was not right when we saw one of them with a knife in his hand. That was when they attacked you… we couldn’t believe our eyes, it all happened so quickly. The smaller of the two men stabbed Mr Hudson twice, I think. They then pushed him into the river, the big man pulled a sack over your head and punched you in the face. I think you must have been unconscious because you didn’t fight back.’

			‘I can’t remember a thing,’ I said, ‘not until I woke up locked in that cage and tied hand and foot. What happened next?’

			‘They carried you down White Friars steps to where a man was waiting with a small boat. They bungled you in and hid you under a canvas sheet then rowed down river passing where we were hiding behind Stinky’s barge. I then followed you from a distance all the way here to this warehouse.’

			Elizabeth then interrupted. ‘While Christina was following you, Stinky and I ran to help Thomas, we found him half in and half out of the water, the tide was coming in so we dragged him up the steps. At first we thought he was dead because there was so much blood, but when we checked we found he was still breathing. Stinky picked him up and carried him like a baby all the way back to Fleet Alley. Christina caught up with us just as we were arriving back home.’

			‘Carry on Christina,’ I said pointing to her.

			‘This warehouse has C.H.T. in big letters on the door, so I knew I could easily find it again. I ran home to tell the others. Veronica told Stinky to put Mr Hudson in one of the rooms on the first floor, and then sent him out to look for George. Elizabeth and I then came straight back here to see what we could do. We were only a few yards from the door when four men came out. If we had run, they might have been suspicious so we turned on the charm and pretended to be working. They weren’t interested… at least their leader wasn’t. You know the rest.’

			‘Where exactly is this place?’

			‘Just past the Tower on the quayside at St Catherine’s.’

			‘While you were checking on Mr Hudson, did you see any of our books?’

			‘Yes, I put them all downstairs in your old room.’

			‘That’s a relief.’

			‘Is that all you can think of after all you have gone through?’ shouted Elizabeth, shaking a finger at me.

			I kissed them both and thanked George and Stinky. Minutes later we heard the sound of horses’ hooves and the rattle of a coach on the cobbles outside.

			***

			My Lord James, Duke of York, was the first to step through the door, a dozen men-at-arms followed him in.

			I tried as best as I could to explain what had happened, the girls chipping in with their own version.

			After just a minute, James held up his hand to stop us talking. ‘Thank you everyone. I think I have heard enough for now.’

			Taking control he ordered two guards to the Tower for a secure box-cart to transport the prisoners, and a coffin for Leeson. He then directed two other guards to find the Royal Surgeon, Doctor James Pearce.

			‘When you find him, escort him to Madam Veronica’s brothel on Fleet Alley, and tell him it’s urgent.’

			We then all piled into the Royal Coach, and with a slightly reduced escort, journeyed the short distance to Veronica’s brothel. Felix climbed up front with the driver and I followed him. While on the way to Fleet Alley I gave him his shilling… not much considering he played such a massive part in saving my life.

			I was relieved to find Thomas still alive but shocked by just how poorly he was looking. He was barely conscious, pallor from losing so much blood and too weak to talk. It broke my heart to see him in this way and I found it hard not to cry.

			When Doctor Pearce arrived, Veronica turned to her girls and quietly ordered them to wait in the lounge, she then asked George to take the boy home to wherever that was.

			‘Mr Hudson needs quiet and rest,’ she said.

			‘I haven’t got a home,’ said Felix.

			We all looked at each other and after a short deliberation decided to put him in my old room in the basement.

			‘Wash him and find him some different clothes,’ said Veronica.

			‘I don’t need a wash and I want to stay with Squire Toby.’

			‘You can’t go with Toby, he lives in St James’s Palace. And you do need a wash.’

			***

			Doctor Pearce gave Thomas a thorough examination and then explained as best he could the extent of his injuries.

			‘He has been stabbed twice, once in the back and again in the chest, he also had a broken arm which was probably caused when he fell down White Friars steps. His assailant clearly tried to stab him in the heart, and we must be thankful that he knows so little about anatomy, because his first strike was too high and his second too wide. Nevertheless, Mr Hudson is very lucky to be alive, the knife both times missing his heart by only a fraction of an inch. As far as I can tell at this juncture, no vital organs have been damaged, his breathing seems good and his heart, though beating a little quickly, is working adequately. However, at this stage in his recovery, I cannot rule out the possibility of internal bleeding. That is why I strongly recommended that we do not move him again. I am amazed he survived the journey from the river in the first place.’

			‘He can stay here,’ said Veronica. ‘Someone will sit with him twenty-four hours a day.’

			‘Thank you my dear,’ he said as he applied some ointment to Thomas’s wounds. ‘Check his injuries after twelve hours, I will leave you some fresh bandages and ointment and I’ll be back to see him again sometime tomorrow.’

			I decided to move in to my old room with Felix for a few days, until I was sure Thomas was showing some signs of recovery.

			I sat with Thomas throughout the night, sitting in the chair by his side. At 7am in the morning, I was relieved by Elizabeth and Christina.

			Completely exhausted, I ambled into the kitchen where Veronica was waiting with my breakfast. I then snatched a few hours’ sleep.

			The next day I inquired about the prisoners and was told that one had died during the night. The rest were to be hung a week later at the Tower.

			Thomas’s injuries turned out not to be life-threatening, and slowly the colour began to return to his cheeks. Veronica was still fussing over him and I was beginning to think he was enjoying the attention far too much.

			Doctor Pearce returned to Fleet Alley every day and seemed happy with his progress, but still thought it best he not be moved until he had gained more strength.

			After two weeks he was sitting up and asking questions.

			‘Did you find out why Leeson wanted you dead?’ was the first thing he asked.

			‘At the time I was so angered at the thought of you floating dead down the river, I forgot to ask. But enough about him, what about you, have you made any plans?’

			‘Yes I have thought of nothing else. I am going to bring my retirement forward. I am going to find a parish not too far from London, and do what I think I do best.’

			‘Teach?’ I asked knowing full well that is not what he meant.

			‘No… I want to find somewhere I can preach the gospel and be appreciated.’

			‘I too have come to a decision. I have decided what to do with my money and I need your help. I want you to invest it in a property for me. I have a little more to add to what you and Veronica are holding and I would like you to use it to find me a comfortable dwelling somewhere nice and not too far from London.’

			‘And do you intend to live there?’

			‘Eventually. But until I am ready to retire, it would please me if you would be my tenant.’

			‘Assuming I do find you a suitable house, and that I live there as your tenant, what rent would you expect me to pay?’

			‘You could pay in kind by looking after the property for me and perhaps tending to the garden.’

			‘That sounds fair to me. I’ll have a look around to see what is on offer. But I think you assume I am without money of my own, if that is the case, you are wrong. However, I do accept your offer because when I am taken from this world, it will be you that inherits any possessions and money that I leave.’

			‘Why me? What have I done to warrant such a gift?’

			‘You have inspired me to continue during times when I thought I was wasting my life. You have been the son I never had. I can think of no one who is more worthy than you.’

			Tangier 1663/4

			For the next few weeks I found it hard to think straight, I couldn’t sleep and when I did, I was disturbed by the same recurring nightmare. It always woke me up just as I was about to plunge a sword through Richard Leeson’s heart.

			I could not settle down or relax, I even found it difficult to regain the enthusiasm for my work. But what troubled me the most was that I now saw in me a new side to my character, a side I did not recognise and one I was not proud of. I had never imagined I could ever have hated another living soul in the way I hated Richard Leeson. I was confused and angry, and because I came so close to killing him, I felt ashamed.

			So it was in some way helpful in bringing me back to my senses when my Lord James, Duke of York, asked me to join a fact-finding voyage to Tangier.

			The Navy Board and also representatives of the Admiralty all had their own business to attend to, but James needed an independent and detailed assessment of our newly acquired territory in North Africa, and he believed I was the only person he could trust to give an unbiased and accurate report.

			I thought a long voyage to Tangier would be an ideal opportunity for me to get my head straight, to think seriously about my future, but also to rest and spend some time in bringing my journal up to date.

			Thomas was now fully recovered, and Felix was just happy to take over my old chores in Fleet Alley, having regular food in his belly and a roof over his head.

			***

			I was away from England for almost two months, and while on the outward voyage, I did as Thomas suggested and relaxed, brought my personal chronicles up to date and read as much as I could on the subject of Tangier.

			My time on the voyage home was entirely taken up in preparing the report for James, not just preparing, but pondering on the best way to present it, as there was very little I could think of that he would consider to be positive.

			James was waiting on the quayside at Chatham as our ship glided slowly to a stop.

			I waited on the quarterdeck until all the lines were secured and the gangplank was in place, I then watched the first officials scramble down the plank, almost knocking each other over in the rush to be first ashore.

			I waited until everything had calmed down and then walked slowly off the ship to the Duke of York’s coach. I handed my holdall to a waiting footman who threw it on the roof and tied it down. Satisfied that it was secure, I climbed inside next to James.

			‘Good to see you back safe and well Toby. How was the voyage?’

			‘Interesting and thought-provoking, but also difficult to transcribe into words all my thoughts and discoveries. However, I have completed a rather lengthy report which I hope you do not find too disturbing.’

			‘Don’t worry about that for now, I half expected there to be problems. Have you recovered from that unfortunate business with Richard Leeson?’

			‘I have to confess it took more time to fix my mental wellbeing than the bruises to my body, but I’m alright now… the voyage to Tangier perhaps being my saviour.’

			I expected him to start firing questions at me about Tangier, but he didn’t even ask to see my report, seemingly content to wait until we were in more congenial surroundings before discussing business, him talking instead on local news.

			‘Lady Castlemaine has had another child in September, this one they named Henry Fitzroy.’

			‘Another boy. How many children is that now?’ I asked.

			‘Seven bastards that he admits to. Queen Catherine has miscarried again, such a shame. The poor woman doesn’t seem to be able to carry for the whole term.’

			That news saddened me and I hoped I would get a chance to see her.

			‘By the way… Thomas wants to see you.’

			‘Have you any idea what he wants?’

			‘No. He just says he has some news, but he won’t tell me what it is until he has told you first.’

			‘I have an idea that it might be something to do with his plans for retirement.’

			‘Oh, I almost forgot to tell you. There’s someone called Edward Brocklehurst who keeps asking for you.’

			‘Edward Brocklehurst. Who is he?’

			‘I have no idea.’

			The journey from Chatham to St James’s Palace took a little over four hours. James was anxious to get on with the business of Tangier, and to read my reports but suggested we ate first.

			He ordered venison pasties and a jug of ale, and while we were waiting I had plenty of time to freshen up.

			‘Now Toby. Tell me the worst.’

			Before I could open my mouth, the door burst open and in marched King Charles, a small group of his courtiers followed him, waiting by the door.

			He slapped me on the back. ‘Toby where have you been these last months?’

			‘I have just returned from North Africa my Lord.’

			‘My brother works you too hard, you should spend some time with me. Do you play tennis or bowls?’

			‘No my Lord… but how hard can it be to roll a ball across a lawn?’

			‘Harder than you think,’ he said laughing.

			James, annoyed by the interruption, asked, ‘Is this a social call or did you want something?’

			‘I was here at St James’s and thought I would let you know that the Chancellor wants to talk to you about Tangier.’

			‘He knows where to find me. Now if there is nothing else, we are in the middle of an important meeting?’

			‘Only to tell Toby that Edward Brocklehurst wants to see him, and that he will be in Westminster Hall tomorrow at noon.’

			‘Who is he?’ I asked.

			‘I don’t know too much about him, only that he has two gorgeous daughters. You haven’t been tupping them have you Toby?’

			‘I don’t know the man or his daughters, and as you well know there is only one woman I want in my life.’

			‘Is there anything else?’ asked James.

			‘No, I’m on my way. But you should ease up James, you’re turning into an old man before your time.’

			***

			I opened my document case and pushed the report on Tangier across the table.

			‘Before I read your reports, give me a quick breakdown of what you found, in your own words.’

			‘Well as you know, when I first heard the details of Queen Catherine’s dowry settlement, I was pretty sure that England had secured a much better deal than the Portuguese. I thought at the time that the Portuguese Royal family must have been so desperate to strengthen their ties with England that they were prepared to pay well over the odds. But now I’m not so sure.

			‘I spent weeks gathering information on anchorages, the dockyards and the defences of the Tangier Peninsular. I also researched into what advantage a foothold in North Africa would have on our trade, and it did not take me long to realise that Tangier was a poor investment.’

			‘I must say Toby that I’m not surprised, but do go on.’

			‘Most of the fortifications are in a bad state of repair or non-existent, and if we are going to keep out the marauding Muslims who control North Africa from the Atlantic Ocean in the west to Egypt in the east… it’s imperative that all the defences around Tangier are kept in a good state of repair. Adding to our problem will be the cost of maintaining a massive garrison there. The Tangier Peninsular is a Christian enclave in one corner of a huge area of North Africa which is predominantly controlled by Muslims.’

			‘Another holy war do you think?’

			‘Maybe. But in my opinion it would be a war that in the long term we could not win. Nobody was surprised when Spain opposed the marriage between Charles and Catherine, and the French were not jumping with joy either, and now it’s beginning to look as if we will soon be at war with the Dutch again. So you can discount any help coming from Spain, France or Holland.’

			‘I am sure you’re right, and I know it is of little comfort but we do have the support of Portugal.’

			‘My honest opinion of Tangier is that we inherited a “Poison Chalice” and I predict that within the next ten to twenty years we will sell it… abandon it or lose it in battle. I sincerely hope I am wrong.’

			‘I will go through your report, and also those from the Navy Board. Hopefully by then I should know how best to present the findings to the government. You have done an excellent job Toby and I can’t thank you enough. I may want to see you again but for now I suggest you take a few days off to recover. And don’t forget Thomas Hudson wants to see you.’

			‘Let the government sort it out,’ I said, ‘it should be their problem, not yours.’

			***

			An excitable Thomas Hudson was waiting in my room, sitting at my desk and reading my notes.

			‘I hope you don’t mind Toby, I have been going through your report on Tangier… pretty damning don’t you think?’

			‘That’s just the first draft… and I have only reported the truth as I see it.’

			‘And I am sure you’re right Toby. But forget all that for now I want you to see the house we have bought.’

			‘Now? You want to go now?’

			He didn’t answer because he was already striding out of my room. I followed him out of the palace and on to a waiting coach.

			‘Where are we going?’

			‘We have purchased a desirable dwelling by the river at Barnes. It’s only ten to fifteen miles as the crow flies, but as it’s on the other side of the river we will have to go back and cross over London Bridge.’

			‘So how much did it cost?’

			‘Considerably more than you gave me, but you need not worry about the money.’

			***

			It was the end of October, and the first frost of the winter had laid a thin veil of white across the countryside. The fields were shimmering in the late afternoon sun, the birds were busy stripping the last few berries from the hedgerow, and the deciduous trees were finally releasing the last of their leaves.

			I shivered and pulled up my collar, but I was enjoying the ride, stopping only once to let a herd of deer from Richmond Park cross our path.

			The empty house when we eventually arrived was a substantial Tudor building with a wide driveway leading to large double doors. At the rear of the house, un-manicured lawns slowly fell away to the river where there stood a stone summerhouse.

			The interior was elegant and included a library which had been stripped of its books, a magnificent oak table in the centre taking up much of the space.

			‘Whatever you offered for this house, we can’t afford it.’

			‘The deal is already done, the money is paid and contracts exchanged. The house has been empty for quite a while and the vendor was desperate to sell. This property is ours.’

			‘Where did you get the money from?’

			‘Most of it from you and me. The rest from another source.’

			‘What other source? I hope it’s not a money lender.’

			‘One day I may tell you, but you need not worry. What I will tell you is that it did not come from a money lender.’

			Before returning home we visited the local tavern to get warm by a large log fire and tasted the local food and wine.

			‘By the way Thomas, have you ever come into contact with anyone called Edward Brocklehurst?’

			‘I have heard of Sir John Brocklehurst, I think he was a Member of Parliament wasn’t he? Why do you ask?’

			‘Someone by that name has been asking for me.’

			‘Perhaps he wants to offer you a job.’

			‘And perhaps I will take it.’

			‘Are you not content working for the Duke of York? I thought you enjoyed your job.’

			‘I did… I do. But all I ever do is bring him problems. I do the interesting work and he is left to sort things out with the government… a government who don’t want to spend any money… and a government who seem to think he exaggerates the problems… the problems I dump on him.’

			‘Is he not happy with your work?’

			‘I think so. He seems extremely grateful, he always thanks me. He has even increased my pay.’

			‘I can sympathise with the government to a certain extent… they want to maintain a stronger navy than our neighbours, but find it hard to find the money to pay for it,’ said Thomas. ‘And I place the blame to some extent on the king himself and his lavish lifestyle. He is too easily led by greedy men and loose women who challenge anything they think will deny the king his pleasure. There has been much talk in the corridors of Westminster about the relationship between parliament and the king, some say things are now almost as bad as when his father was on the throne. And he is a laughing stock on the continent.

			‘The King of France continually mocks Charles. He has his own mistresses but does not grant them a penny, he just laughs at the foolery of Charles and says he makes his bastard princes rich at the expense of his subjects. His whore Lady Castlemaine is a prime example, he has just spent thousands of pounds buying the woman her own personal plate, hundreds of pounds we can ill afford. In Holland they publicly mock our king with pictures, one with his pockets turned in-side-out, hanging empty, and another with two courtiers or whores picking his pockets. It’s sad to see that people here in England don’t seem to care anymore. But what of you Toby, what are your thoughts on the king, he was once your friend?’

			‘I like the man, he has been good to me, and I think his subjects love him too. But if the truth be told… I agree with you that he is not suited to the job of king. He is irresponsible and lazy, tending more to the pleasures of life than his responsibilities. He treats his ministers as he does his mistresses, he just uses them, and I am sorry if it offends you Thomas but I have little respect for parliament.’

			Thomas was clearly unhappy just talking about Charles. So I changed the subject.

			‘So now you are to retire, what are you going to do with your life? You have a beautiful house to live in, a pension from the government and an army of friends.’

			‘Retired, yes, but I do have work. While you were away, I paid a visit to the Bishop of Richmond and Kingston, he was delighted to have someone with my qualifications available to preach the gospel in his churches.’

			‘That’s brilliant news Thomas. I’m pleased for you.’

			Viscount Brocklehurst

			I walked through the doors of Westminster Hall as I had done a thousand times before, but this time I stopped at reception.

			‘Mr Brocklehurst?’ I asked.

			‘He’s waiting in the jubilee room sir, will you be requiring a guide?’

			‘Thank you, I know my way.’

			I was more curious than worried. I didn’t know the man so what could he possibly want of me?

			The door was ajar so I stepped inside and when I saw him a shiver shot down my spine. Instinctively I felt for my sword, but I had not carried a weapon since that fateful day in the warehouse at St Catherine’s.

			Edward Brocklehurst appeared not to be carrying a weapon, nevertheless I approached with caution because the man standing before me was Richard Leeson… or his twin as the likeness was uncanny.

			There was, however, something about him that distinguished him from Leeson, this man was different he was clean shaven and well turned-out in a richly embellished velvet suit.

			On the back of the chair where he had been sitting was his cloak, the cuffs and collar edges in gold braid. His beaver hat placed on a side table.

			Standing by his side was one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen, but she looked sad and perhaps a little worried. Her hair was auburn, parted in the middle and tied back with a purple ribbon, her skin was as smooth as the finest Chinese porcelain, and she was wearing one of the new style French dresses which were all the fashion among the wealthy and nobility.

			He stepped to meet me and offered me his hand which was strong and firm, though I did think he held on a little longer than I thought was normal.

			‘I think that what we are about to tell you will shock you,’ he said, ‘but we hope and pray that it will also please you. Please sit down.’

			His voice sounded the same as Leeson’s, but somehow was softer and more sincere, he sat opposite me, his lady remaining standing.

			‘Dear Toby,’ he said lowering his eye…hesitating as if searching for the right words. ‘We are Edward and Charlotte Brocklehurst, your true genetic parents. We were married on the 3rd of June, 1637, and you were born almost a year later in Ireland, on the 1st of May, 1638. You were baptised in secret by the Reverend Doctor John Mills in Temple Church here in London, two weeks later.’

			‘In secret?’ I asked.

			‘We believed at the time that by keeping your birth a secret we were protecting you.’

			‘Protecting me… protecting me from who… who would want to harm a new-born child?’

			‘My brother. And we have spent years regretting our decision ever since. Please don’t hate us Toby.’

			‘I don’t hate you. But I am confused.’

			‘We were having some terrible family problems at the time, caused by my brother’s jealousy.’

			‘Tell me is… was your brother called Richard?’

			Looking surprised by my question he replied, ‘Yes it is. Did you meet him?’

			‘Indeed I did… but do go on.’

			‘Richard was a troubled person, both as a child and a man. He was so jealous of me that he wanted me dead, and he almost succeeded. We were in the stables when he struck me from behind, knocking me out, he then held my head underwater in a trough. I was only saved when my father heard the screams of your mother and came to my rescue.’

			My mother was a few inches shorter than I, and as she took a cautious step and looked up at me, I was troubled to see sadness in her beautiful eyes. ‘Dear Toby,’ she said, ‘will you ever forgive me for abandoning you?’

			My feelings at that moment were more of pity than resentment or anger, she looked so miserable that I just wanted to embrace her, but was unsure how she would react. I took hold of her hand and speaking softly said, ‘You did not abandon me, you left me with Madam Veronica. She raised me with as much love and care I couldn’t have asked for better. She told me that one day you would come back for me, and now you have.’

			Not knowing quite what else to do, and praying quietly to myself that she would not be embarrassed I asked, ‘May I embrace you mother?’

			With tears now running freely down her face, she threw her arms around my neck, hugging and kissing my cheeks while sobbing like a child.

			I am a man and men don’t like to show that kind of emotion, but I found it very difficult to hold back the tears, there was a lump in my throat and my mouth was so dry, I didn’t think I would be able speak even if I tried.

			‘How can you ever forgive me?’ she whispered. ‘It was never what I wanted to do, but at the time we thought it was the best way to keep you safe.’

			When she eventually released me I stroked her cheeks. ‘You have nothing to reproach yourself for Mother.’ I then kissed her gently on the lips.

			She took hold of my hand and we sat together on a chaise longue, opposite my father.

			‘Tell me Father, what was the cause of the fight in the first place? What did you do to make him so angry?’

			My mother answered for him. ‘Your father was just trying to stop Richard raping me, he heard my screams and came to my rescue, he’s not usually a violent person, it is Richard who was always the aggressive one.’

			My father leaned forward in his chair and speaking quietly said, ‘Richard is my twin brother, we may look alike but we are completely different in so many ways. He was always jealous of me. Jealous that I had the love of Charlotte, jealous that I was cleverer academically than he, but mostly because as I was the older twin, I would eventually inherit the family title.’

			‘A title?’

			‘My father… your grandfather, is John Brocklehurst, 10th Viscount of Kettleford; when he caught Richard trying to kill me, he disinherited him and banished him from the family home forever.

			‘Before leaving Brocklehurst House, Richard swore that when Father died he would return and murder me, he would then take Charlotte as his wife and slaughter any male heirs I produce.

			‘When we explained to your grandfather the reason for the fight, he thought it best we leave the country for a while, so he sent us to Ireland on business. What he didn’t know… what no one knew was that at the time Charlotte was pregnant, she was carrying you Toby.

			‘We were in Ireland for six months, and while we were there in Dublin you were born.

			‘On our voyage home, we decided that the best way to protect you was to keep your birth a secret, even from your grandfather… a decision we have regretted ever since. Only the Reverend John Mills and Veronica knew your identity. It was he who performed your baptism, and Veronica who took you into her care.’

			‘Can I ask… what has changed? Why after twenty-five years have you chosen to tell me all this now?’

			‘We think Richard is dead, we heard he was killed in a warehouse fight at St Catherine’s, and later buried in a pauper’s grave.’

			‘Why are you so sure it was him?’

			‘We are not completely sure but it was a man of the right age and with his name.’

			‘Was that name Leeson?’

			They both looked shocked. ‘How did you know that?’

			‘Because your secret was not a secret at all. Richard Leeson has always known my identity. He called me the son of a whore, and has on four separate occasions tried to kill me. His latest attempt was at that warehouse in St Catherine’s. But tell me… why did he call himself Leeson?’

			‘When Father disinherited Richard, he went to live in Hastings with our maternal grandmother. It was from her that he adopted the name Leeson, and from her that he received all his money. She bought him his commission in the army thinking a career would help to settle him down. She passed away five years ago. And Richard was wrong, your mother was never a whore. We met at Gresham College when she was just sixteen. She was there studying English and Music, that is where we met and fell in love. We shared the same professor of music, she learning to play the spinet, I the flageolet. You can rest assured Toby, your mother was never a working girl.’

			‘It wouldn’t have mattered to me if she were, some of Veronica’s girls are delightful young ladies, two of them were instrumental in helping me overcome your brother… they helped to save my life.’

			‘Were you really with him when he died? Did you kill him Toby?’

			‘I wanted to, but no I did not… we fought one to one with swords until he was on his knees beaten and bleeding. I offered him the choice of falling on his sword or to die a traitor’s death on the gallows. He chose the former. Does that shock you?’

			‘Relief more than shock… so he really is dead?’

			‘He chose to drive his knife through his own heart rather than face a public execution.’

			My mother wiped her eyes and smiled at me. ‘No one will mourn his passing Toby, not even his own father, and for us his death is like a weight off our shoulders, the end of a dreadful nightmare, the first time in years that we can live without fear.’

			It is difficult for me to understand why, but at the time I felt their pain and also their relief. I had only known them for an hour, but I wanted to protect and love them both, our relationship was new, but already the bond between us felt strong. It was as if they had always been there.

			‘When we returned from Ireland, your grandfather was sick, suffering from fever, we didn’t know if he would survive, so we didn’t tell him about you.’

			I kissed my mother’s hand and asked, ‘Do I have any other relatives I should know about, and is my grandfather still alive?’

			‘Yes but he is rather fragile these days, and the shock of discovering that he has a grandson may be too much for him. You also have two sisters, Eleanor and Hannah.’

			‘I must see my grandfather, where is he?’

			My mother, still holding my hand, said quietly: ‘He is at our house in Richmond with Hannah and Eleanor.’

			‘Please take me to him.’

			My father shuffled uneasy in his chair looking worried. ‘I don’t think that is very wise Toby.’

			‘I’m sorry Father but I must see him… more so if he is unwell.’

			‘He will understand Edward,’ said my mother, ‘he will have to find out sooner or later so why not now?’

			‘He may never forgive me for keeping Toby a secret all these years. We always regretted not telling him in the first place, but the longer we waited, the harder it became.’

			‘Nevertheless, I’m sorry but I must see him.’

			‘Come Toby,’ said my mother taking hold of my hand, ‘I’ll take you to him.’

			So much had happened in the last hour that I was not surprised in the least to see that my father had not only his own coach and driver, but also that the Brocklehurst’s had their own livery.

			It was obvious the driver had travelled the journey a thousand times before, as we were there in an hour less than when I used the same roads with Thomas on our trek to Barnes a few days earlier.

			Our coach arrived at what I can only describe as a large Manor House. We passed through tall stone gate posts and along an avenue of topiary trimmed trees, all manicured to the same size and shape.

			The coach stopped outside the front door which was guarded by large benign stone lions.

			Our driver helped my mother out and a groom appeared from behind the house to take the reins of the horses.

			My mother took hold of my hand and we followed my father through the entrance hall, up a flight of stairs and into a large superlatively decorated lounge.

			The outlook through the main window was a spectacular view of the river which flowed past the end of an ornamental garden adorned with statues, more topiary bushes and lawns.

			The room was impressively decorated, with a richly painted ceiling and a magnificent marble fireplace above which hung a large oil painting of a cavalry officer astride a black hunter. The plaque describing the subject as Viscount Sir Toby Brocklehurst. The walls were covered with portraits of ladies in rich clothes and important looking men, most of them officers in uniform.

			There was a circle of settees with a high backed chair in the middle where an old man sat facing a large log fire. Talking to him were two extremely attractive young women, who I assumed must be my sisters. They kissed my father and then my mother who said quietly to them, ‘Could you leave us for a few minutes darlings? I will explain everything to you later.’

			They smiled at me as they were leaving and I smiled back, wondering how much they knew about me.

			The old man who I assumed was my grandfather called, ‘Darling Charlie, come and give an old man a hug.’

			It was obvious by the way they reacted to each other that they were very close, and that he probably relied more on his daughter-in-law than he did his own son.

			She kissed him on his forehead and took his hand in hers: ‘I imagine your granddaughters have been giving you plenty of comfort while I have been away.’

			‘Yes they have my dear. Now tell me… who is this young man you have brought to see me?’

			‘Please don’t be angry John, but this is my son Toby… mine and Edward’s, your grandson. There were reasons why we couldn’t tell you about him sooner, I know how much you have always longed for a grandson but we thought the best way to protect him was by keeping his identity a secret.’

			‘I think I can guess what those reasons were,’ he said.

			My mother helped him to his feet, but as I took a step forward to meet him, he started to cough.

			‘Sit down John, Toby will come to you.’

			When I stood in front of him he offered me his hand and I took it.

			‘I have consumption my boy, but I’m not quite ready to depart this life just yet.’

			He coughed again and took a drink of water. ‘So I have a grandson, a grandson called Toby.’

			‘And I have a grandfather called John,’ I said as I sat on a chair next to him and shook his arthritic hand.

			Then looking at my mother he said, ‘I think you had better explain my dear.’

			My father who was standing by the door stepped forward.

			‘I can explain Father…’

			The old man held up a hand to stop him.

			‘Better if Charlie tells me Edward.’

			He then looked at me, and I could see by his eyes that he was saddened. I knelt before him and speaking quietly I whispered, ‘We have some catching up to do sir, but first we must get you back to full health.’

			He smiled and patted me on the back. ‘You and I will talk later, but for now let your mother explain. None of this is your fault Toby.’

			I took a step back, and my mother took my place next to him. ‘The problem was Richard. You already know that he tried to kill Edward, and you also know what he tried to do to me. Throwing him out and banishing him only made him more determined. He threatened to kill Edward and any male heirs.’

			‘I know all that and I know he was waiting for me to die… but why keep Toby’s birth a secret from me? He would surely have been safer here under my care.’

			‘We kept our child’s birth a secret to protect him, and I placed him in the care of the one person on earth that I knew beyond any doubt would love him as I do. A person who would die to protect him. I left him with my mother Veronica Bennett, the keeper of the whorehouse on Fleet Alley. So there you have it John; my mother was once a prostitute.’

			‘Did you really believe I didn’t already know all that? I have always known. My dearest Charlie, I don’t give a jot about your past, it does not matter to me. You have been the daughter I never had, the most caring and loving person I have ever known, the rock that has kept this otherwise dysfunctional family together. But you should have told me, you should have trusted me, I might have been able to help.’

			I could see that she was upset and had tears in her eyes. My father stood behind her and put a soothing hand on her shoulder.

			‘It hurts me to see you upset,’ I said. ‘Please don’t cry, what is done is done, nobody can turn back time.’

			Everything had happened so quickly I couldn’t take it all in. My head was in a spin and I wanted answers. ‘Is Veronica really my grandmother?’ I asked.

			‘She is Toby. Every time I see her she asks if she can reveal the truth about your birth. She says you are now a man and would be able to deal with it. She has always thought that I should have told you the truth right from the start, but your father thought you would be safer if your identity was kept a secret.’

			‘Do you see much of her?’

			‘Every month we meet, and I give her money for your keep. I also see you, usually in church, I sit at the back with your father and we watch you leave.’

			‘I thought that you looked familiar,’ I said.

			‘We try to hide our faces.’

			‘Toby,’ called my grandfather, pushing himself out of his chair. ‘Come with me, I want to show you the Armoury.’

			I looked at my mother, she smiled and nodded. He discarded his walking stick and took my arm.

			‘Did you notice the painting over the fireplace?’ he asked as we walked out of the room.

			‘I did sir… very impressive.’

			‘That is a portrait of your ancestor Toby Brocklehurst. He was made a viscount for gallantry at the victory of Crecy in 1337. He fought side by side with the Black Prince. And it would please me if from now on you called me Pop as your sisters do, or John like your mother.’

			‘As you wish Pop, now where’s this armoury, and do you have a library?’

			The armoury was more akin to a shrine to my paternal ancestry than a place where weapons are stored, though there was a large selection on view.

			On entering the room my eyes were immediately drawn to the centrepiece on the wall facing the door. A smaller version of the portrait in the large room hung proudly surrounded by a large collection of swords. In each corner of the room there were suits of armour and on every wall smaller portraits of successive Brocklehurst viscounts in chronological order. A number of tapestries portraying military scenes covering every available space.

			‘Here I am Toby,’ he said standing proudly next to his own portrait. ‘Here is where your father will be and next to him, yourself… Toby Brocklehurst, 12th Viscount of Kettleford.’

			I had to smile to myself… An urchin from the back streets of Black Friars a viscount.

			There was a collection of shields, a couple of pikes and axes, and an assortment of flags, the largest being the Brocklehurst coat of arms, but surprisingly, no firearms.

			‘What’s in the chest Pop?’

			‘Military memorabilia and booty… you will have time enough to rummage through that later. Come, I want to show you the chapel.’

			The chapel was a small and personal place where an individual could pray and think quietly on his own. A statue of Jesus on the cross stood behind a small lectern which was facing seating for up to twenty worshippers, the walls were plain but the ceiling was baroque. But the most impressive feature was the stained-glass windows recounting scenes from the Battle of Crecy. We both kneeled and lowered our heads and prayed.

			I waited until he lifted his head and then helped him up… pausing while he took my arm we then walked out of the chapel in silence.

			‘I see by your clothes that Madam Veronica has raised you well, and that you have been educated.’

			‘I am a courtier in the Royal Household, and for the past three years I have been working for the Duke of York in the Admiralty. I have rooms in St James’s Palace.’

			That statement stopped him in his tracks.

			‘A courtier at St James’s Palace… I am impressed. And your education, who was your tutor?’

			‘I had the very best. Have you ever heard of Thomas Hudson?’

			‘He was the tutor for the first King Charles’s children I think.’

			‘And mine too,’ I said.

			‘When did all this happen? How old were you when you left Madam Veronica?’

			‘I was ten years old… and I would like you to know that Veronica… Miss Bennett is the most wonderful person I have ever known, and I am overjoyed to discover that she is my grandmother.’

			‘I know Toby,’ he whispered. ‘I met her many years ago… before I was married. It was while I was working in our London office on Bond Street. Veronica was a beautiful young woman of about sixteen or seventeen and I was young and cavalier around the age you are now.’

			‘She still is beautiful,’ I said.

			‘I’m sure she is. But I think it best if you don’t reveal that snippet of information about my past, especially to your father, let it remain our secret.’

			I smiled at him and speaking quietly said, ‘He will hear nothing from me Pop, but I must say that I admire your taste in women.’

			‘I doubt she will remember me anyway, it must be almost forty years ago.’

			‘You know Pop, I think you should forgive my mother for keeping my identity a secret.’

			‘I already have Toby, and I am fairly sure it was not her idea in the first place, it will have been your father who panicked and overreacted.’

			‘That maybe so, but the threat from Richard was real, and as I was out of the country for twelve years there would have been no point in her telling you about me. There was nothing you could have done.’

			There was a short pause and he stopped walking while ingesting the information. I had just told him a little about my past, and he had a sudden moment of revelation. Somewhere from the depths of his mind he remembered me. He looked me in the eye as he asked, ‘Tell me Toby, could you possibly be the urchin who saved the life of the Prince of Wales when you were not much more than a child?’

			‘It seems like a lifetime ago, but yes, it was me seventeen years ago.’

			‘What was it like being the youngest courtier in the House of Stuart, and what do you think of the King?’

			‘I like the man and he has been good to me, but if the truth be told he is not suited to the job of a monarch. He cares not a jot about politics, only the pleasures of life: women, sport, dancing and his dogs.’

			‘And the Duke of York, what is your opinion of him?’

			‘He works hard and takes his job of Lord High Admiral seriously. I admire him but I don’t envy him. He is caught in the middle between a bunch of corrupt managers who are getting rich off the back of the state, and an incompetent parliament with inflated egos and small brains.’ He laughed at the last comment, and I laughed with him. I then continued, ‘I think James is a good man but I do worry at how he openly promotes and worships Catholicism. If Queen Catherine does not provide an heir, one day James could be king. Don’t you think we should return to the lounge Pop?’

			We started walking slowly back to the lounge when he stopped. I thought he was going to ask more questions about the royal family or my views on parliament, so I was surprised when he asked, ‘Tell me truthfully Toby, were you with my son Richard when he was killed?’

			‘Yes sir. I was his prisoner. And not for the first time. But with some help from friends we managed to turn the tables on him.’

			‘I know he was wanted for treason. That he was killed in a warehouse at St Catherine’s and that others were captured with him and later executed.’

			‘Yes sir, that is correct. I can tell you the whole sorry story exactly as it happened if you wish, but I would prefer not to.’

			‘Just tell me how he died, and was it by your hand?’

			‘We fought with swords, but I did not kill him. He knew that he was facing a traitor’s death, so he killed himself. He fell on his own sword. I do hope that is not too distressing for you.’

			‘It was always going to happen that way, he was the bad apple in the barrel. From being a small boy it was clear he was never going to change. I am just glad it’s all over. Come Toby, let’s go back to your mother she will be worrying.’

			My sisters had returned and were sat each side of our parents.

			As we entered the room my father stood up and waited until Pop was sitting in his chair, he then sat beside him… my mother and me on the other side.

			Taking hold of my mother’s hand I whispered quietly, ‘It’s alright, everything is fine.’

			‘I have decided that what is done is done,’ said Pop, ‘and as we cannot turn back the clock… rather than dwell on something we cannot change, I want to move on and enjoy what time I have left with my whole family.’

			‘I never wanted to leave my baby,’ said my mother, ‘it almost broke my heart when I did, and we never intended it to be a permanent arrangement. The trouble was that the longer time went on the harder it became to tell you. Edward was terribly worried you would punish him as you did Richard.’

			‘That’s ridiculous,’ said Pop.

			‘I would like to explain Father.’

			‘There’s no need Edward, everything is resolved. But some changes will have to be made, and you can start by arranging a meeting with our lawyer. Toby is now second in line, and I would like to bring him into the business if he is willing.’

			Then turning to me he asked, ‘Would you be prepared to join our family business Toby, the financial rewards would be substantial?’

			‘I care little about financial rewards, but the thought of a new challenge excites me, and I will have to know more about the business before I make a decision. There is also the problem of the Duke of York. I could not leave him. Not without his blessing.’

			My grandfather coughed and thumped his chest. ‘I quite understand Toby, and I admire your loyalty to the duke. There will be plenty of time to discuss business later. Edward will be able to answer all your questions, I will leave the details to him. But if you do decide to join us, you are going to need a house.’

			‘I have a house Pop… well I have a share in one, close to here in Barnes.’

			‘That’s handy, it’s only minutes away.’

			***

			I was beginning to feel pressured, things were moving too fast and I needed time to think. I wanted to escape and glanced towards my sisters for help. They smiled and the one I assumed was the older, using her head and eyes, nodded in the direction of the door.

			‘If you will excuse me, I would like to become acquainted to my sisters,’ I said as I stood up.

			They were already heading for the door so I followed them out of the room, down the stairs and into the entrance hall.

			‘I’m Eleanor, I am married and am twenty-three years old.’

			‘And I am Hannah, I am twenty-one and engaged to be married. Have you a warm coat, it’s cold outside and we want to take you for a walk in the garden?’

			It was late afternoon and already the light was fading as the sun slowly dipped below the horizon… my sisters linked my arms and guided me through the now sad-looking rose garden and across the lawn towards the river, the frost covering the grass had not melted all day and crunched beneath our feet as we walked. There was a summerhouse by the river and a boathouse… naturally my thoughts turned to my first and only love and the boathouse at Noordeinde.

			‘Do you have a boat in there?’

			‘Two,’ said Hannah. ‘A family yacht and a small row boat, come I will show you. We can sit and talk in there.’

			The row boats had just a single mast, and I imagined myself having many hours of fun sailing on the river with my sisters. The one they called the family boat was a two-masted ketch with fore-and-aft rigging. It had been lifted out of the river for winter and was resting on specially made staging. Hannah and Eleanor climbed the ladder and I followed. The stateroom was luxurious with soft furnishings which were covered for the winter months with throws.

			We sat and talked for over an hour, they wanting to know all my history which was impossible to condense into an hour, and I was anxious to know more about them.

			‘You must come for Christmas,’ said Eleanor. ‘We will all be here and you will be able to meet my husband.’

			‘I would like that very much, but I’ll wait until I am officially invited.’

			‘If I ask Pop he will invite you. I know he will want you here with us for Christmas.’

			The time passed so quickly, and I knew our mother would be worrying, so we ran the whole way back to the house holding hands and giggling like children.

			By the time we arrived, we were in complete darkness, a slightly concerned looking mother waiting by the door.

			‘That was a long walk, I was beginning to worry. You are needed back in the lounge Toby. It’s too late to be travelling back to London tonight so I have made up a spare room for you.’

			I found my father and grandfather relaxing together, each with a large glass goblet of brandy.

			‘Sit down my boy. Would you like a brandy?’

			‘I would prefer a small ale.’

			He rang a bell and a maid came in. She then scurried away to get my ale and within a minute she was back with my drink on a silver salver.

			***

			‘Toby, you need to know more about my son Richard, and why he became such an angry man who chose to live the life of a rebellious renegade and traitor.

			‘Primogeniture is the inheritance process dating back to the medieval times. It states that an estate and title are passed on to the eldest son or next male heir. Edward and Richard are twins born ten minutes apart… Richard was the younger and could never accept that Edward would inherit the title ahead of himself. The world was at his feet and he could have enjoyed a carefree life of luxury or immersed himself into business, but the hatred burning inside his head was like a cancer for which there was no cure. When he tried to kill your father, I knew I had no choice but to drive him out of the family… totally and completely forever.’

			‘What weapon did he use?’ I asked.

			‘He knocked Edward unconscious with a fire iron and was holding his head under water when I found him. A minute later and your father would have been dead. Now unless you have any questions, I would prefer to move on to a less distressing subject. What are your plans for the rest of the year?’

			‘I had arranged with my guards to spend the three weeks prior to Christmas at Tilbury, there’s a lot of work still there for me, and reports I have yet to complete.’

			‘So you will be free to come here for Christmas?’

			‘Yes Pop,’ I said smiling at him, ‘Eleanor and Hannah have already invited me, and I told them I would love to come. Forgive me for asking, but may I bring Thomas Hudson? I don’t want him to be on his own for Christmas.’

			‘I was going to suggest you invite him… and I think perhaps your grandmother should come too. Now Toby, tell me why a handsome man like you is not married? Is there a young lady we could also invite for Christmas?’

			That question came out of the blue and I was surprised how quickly he had changed subjects.

			‘There is only one woman I want to marry, and that is Anne Huxley, the daughter of Baronet Huxley of Lewes. We fell in love over ten years ago but unfortunately her father does not like me, he wants someone with a title for his daughter, not a lowly squire.’

			‘I know Huxley, we have met many times at the Exchange. He’s a brilliant businessman. But does he still support that ridiculous red beard like Henry VIII?’

			‘It was trimmed shorter the last time I saw him, and it’s beginning to turn grey, and he’s not as fat as Henry VIII.’

			‘The practice of awarding the title of baronet was introduced by King James as a means of raising funds. Huxley’s grandfather bought their title. Ours was awarded for valour on the field of battle by your namesake Toby Brocklehurst in 1347. I can’t wait to see his face when he finds out who you really are, and the title that one day you will inherit.’ He started to laugh but it set him off coughing. ‘Is it possible to laugh yourself to death?’ he asked.

			The following morning after a hearty breakfast of boiled ham and pullet eggs, the Brocklehurst coach delivered me safely back to St James’s Palace. But not before a quick detour to Fleet Alley.

			Veronica met me at the door with a wide happy smile covering the whole of her face. ‘They have told you then?’ she said.

			I stepped down from the coach and embraced her as I always do. ‘They told me everything, and I am still trying to digest it all, I’m giddy and my head is in a spin. But you being my grandmother is the best news of all.’

			‘I was sworn to secrecy. I think what they did was wrong. Wrong for you and for them, but worst of all for your grandfather John. How did he take it?’

			‘He was cross with them at first, but he soon came round. We had an hour together on our own, I like him very much. He says he knows you.’

			‘I wasn’t sure he would remember me, I was very young and he was handsome and single. We walked out for a while.’

			‘Does anybody else know my real identity?’

			‘Only George, and like me he was sworn to secrecy. I don’t think he has told anybody.’

			I stayed with my grandmother for only a few minutes. I had so much to tell my Lord James, and I felt a little guilty at keeping the Brocklehurst driver waiting in the cold. Before climbing back into the coach I said, ‘You may be getting an invitation to spend Christmas at Brocklehurst House. But I’ll see you again before then.’

			‘What about us?’ shouted Christina.

			‘Not this time my love, maybe at a later date.’

			***

			‘That is the most incredible and the most unbelievable story I have ever heard,’ said James. ‘So, I take it you have come to tell me that you no longer want to work for me?’

			‘I would not think of leaving your service without your consent, and certainly not until after the New Year. Tell me James, what about the king, do I have to seek his approval?’

			‘Don’t worry about him, if you have to worry about anybody worry about me. How am I ever going to replace you?’

			‘I may be able to help you there sir. A clerk by the name of Arthur Crossley who works for Sir William Batten could be your man.’

			‘I thought Batten and all his associates were not to be trusted.’

			‘Arthur is no friend of Sir William Batten, just a disgruntled employee. He is hard working and honest, perhaps that’s why he doesn’t get on too well with his boss.’

			‘Then let us get him here and see what he thinks.’

			***

			I had been putting off writing to Anne, not because I didn’t want to, but because I didn’t know what to say. With all that had happened to me in the last 24 hours you would have thought that I would have no trouble filling the pages, but I found it difficult to describe how my life was about to change so dramatically without sounding like a deluded idiot. How do you tell someone that you… a boy from the backstreets of London has become the heir to a fortune… or that one day you will inherit a title? How do you explain that without sounding self-centred and arrogant? It all sounded so strange and surreal I could hardly believe it myself.

			I had not answered her last letter, so I had to say something. So I started by telling her that I had met my mother and my father… that Veronica had not only been my ward, but also my grandmother, that I had a grandfather and two sisters and that I had been invited to spend Christmas with them all at my grandfather’s house in Richmond. It was a start… but then my mind went blank. I sat for an hour with the pen in my hand looking down at the parchment but had not a clue how to tell her my name was not Bennett, but Brocklehurst, and that one day I would probably become the 12th Viscount of Kettleford. In the end, I decided to leave all that for another time.

			I had my suspicions that her father read her post, but today I didn’t care. I told her how much I loved her, that I longed for her touch and that I couldn’t wait to see her again. I ended by asking her to pass on my best wishes to her mother, and regards to her father, hoping that if he did read her letter, he wouldn’t think I was being patronising.

			I spent the following two weeks in Tilbury, but my mind was elsewhere. I couldn’t concentrate, and I was not happy with the reports I presented to James. I knew they were not up to my usual standard and I know he must have thought the same.

			I couldn’t contact Thomas the days before Christmas. He wasn’t at St James’s Palace, and he wasn’t at our house in Barnes. I assumed he would make his own way to Richmond on Christmas Eve, but I do confess to being a little worried about him.

			Veronica received the invitation, and was the most excited and animated I have seen her for many a year.

			I was a little early at Fleet Alley but she was ready and waiting. She smiled and gave me a hug before climbing into the coach. There was no need for words all that had needed to be said had been covered and explained. But now that I knew she was my grandmother I was now seeing her in a different light, and on that morning on Eve of Christmas I thought she looked truly beautiful, dressed in her finest clothes with her silvery blonde hair hanging loose beneath a red velvet bonnet.

			It was a bitterly cold day with just a few flecks of snow drifting down from the grey wintery sky. We sat inside the coach huddled together under a thick woollen blanket talking mostly about me and my future. A future that even I was not sure about.

			I was surprised on arrival at Brocklehurst House to find Thomas with my grandfather waiting at the door to greet us, but even more so by the manner of my grandfather’s greeting.

			He took hold of Veronica’s hands, kissed her on both cheeks and said, ‘Hello Vee, you look just as beautiful as you did forty years ago.’

			‘Hello to you John you old rogue,’ she said smiling at him.

			As I passed them, I whispered for their ears only, ‘Behave yourselves you two.’

			There were nine of us in the large dining room on Christmas day. The food was served by uniformed maids off silver salvers, the beverages dispensed by my grandfather’s butler.

			Later we retired to the music room which was the biggest in the house, and the most impressive. It was situated on the first floor with windows facing south and west. The late winter sun was low on the horizon but still created adequate lighting without the use of the two crystal chandeliers hanging from the baroque ceiling. The log fire in the large marble fireplace heated up the room, and countless sofas and soft chairs on Turkish carpets covered most of the floor. In the corner between the windows was a harpsichord.

			Pop began handing out presents… one for every person including Thomas and Veronica, but mine was the first and probably the most valuable. It was a leather document case containing details of my share value in the family business and clarification that I was a beneficiary in my grandfather’s will.

			I had brought only one present, but it was an important one for Pop, and the one he least expected to receive.

			‘Here is my present to you Pop. It’s the ceremonial sword and scabbard I wore for the pageant on the eve of King Charles’s Coronation. I thought you might like to add it to your collection… that is if you can find room on the wall.’

			He became emotional and began turning the sword over and over in his arthritic hands, there were tears in his eyes as he examined the ivory handle and the ruby inserts. He looked at me but didn’t speak, he then began to inspect the golden scabbard.

			‘This is the most precious gift I have ever received in my life, and it will take pride of place in my collection.’

			‘I’m glad you like it, but it’s just a sword Pop.’

			‘It is much more than that to me,’ he said as he handed his new prize to my father. ‘Look Edward, look at the handle and the scabbard.’

			What followed made the Christmas of 1663 the happiest of my life.

			My mother played the harpsichord, my father flageolet, and my sisters, if they were not singing, played their violins.

			Everybody took turns to sing and I was surprised what a good voice Thomas had, I had only ever heard him singing hymns before.

			In the three days of Christmas I learned how my paternal grandmother had died in childbirth along with her child… a girl, a girl that would have been my auntie if she had lived.

			It was so easy to bond with my sisters, and after only three days it seemed as if I had always known them. Eleanor’s husband William was a pleasant enough man, soft speaking and well educated, but lacking in drive and ambition… uninterested in commerce and happy to just spend his life as an accountant in his father’s carpentry business in Kingston.

			Hannah had a zest for life and I seemed to connect much easier with her. I met her boyfriend Anthony but he didn’t stay at Brocklehurst House, he just came to bring her a present and to tell her that his mother wanted him home for Christmas. From the little I saw of him I could not envisage him lasting too long in her affections.

			It took me a little longer to get inside the head of my father, perhaps because of his physical likeness to his brother Richard. But eventually I began to enjoy his company, probably because in many ways we were so much alike. We were both ambitious and hardworking, excited by business and always striving to achieve.

			I loved my mother from the first moment I saw her. She was beautiful, compassionate and always more concerned for the welfare of others than her own wellbeing… in particular my grandfather. Their relationship was far deeper than was normal between a man and his daughter-in-law, perhaps because she never knew her own father. Her capacity for love was the same for her own mother, my grandmother Veronica.

			Veronica was anxious to get back to George and her girls, as this was the first Christmas she had ever spent away from her own home in Black Friars. But she did agree to a stop off at Barnes with Thomas to see the house that I had a substantial financial stake in.

			Before leaving Brocklehurst House, I was called to a meeting by my grandfather.

			He was sat behind a large oak desk in his office, my father by his side.

			‘Please sit down son?’ said my father pointing to the chair opposite.

			My grandfather coughed and took a drink. ‘Before you return to London, I want to tell you a little about the family business in the hope that you will consider joining us. The core and most fundamental part of our business is in mining and quarrying, predominately in the West Country from Hampshire through to Cornwall, but also as far north as South Yorkshire.

			‘We mine slate, granite, limestone and tin, but we also have investments in gold, and copper on the Gold Coast of Africa. We have an office on Bond Street in London with a permanent staff of…’

			He looked to my father for help. ‘Twenty I believe,’ he answered.

			‘Thank you Edward. Over the years we have expanded and diversified. I have more ideas that I haven’t even discussed with your father as yet. But we can go into all that at a later date. Give some thought into what we have been talking about and let me know what you decide.’

			‘I enjoy a challenge,’ I said, ‘and would love to be part of the family business. I have already discussed with the Duke of York the possibility that I may want to leave his service, and he says that as far as he is concerned it is not a problem. However, I do feel duty bound to complete the work to which I have been allocated, and that could take up to six months.’

			‘Take as much time as you need. Just as long as I am here to see it happen I will be happy.’

			‘Thank you for being so understanding,’ I said. ‘There is one small thing you could do for me.’

			‘Name it and it will be done.’

			‘An urchin called Felix was imprisoned in the same warehouse with me at St Catherine’s Wharf. He played a big part in saving my life. I would like him to have the same opportunities I had. A job and an education.’

			They looked at each other and then my father said, ‘I will put him to work in the stables until we see what he is capable of. We can sort out his education later.’

			***

			I was with Arthur Crossley at St James’s Palace when he was being interviewed by the Duke of York.

			James wanted me there, but asked me to sit quietly at the back of the room in case I was needed.

			With my glowing testimony, and Arthur’s wide-ranging knowledge of the Royal Fleet, he ticked all the right boxes and was offered my job on a six months’ trial. During this time he would be working with me and under my supervision, eventually taking over my work when I left to take up a position in the family business. I estimated that it would take about six months. He would then receive the same money as I had been paid which was almost twice the amount he was getting working for Sir William Batten.

			‘Do you have any questions of me?’ asked the duke.

			‘Only one my Lord. What will happen if Sir William refuses to release me?’

			James smiled at Arthur, but I could quite understand his concern.

			‘I won’t even ask him, I will tell him that you were recommended by a reliable source, and that I want you moved to my office immediately. You don’t even have to see him if you don’t want to.’

			***

			I had told James many times that my job was too big for just one person, and working with Arthur proved my point, we were getting through the work not only quicker, but also more thoroughly. I had originally estimated that my business in Tilbury would take three weeks but it was completed in two.

			I was astonished to discover that Arthur had never ridden a horse in his life before, but if we were to get to Tilbury… complete a day’s work and return to London in a day, he had no option but to learn. Neither of us wanted to stay there overnight in Tilbury, especially Arthur, as he had a wife and children to go home to.

			I can’t imagine how uncomfortable the journey was for him, he was clearly suffering, but he still managed to laugh about it and after two weeks of shuttling between London and Tilbury, he was beginning to walk like a duck.

			***

			My intention had always been to eventually move to Barnes and live with Thomas, but while I was still working for the Duke of York it was more convenient to remain at St James’s Palace. Also, living in the city made it easier at the weekends to collect Veronica, and to take her to Brocklehurst House. I think she would have loved to see more of her daughter and granddaughters, but she had responsibilities. There was George whom she knew would never move away from Black Friars, he had lived there all his life, and her girls, they were like her children, she loved and cared for them all.

			In a way I felt the same as Veronica, my life had changed yet again, but changed for the better. I too now had responsibilities, but responsibilities to my family in Richmond, and I wanted to be there as often as possible. Spending precious time with my grandfather was important to me as no one knew just how much time he had left. Also my mother, so much valuable time had been lost, and I did not want to waste another moment.

			I regularly asked George would he be prepared to move to Richmond. His answer was always the same. ‘I don’t want to leave the house or the girls on their own.’ That was his excuse but I think another important issue was that he would miss being with his friends at the Tavern.

			Every month I exchanged letters with Anne, mostly writing about my new family, but I had still not been able to find the right words to tell her just who they actually were. To do that I decided I needed to tell her face-to-face, but when that opportunity would come… the good Lord only knew.

			As it happened, that time was to come sooner than I could ever have imagined.

			***

			It was no surprise to me that Arthur Crossley adapted quickly to the change in employment. In less than six months he was more than capable of working alone.

			I had now completed my commitment to teach him the job, and with some sadness and a little trepidation, the time came when I had to pack up my belongings and moved permanently to Richmond.

			I was saddened at leaving my life as a courtier in the Royal House of Stuart, but in that time I had made many friends, none more so than Arthur. I had met his charming wife and his beautiful children, and I had given him a conducted tour round St James’s and Westminster Palaces. We would no longer be working together but during the time we had, we created a bond of friendship that was to last a lifetime.

			***

			The first thing I always did when arriving at Brocklehurst House at the weekend was to search out my grandfather, and to listen to him pontificating on about the past, in particular our family history.

			But on this occasion he seemed only to want to talk about business.

			‘Sit down Toby, I have some important news to tell you, news that may, or may not, please you. I have a mind to expand our business into shipping, and to do that I need a business partner who thinks like me and is prepared to take a risk. I need an honest man who is wealthy and is willing to invest his money. The first name that came into my head was William Huxley.

			‘A month ago I wrote to him outlining briefly what I had in mind and suggested that if he was interested he should come here to Brocklehurst House with his family, and spend a weekend here to discuss the details.

			‘His reply came back yesterday, and judging by the tone of his letter he is eager and enthusiastic to get involved, but naturally before making any decision, he wants to discuss my ideas further. He has accepted my invitation and will be coming next Friday with his wife and daughter.

			‘Sadly for you Toby he says that he was already coming to London to arrange his daughter’s wedding. I take it that you have not told her who we are.’

			‘I have told her all about my new family. But not the family name, nothing about the business or that one day I may inherit a title. I wanted to tell her, I intended to tell her, but I thought a letter was not the correct way to break that kind of news. So after a considerable amount of soul-searching and thought I decided to wait until I could tell her to her face. Things have moved so fast I can hardly believe what has happened to me myself.’

			‘Perhaps he will change his mind when he hears the truth about your heritage.’

			‘Who is he forcing her to marry?’

			‘That I do not know Toby.’

			I was devastated and angry but also determined to speak to him regardless of what the outcome may be. Whatever he said, I intended to remain calm and accept his decision with dignity and self-respect. I knew Anne’s mother was on my side, perhaps she would speak for me.

			***

			I watched them arrive from the window of the music room where I had been sitting with my grandfather. The coach stopped outside the front entrance, a footman placed a stool by the coach door and William Huxley took his wife’s hand as she stepped down, he then helped Anne.

			Sir William’s beard was now almost completely grey with just a hint of red beneath his lower lip, it was also trimmed shorter which I thought was an improvement. Anne was wearing a sky blue coat and hood which she lowered just enough for me to see her beautiful but sad-looking face and her shiny strawberry-blonde hair.

			I returned to my seat beside my grandfather and waited while my mother and father went down to greet our guests… determined to remain calm and dignified whatever the outcome.

			As they all entered the room, I helped Pop to his feet then stood by his side facing our visitors.

			The surprised look on all their faces when they recognised me would have been hilarious, had it not been for me also so sad.

			‘Sir William,’ I said, ‘I would like to introduce you to my grandfather Sir John Brocklehurst, 10th Viscount of Kettleford. I see that you have already met my parents, Edward and Charlotte.’

			He stepped forward and offered me his hand. ‘I was hoping to meet with you during my stay here in London, but I confess this is the last place I expected to find you. We must talk Toby.’

			‘I would like that too sir,’ I replied.

			Anne could not contain herself a moment longer, she ran to me and kissed me hard and long on the lips, unconcerned by the reaction of her father or anyone else in the room.

			I was expecting the worst as I turned to face him, but I didn’t get the response I expected.

			‘We must talk about the wedding,’ he said.

			‘Who is she marrying?’ I asked.

			‘Why you of course, who else do you think she will marry? It’s always been you.’

			‘But you have always been so against the idea of her marrying me.’

			‘I now know I was wrong. I was told lies about you and I foolishly believed them.’

			‘Tell me Sir William… were these lies told to you by a soldier named Richard Leeson?’ asked Pop.

			Looking surprised he replied, ‘Yes… yes sir, they were.’

			‘Toby why don’t you take Anne for a walk. Show her the house and gardens while I tell Sir William the truth about my feral son Richard. But try to be back here in one hour. We have business to discuss and I want you and your father here.’

			I took Anne’s hand and we hurried down the stairs to the front door. ‘Before I show you round the house I have something to show you in the garden.’

			Still holding her hand we ran quickly through the gardens and across the lawns stopping only when we were a few yards from the river. Hardly audible and with a naughty smile on her face she whispered, more to herself than to me, ‘A boathouse.’

			Unlike the last time when the ketch was inside and on staging for the winter, it was now in the water, moored and ready to use. We stepped on board and I tried the cabin door but it was locked.

			‘Wait here a moment,’ I said as I ran inside the boathouse to where I had seen Eleanor hide the key.

			I opened the door to the cabin, took her through the stateroom to a bed chamber and pulled the drapes shut.

			Anne started to remove her dress. ‘One hour should give us plenty of time don’t you think Toby.’

			‘Yes my love, but I don’t think we have the time to strip off completely.’

			‘No matter,’ she said as she lay on the bed, hitching up her dress.

			‘Now that we are officially engaged, I suppose you could plant your seed in me if you wanted to.’

			‘I have restrained myself for ten years so I can wait a few more months.’

			I missed the touch of her body next to mine, but the sex as usual was spectacular and beautiful, and afterwards we lay on our backs holding hands and talking.

			‘Do you think they will know what we have been up to?’

			‘I’m certain of it. Your cheeks are rosy, your hair is all out of place and your dress is crumpled.’

			‘Well I don’t care if they do know. Not anymore.’

			‘What made your father change his mind about me?’ I asked.

			‘I should have been happy knowing that you had found your family. I was happy… happy for you, but I was sad that I was not a part of it. My father loves me and it broke his heart seeing me so miserable. One night he heard me crying in my sleep and came to my room, it was then that he said I could marry you. He’s a good man really you know.’

			‘I know he is, but he may not be if I miss my grandfather’s meeting. Come, let’s get back to the house.’

			We walked slowly through the lawns to the gardens which were now alive with summer flowers which seemed to nod to us as we passed, and the white flowers of the lily-of-the-valley peeped at us from under the hedgerow. There was a slight chill in the air but we could not feel the cold. Our two mothers were sat together on a bench facing the sun, which was now dropping down on the western horizon. They were deep in conversation but stopped talking as we arrived.

			‘They are waiting for you in the library Toby,’ said my mother, ‘you stay here with us Anne, we have been talking about your wedding.’

			I knocked and walked into my grandfather’s library, which also doubled as his office. He was sat behind his large oak desk, my father by his side and Mr Huxley facing him. A vacant chair next to my future father-in-law waiting for me.

			‘William. You specialise in the import of fine wines,’ said Pop. ‘Also brandy from the continent, rum from the Caribbean and vodka from Russia.’

			‘You are well informed sir. That is all true,’ said Huxley.

			‘Our core business is in mining, mostly in England, but also in Africa. You and I have met many times at the Exchange and I know that you have also expanded your portfolio into other areas of business… as have I.’

			‘Also true Sir John.’

			‘Tell me William, would you say that the single most expensive item on your balance sheet is transport?’

			‘Without a doubt Sir John… do you have a solution?’

			The old man smiled. ‘Yes indeed. I believe I do William.’

			‘There is a business about to come to the market which could benefit us both financially. A business that I have been given first option to buy. A business that if I – if we were to pay in cash, could be acquired at a considerably reduced price. That business is CH Shipping. A company which was founded eighty years ago in 1584 by Sir Christopher Hatton.’

			‘Was he not a courtier of Queen Elizabeth?’

			‘Indeed he was, and there are those who say he was more than just a courtier, but that’s just gossip. It is also believed that it was the queen herself who financed CH Shipping.

			‘Sir Christopher Hatton died in 1591 without a male heir. The Shipping Company then passed through a series of family members, ending up in the hands of a distant relative of the founder, also as it happened called Christopher… Sir Christopher Hatton, Baron of Kirby. He was a prominent Royalist during the reign of King Charles I, but a man who is now approaching sixty and wanting to retire to his estate in Holenby, Northamptonshire.

			‘Some assets have already been sold off but what still remains are three ships and two warehouses, one in Poole and the other here in London. Toby is already well acquainted with the one here in London.’

			‘Will I ever forget?’ I said.

			‘The ships are all moored in Poole Harbour, but I think potentially the most important asset is a document of registration with the East India Company in Calcutta. I have already been promised that our new company… if and when we begin trading, will retain the registration under the new company name. Do you want me to continue? Or do you think I am completely mad?’

			‘Certainly not Sir John. The whole idea excites me. Carry on,’ said Huxley.

			My grandfather rang a bell on his desk, and his maid who must have been waiting to be called immediately entered the room.

			‘Could you bring some tea my dear?’

			‘Yes sir,’ she said as she scurried out of the room, shutting the door behind her.

			‘I will continue, but stop me if at any time you have any questions.

			‘I believe that two of the ships are three-masted East Indiamen built with oak in 1629, and were, up until the end of last year, trading in the New World across the Atlantic.’

			My grandfather had said we could interrupt, and so I did. ‘Was their cargo slaves? Because if it was I want no part of it.’

			‘I think I can speak for us all,’ said Huxley, ‘in saying that we all totally agree with you on that Toby.’

			‘The old company did trade in slavery,’ said my grandfather, ‘but the new one will most certainly not. We have plenty of other options that are not so cruel or barbaric… but we can discuss all that later. Now where was I? Oh yes, the third ship is a smaller coastal schooner. There is so much work around our own coast for that kind of vessel, I imagine that if the enterprise is a success, we may soon need to increase the fleet in that area… but I think I am getting a bit ahead of myself.’

			There was a knock on the door and the maid came in with our tea.

			‘I assume you do drink tea William?’

			‘Queen Catherine drinks nothing else, and if it is good enough for a queen… it’s good enough for me.’

			‘Do you take a sweetener with your tea sir?’ asked the maid.

			‘Just a little, thank you.’

			The break in proceedings was a welcome opportunity for me. I needed to think, to digest what a massive project this was, and to wonder just what part I might be expected to play in it.

			‘How was your tea?’ asked my grandfather of Mr Huxley.

			‘Slightly different to my usual brand, but just as refreshing.’

			‘Would you agree with me that if tea were as cheap as coffee, everyone would be drinking it?’

			‘Undoubtable. But the cost of transporting it over land from the Orient to Constantinople, and from there to here by sea restricts the price… it will never be as cheap as coffee.’

			‘Gentlemen,’ announced my grandfather. ‘You have just drank the first ever tea grown in India. It is being grown as a trial experiment, 150 miles North West of Calcutta. So there you have it, Huxley, an alternative cargo to slavery.’

			‘I am impressed,’ said Sir William, ‘we could be the first to export tea to the New World. So where do we go from here Sir John?’

			‘It will probably be years before they are growing tea on a commercial scale. But when they do, I want us to be there and ready. But before we part with any money I want to have the three ships in Poole checked out properly.’ Huxley nodded.

			My father who had been taking the minutes of the meeting said, ‘Toby must be one of the most qualified in the country to carry out that job.’

			‘Then I propose we send him to Poole… perhaps with one of my sons,’ suggested Huxley, ‘and while they are there, we can get on with sorting out the financial side of the deal with the vendor.’

			‘Your lawyers should be with you when you meet the vendor,’ said my father, ‘I will arrange it, just tell me where and when.’

			‘I know this may sound a little selfish,’ I said, ‘but there is also the little matter of a wedding.’

			They all looked at me and smiled.

			‘It is my fault you were not married years ago,’ Huxley stated. ‘So I suggest we suspend this meeting for a while, and bring in the ladies. It is they that will decide the arrangements for the wedding. Not us.’

			Our mothers both wanted a large wedding, Anne and I just wanted a quick one.

			‘If you are sending Toby to Poole,’ said Anne, ‘I want to go with him, we could go straight after the wedding.’

			‘Not so quick my dear,’ said her mother, ‘there’s a lot of arrangements to be made and we will need you here to help us. You both have birthdays in May, I suggest we try for that month.’

			Turning to my grandfather she asked, ‘How would that fit into your plans Sir John?’

			‘I think May would work perfectly well for us, don’t you agree William?’

			‘As long as my daughter is happy. Then so am I.’

			***

			I couldn’t wait to tell the Duke of York that Anne’s father had finally agreed to let me marry his daughter, but as I hurried eagerly towards his rooms in St James’s Palace it was his wife Anne who was waiting for me… jumping up and down like an excited child she called, ‘Congratulations Toby, I bet you thought it would never happen, but now it has. You’re getting married.’ She then took me in her arms and kissed me on both cheeks.

			‘How did you find out so quickly?’

			‘Anne has asked me to be her maid-of-honour, I am also helping her to choose the wedding dress and the dresses for her bridesmaids.’

			‘How many is she having?’

			‘It’s not decided yet, but you may get a surprise.’

			‘Well that doesn’t matter to me,’ I said. ‘Or even where the wedding takes place, I just wanted Thomas Hudson to be the one who marries us.’

			‘That’s already arranged. The wedding is going to be at either St Mary Magdalene Church in Richmond, or the smaller Parish Church of St Peter’s, followed by a banquet in a marquee on the lawn at Brocklehurst House.’

			‘Do you also know when?’ I asked.

			‘The first week of May, and if you have come here to tell James he’s not here, but he already knows. I told him.’

			***

			I always imagined that when we were married, we would be living in my own house with Thomas in Barnes. But my parents had different ideas. They had recently taken a house in King Street near the palace of Westminster to be closer to our offices in Fleet Street, and they wanted me to move into Brocklehurst House permanently to be with my grandfather. Hannah had of course gone with them which meant that Anne would be the lady of the house.

			I spent most of the next five weeks commuting between Richmond and London. Learning about the business and what role I might be expected to play in it. My father introduced me to important members of his workforce, but I learned more by reading through old account books than I did from them. He took me to the Exchange… a fascinating hive of activity that I had walked past a million times before, but never been inside. My father proudly introduced me to representatives of the East India Company, The Worshipful Companies of Goldsmiths, Stationers, Carpenters and Wool Merchants. I also made a mental note to myself of others that I would like to visit on my own: The Master Mariners, Shipwrights and Gun-makers… as well as Musicians, as I did not want to be the only member of my new extended family who did not play some sort of instrument.

			Always after business we called at the Great Coffee House around the corner. This was where traders relaxed after the hustle and bustle of a day on the floor of the Exchange.

			While I was learning about the business in London, my grandfather and Huxley were thrashing out the deal with their lawyers at Brocklehurst House. They eventually shook hands and signed the legal document agreeing the transfer of CH Shipping to the new company (as yet unnamed) on condition that the three ships at Poole were seaworthy. I had no idea how much money (if any) had changed hands, but what I was told was that William Huxley, his son Robert and myself would be directors of the new company, and that my father would be the Managing Director.

			***

			Finally, the day Anne and I had been waiting ten years for had arrived. We could have been married in our own little chapel in Brocklehurst House, but that was out of the question due to its size… even for the smallest of ceremonies.

			The local Parish Church of St Peter’s was quaint and friendly, but not large enough to accommodate the numbers invited, so we were married in the larger St Mary Magdalene. The date chosen by Anne’s mother was Saturday 3rd of May… two days after my 26th birthday and seven days before Anne’s.

			A small number of well-wishers had gathered outside the church, waiting to see the bride, a few I recognised as being members of our workforce.

			I couldn’t help feeling nervous as I waited in the St Magdalene Church with my closest friend Arthur Crossley by my side. His was an extremely happy marriage, his wife Matilda was a charming lady and their two young daughters were delightful, both dressed in identical pink dresses with matching bows in their hair.

			I had not been allowed to see Anne’s gown, or the dresses of the bridesmaids. I didn’t even know how many bridesmaids there were, though I did know that my sisters were two of them.

			When the church organ began to play the wedding march, I could not stop myself from glancing back.

			Anne’s face was covered by a veil but I could see that her long white dress was silk… that it was cut low and square with broad shoulder straps and had a long waistband plaited in white satin that was fixed loose around her waist, the ends almost reaching the floor. To complete her ensemble she wore three strings of white pearls which were hanging loosely above her cleavage.

			I counted four bridesmaids. They were all wearing identical long low-cut peach coloured dresses with hoods which were hanging loosely over their shoulders… the waistbands were the same as Anne’s but in gold with a hint of white filigree. They were all wearing identical chokers made up of a single string of peach coloured pearls.

			There was also a tiny flower girl… one of the bridesmaids was holding her basket while she scattered rose-petals up the aisle.

			I couldn’t help but wonder if when preparing his sermon, Thomas had King Charles in mind, because he began on the sanctity of marriage, and how marriage should be held in honour among all, that the marriage bed should not be blemished by adultery as God will judge the sexually immoral and adulterous.

			He then quoted passages from the scriptures on how spiritual forces of God will always overcome forces of evil through prayer.

			We sang hymns and then we were married.

			The whole tone of his sermon then changed to light-hearted innuendoes about our past, and there was nobody who knew more about me than Thomas.

			He talked in detail of our first meeting on Ludgate Hill when I was just a boy of nine years old. Our remarkable escape from Cromwell’s Roundheads, and the numerous attempts on my life.

			He then moved on to Anne, who he described as the epitome of loyalty and unending love against adversity, and how in the end it was love that had triumphed. He ended his sermon by saying that in all his years, he had never met a couple more suited to each other than we were.

			It was not until they came into the marquee after the service that I realised that one of the bridesmaids was Queen Catherine… her hooded dress clearly chosen to hide her face.

			She smiled at me and moved her hood slightly to one side, just to make sure that I would know exactly who she was, then whispering quietly in my ear said: ‘You came to my wedding Toby so I was not going to miss yours.’ She then kissed me on both cheeks.

			‘Does Charles know you are here?’ I asked.

			‘Of course not. If he had known I was coming he would have insisted on an armed escort. I don’t really think he would have objected, but he may have wanted to come with me, and I certainly did not want that. You know what an exhibitionist he is.’

			‘Will you be staying for the banquet?’

			‘I think not. I think that I have already been recognised. But please do visit me Toby, you have no excuse not to. Not now that you are married. And bring along your beautiful bride.’

			‘I will, I promise.’

			I did not see her leave, and was sorry she couldn’t stay longer, but now that I had a wife I thought it would not seem too improper… as a couple, for us to make an occasional social call on the queen.

			Anne and I opened the dancing. My mother danced with Mr Huxley and my father with Anne’s mother.

			‘Where is Hannah’s fiancé?’ asked Anne.

			‘They broke up. I don’t think he was even invited. What made you think of him?’

			‘Because she seems to have taken a shine to my brother Robert… look, they are dancing together now, and I have never seen him dance before. Not ever.’

			‘They do seem to be enjoying each other’s company don’t they? I forgot to ask you who our little flower girl was.’

			‘Princess Mary, the daughter of your old boss James, Duke of York. She has been with her mother Anne all day, I am surprised you didn’t realise.’

			‘So we can tell our grandchildren that at our wedding we had a queen, a princess and a duchess.’

			‘That we can… and it should also please my father,’ she said just as the music stopped.

			It was well past midnight when the last of the guests left Brocklehurst House, by which time we were tired and ready for bed. The wedding suite my mother had prepared for us was the best room in the house. It was on the third floor overlooking the river, and for the first time in my life I was able to enjoy the sex without constraints. The sex of course was wonderful. But it also felt strange, knowing that just a floor below us, our parents were sleeping… and perhaps listening.

			The Huxleys all stayed overnight, but Peter with his wife and baby returned to Lewes early the next morning as he was keen to close some business deal he had been working on. I think Robert would have preferred to stay longer… just to be with Hannah, but left after lunch with his parents.

			Veronica was anxious to get back to George and her girls, and I was pleased and relieved when Thomas volunteered to escort her.

			Brocklehurst Huxley Shipping Company

			Our marriage was only a week old when I had to leave my tearful wife behind, and start earning my keep.

			Anne had said right from the start that she wanted to come to Poole with Robert and me, because she knew that our faithful and well organised staff at Brocklehurst House were more than capable of caring for the old man without any help. It was my mother who insisted that Pop should not be left on his own without a family member so Hannah agreed to move back to her old room… she loved Pop and if truth be told she hated living in London.

			I thought Robert would come to the house by carriage, and perhaps stop overnight in a tavern on the way, but he arrived on horseback on Saturday, a day earlier than had been planned, covering the fifty or so miles from Lewes in half a day.

			Hannah was the first to greet him at the door with a kiss on the cheek, then smiling rather sheepishly she took a backward step so that Anne could welcome her younger brother back to the house.

			Felix, the new stable boy, smiled at me and nodded in reverence as he always does, he then took the reins of Robert’s horse and led it away to the stables. I think in Felix I had a servant for life.

			‘Come inside Robert, I will organise some food and you can freshen up.’

			‘Thank you Toby, but if you don’t mind I would like a word with Hannah first.’

			‘Not at all. Come in when you’re ready.’

			‘He is more serious than I thought,’ whispered Anne as we walked back into the house, leaving Robert and Hannah talking. Once inside we found a window and peeped carefully from behind the drapes. We could see they were holding hands and walking through the gardens towards the river.

			‘Do you suppose they’re going to the boathouse?’

			‘So soon?’ said Anne. ‘I doubt it, I think he’s too shy.’

			‘So was I. Once.’

			***

			Robert is a likeable man and I knew from the first day I met him that I would have no problem working with him. He had the look of his father but the colouring of his mother and sister. He was about the same height as me, and I was two inches short of six feet. He was clean shaven with sandy coloured hair.

			It was an hour before they came back to the house, and whatever they had been doing or talking about, it did not include us. They came back holding hands smiling and hungry.

			‘So, are you two a couple then?’ asked Anne as we were eating.

			‘You ask too many questions sister,’ was Robert’s reply.

			On Sunday morning we took the carriage to Richmond Park where we sat on the grass with a couple of pitchers of ale and a picnic which had been prepared earlier by cook. In the afternoon we went to St Peter’s Church where we met Veronica and Thomas.

			On Monday morning, Anne and Hannah waved from the door as we set off on horseback, hoping to reach Poole in two days. When we arrived at our planned overnight stop of Guildford, we still felt relatively fresh, so we just stopped at an inn for an hour then continued on to Winchester, arriving there just an hour before nightfall. We then found a friendly hostelry where we could rest overnight.

			We arrived in Poole mid-afternoon on Tuesday, and my first task was to seek out the Harbour Master and then find accommodation.

			‘I have been expecting you gentlemen,’ he said. ‘I just need to check your papers and identification, then I will take you to your ships.’

			The smaller coastal ship named the Tudor Breeze was a Dutch built Bilander. The two larger vessels, Tudor Queen and Tudor Rose, were identical Fluyts, also built in Holland.

			‘So there you have it gentlemen. Three fine vessels that have lain idle here now for almost a year. Is there anything else I can help you with?’

			‘Could you find me a couple of sailors or stevedores who would like a few days’ work?’

			‘You can have either, but I recommend brothers. Mathew and Luke Brotherton.’

			‘They sound perfect, I will need them here early in the morning.’

			‘I’m sure that won’t be a problem Mr Brocklehurst.’

			I had seen many Bilander coastal traders before, but as there were none in the Royal Fleet I had never had the opportunity to board one. The Bilander is a double-masted merchant ship used exclusively for coastal and river trade. The mainmast is lateen-rigged with a typical mainsail. The foremast has a conventional square course and topsail. The displacement is around a 100 tons.

			The 80 feet long Fluyts are also Dutch. They are three-masted, square rigged seagoing vessels, designed to carry a large cargo, but with a relatively small crew… usually twenty to thirty.

			They have a wide shallow hull which enables them to reach higher up some rivers than other similar vessels. The drawback to a shallow hull is that they’re not as stable. The main deck is relatively small and wider in the middle, the masts are larger than normal, specifically for speed.

			They were not designed for combat, but normally carried just enough armament to fend off pirates. On our ships there were gun ports for eight cannons, four on the port and four on the starboard side, but two cannons on each side had been removed to reduce the weight, and to make more space available for cargo. I made a mental note to myself to have them replaced.

			When Robert and I arrived at the ships the following morning, our two seamen were already there waiting.

			‘I am Luke, and this is my younger brother Mathew. Where do we start boss?’

			‘I am Toby Brocklehurst, and this is my brother-in-law Robert Huxley. I want all the sails unfolded and checked, all the masts, all the halyards, all the lines and runners and every inch of timber checked, and then I want the hulls checked for leaks. When all that is done, and all necessary repairs completed, I want a full inventory of equipment on all three ships… everything from the smallest nail to the largest sail… including what stock we have in the warehouse. Mathew, you start on the Tudor Breeze with Robert. Luke, you and I will take the Tudor Queen.’

			‘Yes boss.’

			The brothers’ knowledge of our three ships soon became apparent, and it transpired that they had both crewed for the previous owners. Luke as a quartermaster and Mathew a Sail Master… two of the most important officers on any seagoing ship. The brothers were friendly and hardworking and were looking for permanent work… preferably on the Queen or the Rose.

			I knew the team back home would want to get our business up and running as soon as possible, and that we would soon be recruiting seamen. So hoping I had not overstepped my authority, I promised them both a job if they would crew for me now, and sail the Bilander back to London… they accepted my offer enthusiastically.

			The Harbour Master turned up every day to check on our progress and where possible, offer advice and help.

			‘What is to become of the ships, will they be keeping their berths here in Poole or move to some other port?’ he asked.

			‘As yet I don’t know about the Fluyts, but Luke and Mathew have agreed to crew for me on the Breeze. I will be taking it back to London as soon as we have finished here.’

			‘There’s a cargo of timber and cereals for Deptford, if you are interested and you can fill up with as much hay as you can carry.’

			‘Thank you, I will take it. We will not be leaving our horses here so I will need some hay for fodder and bedding.’

			‘Come to my office when you have finished and I will sort out the paper work.’

			I replaced the missing cannons on the Fluyts. I would like to have added even more but that would have meant compromising on weight and deck space. All repairs and renewals that were necessary had quickly been put right, and now I was confident that all our ships were seaworthy and ready to go.

			So with the Tudor Breeze full to capacity with cereal and hay on a calm sunny morning in June, we sailed out of Poole Harbour. I was not, and have never professed to be, a sailor, but I had on board two experienced men that were. That did not stop me from praying for good weather for the next few days.

			I had no way of warning the others of my impromptu idea to bring the Breeze to London, so the first thing I did after docking in Deptford Creek was to send Robert to our office in Shoe Lane to let my father know of our arrival. I then reported to the Harbour Master, an old colleague from my time working for the Duke of York called Doug. I found him in his office behind his desk.

			‘Good day to you Doug, I have a cargo of cereal and hay from Poole.’

			‘Welcome to the real world of commerce Toby. How are you finding working for a living?’

			‘I never had the time to sit on my backside doing nothing when I worked for the duke you know.’

			He laughed and pointed to a chair. ‘Sit down Toby, I’m glad to see you. The Worshipful Company of Cooks in Cheapside have been waiting for the cereal. The hay was ordered by the Amalgamation of Hackney Carriage Drivers. That will have to be put in store here in the warehouse for the time being. Now tell me how are you getting on with Huxley… I believe you married his daughter?’

			***

			A board meeting was immediately arranged, and before we had even looked at the agenda, the other members of the team, including my grandfather, applauded Robert and I, not only for successfully delivering our first ever cargo for the new business, but by doing it with only half a crew.

			While I had been away in Poole with Robert, my father and William Huxley had been busy finalising the changeover to the new company, and recruiting crew. The vendor, Sir Christopher Hatton, recommended the two captains who had sailed for him in the past, and who he said were his most reliable. They were both experienced men with long and successful careers in shipping, their names were Captain Garry Watson and Captain Neville Gregory.

			I was charged with offering Luke his old job as quartermaster on the Tudor Queen, or skippering the Breeze. He chose the Breeze, and his brother Mathew was more than happy to crew for his older brother. The Bilander usually carries a crew of eight, but Luke was confident he could manage with six so long as he could pick his own team, and that he would only be trading around the coast.

			One item on the agenda was to decide where to make our home port, Poole or London. As we already owned a warehouse and a berth in St Catherine’s, it made sense to relocate to London. But it was agreed to wait to see how things developed before selling off Poole.

			The new company with my father as Managing Director was a completely autonomous venture. Brocklehurst Enterprises and Huxley Wines and Spirits would always be given priority as far as cargo space was concerned but they paid their fees to the new company just like anyone else. The only difference being that as directors of BHS they were in effect just paying themselves… moving their own money from one business to another within the family.

			***

			Mathew Brotherton was young and single, but Luke was married with a small child and eager to get home to break the news of his new job to his wife. Working around the coast meant he would get to see more of his family, and as a ship’s captain he would also be paid more.

			As soon as the Breeze was unloaded, it was moved across the river to our own berth at St Catherine’s where she could be rechecked and stocked with a month’s provisions. Luke and his brother left for their home in Poole, promising to be back in London within the week with his new crew.

			I went with my father to the Exchange to canvass for a cargo for the Breeze, and was amazed at the amount of interest there was in our new business… especially with the Fluyts.

			Within the hour we had secured contracts to deliver wheat, barley and smoked fish to Dublin, Ireland. And textiles and tobacco to the River Clyde in Scotland. We were also guaranteed a return cargo of wool from Glasgow.

			Our long-term plan for the Fluyts was long haul. The Tudor Queen across the Atlantic to the New World, America and the Caribbean; the Tudor Rose round the Cape of Good Hope to the East India Company in Calcutta.

			The larger ships needed more crew members, ideally 30, but definitely not less than 20. We had successfully recruited experienced captains, quartermasters and sail-masters, also carpenters, two surgeons, two cooks, and a couple of dozen riggers. We just needed a few more hands and we would be good to go, but until our new crews had proven themselves we were looking for something less challenging than India and America.

			Their first voyages were effectively chosen for us when we were offered cargoes of luxury items: jewellery and beverages for the Channel Islands, and provisions, ale and textiles for the King’s Garrison in Tangier. The cargoes were out of Plymouth so there was no need to bring the ships to London… though my father did suggest to the captains that they sail in convoy as far as the Channel Islands.

			We estimated that the two voyages would take between two to three months, so providing there was no problems, we could expect them home somewhere near to Christmas. The captains and officers of the Fluyts hitched a lift on the Breeze as far as Plymouth… the rest of the crews, all recruited in the city, travelled by road.

			With all three ships now at sea, Huxley returned to his business in Lewes, and my father to the office of Brocklehurst Enterprises in London. Leaving Robert and me to deal with BH Shipping.

			Robert was younger than me and had little experience in business, so it was up to me to take the initiative and guide him as best as I could.

			I had planned to extend and improve the office in our warehouse in St Catherine’s… the warehouse where I almost lost my life. But as yet had not found the time, so I commandeered a corner of my father’s office in Fleet Street and sat Robert behind a desk.

			‘I want you to write to every Livery Company in London, advertising and promoting BH Shipping. I just want them all to know that we are here and reliable.’

			‘How many are there, and what should I say?’

			‘There are over a hundred here in London. Would you like me to draft a letter for you, then you can make copies in your own time?’

			‘Yes please. But could it not wait? You promised Anne you would be home in a month and that was over two months ago.’

			‘The Breeze won’t be back for over a month, and the other ships for two to three. So I suppose we could take a little time off. Will you be going home to Lewes?’

			‘I thought I might go back to Richmond with you if that’s alright?’

			‘I don’t suppose Hannah has anything to do with you wanting to go to Richmond again does she?’

			He just smiled and slapped me on the back.

			***

			Hannah saw us coming and was waiting by the door for Robert, the beaming smile and sheepish look on their faces giving away the feelings they obviously had for each other.

			Looking a little embarrassed, she pecked him on the cheek and whispered something in his ear.

			‘We’re just going for a walk Toby,’ Robert said. ‘We won’t be long.’

			I watched them walk through the gardens hand in hand towards the river. They looked so happy and in a way I envied them, it reminded me of the start of our love affair at Noordeinde Palace all those years ago.

			But just now, I had more important things to attend to. I couldn’t wait to see Anne, but first I wanted to tell Pop all we had done since our last meeting. About our ships, how we had delivered our first cargo, how encouraged we all were by the interest shown in our business at the Exchange, and to tell him that all three vessels were now working and at sea.

			‘Your father has already given me a rough outline of what you have achieved, and I am extremely proud of you Toby. But have you seen your wife yet?’

			‘I came straight to you Pop, I’ll see her later.’

			‘Go now my boy, and prepare yourself for an angry encounter. You should have been home weeks ago.’

			Anne was standing with her legs apart, her hands on her hips and sulking. ‘Where have you been? You said a month and it’s been three,’ she said wagging her finger at me.

			‘What must I do before you forgive me my love?’

			Her face changed from a scowl to a smile and she slowly came into my arms and whispered, ‘I want you to promise that you will be here in Richmond with me when our baby arrives next February.’

			She placed my hand on her stomach and said, ‘I think if it’s a boy we should call him Toby, don’t you?’

			‘Our second son can be Toby… I would like this one to be called John after my grandfather, and if it’s a girl, Veronica.’

			‘An excellent choice,’ she said as she put her arms around my neck and kissed me.

			***

			Pop was right when he predicted that one coastal trader was not going to be enough. I had a mind to suggest that we increase the fleet to three, but decided to wait until the two Fluyts had successfully completed their first voyages before seeking approval from my partners to such a large capital outlay so early in the life of our fledgling business.

			Patrons on the Breeze’s second voyage included William Huxley who sent an assortment of wines and French brandy to Glasgow, in return for Scottish whisky. Brocklehurst Enterprises also used the Breeze to deliver a consignment of slate to Dublin. The slate had to be collected from Porth Navas on the River Helford, close to the site of our slate quarry in Helford, Cornwall.

			While in Dublin, skipper Luke secured an extra cargo of ten tons of potatoes for Liverpool.

			Coal was in big demand in cities up and down England, and Scotland was producing more than it could use. There was definitely the business available for another Bilander working the east coast of England and Scotland. I was excited and ambitious, I wanted more and I wanted it now. But I knew I had to be patient and wait, for at least another year.

			Before the unfortunate naval war with the Dutch in the 1650s, a large amount of our coastal trade had been with other European countries across the channel. The war ended in ’54, but the outcome was inconclusive, and there still remained mistrust and tension between our two nations.

			The Dutch were once our friends… they are a pious Protestant country like ours. But at the moment they were being mischievous, threatening our trade, not only here in Europe, but throughout the world. So for the present, we would have to shelve our plans to extend the coastal fleet across the channel, and concentrate more on Ireland and Scotland which was good reliable business. In Dublin and Glasgow, we could always rely on a return cargo.

			***

			The Tudor Queen returned from Tangier in December with a cargo of ivory, crafts and furs.

			The Rose was a month later, their Captain Gregory having sailed north from Tangier to the Portuguese city of Porto to collect a shipment of fortified wine.

			Christmas at Brocklehurst House was even better this year than last, but I still could not play an instrument as I had not the time to practise. Anne, who was due to give birth in two months’ time, was beginning to look like a ship in full sail. Robert and my sister Hannah, following their whirlwind romance, announced they planned to marry in the spring. Both families of course were delighted. My sister Eleanor and her husband now with her own daughter were there, also Peter Huxley and his wife with their two-year-old daughter. Mr and Mrs Huxley arrived at Brocklehurst House on Christmas Day, and of course Thomas and Veronica.

			In all there were fifteen of us sat round the table for Christmas dinner.

			Just as last year there followed a family musical concert, everybody in turn playing a part. My mother played her harpsichord, my father his flute and my sisters their violins… everyone was singing, dancing and enjoying themselves.

			At times like this when everybody is in a joyful mood, with a belly full of good food and perhaps having consumed a little too much alcohol; they become relaxed, and invariably make a fool of themselves.

			My father-in-law was a different man when drunk, and nothing like the man I had known and feared over many years. He became loud and raucous, but it was when he slipped and his wig fell off while dancing that his wife became angry and scolded him as one would a small child. Anne and her brother Peter were ashamed, but Robert was falling about laughing, he found the whole display hilarious.

			***

			With their cargo holds full and safely secured, and each with a full complement of experienced sailors, the Tudor Rose and Tudor Queen moved slowly from the quayside at Deptford.

			Standing with Robert and my father I watched the lines being released and the ships ease away from the quay. It was an important moment for us all as we stood proudly watching our ships drift from the dockside and move silently into the fast-flowing currents of the River Thames, the bows facing eastward towards the North Sea.

			Captain Neville Gregory, a stout medium-sized fellow, was an imposing figure standing proudly in the stern of the Tudor Queen. He saluted as he passed us at the start of his long voyage across the ocean to the New World. His destination the trading post in New Amsterdam on the Hudson River.

			Captain Garry Watson, the master of the Tudor Rose was a tall quietly spoken man with a bushy moustache. His outward voyage was to end in Calcutta, India, at the offices of the British East India Company. On the way there, he had cargoes to deliver in the Canary Islands and Tangier.

			It was one of the coldest days of the winter as the two ships gathered speed past Greenwich and disappeared round a bend in the river.

			The two ships would sail in convoy as far as the Canary Islands and then separate. The Rose heading south along the west coast of Africa… and the Queen east across the ocean to America and the New World. With luck and fair wind they should both be home with full cargoes before the end of the year.

			While the ships were away, Robert and I would be making ourselves known at the Exchange. Writing letters, refurbishing our office at St Catherine’s, meeting as many business representatives and agents with offices in London as we could, and helping my father seek out more business for all our ships. The hardest and most worrying was going to be the waiting for the Rose and the Queen to return.

			The Breeze, meanwhile, should have been turning over a cargo every two to three months.

			I found the experience of being a part owner of a large business exciting and stimulating, but also worrying. I was concerned for the safety of the crews who were mostly family men. Apprehensive about the cargoes but also concerned for the safety of our ships.

			There is always dangers at sea, especially on the longer voyages across the ocean, but now there is the added worry of pirates… and even more so, another naval war with the Dutch.

			At the moment there was a lot of animosity between the Dutch navy and our own, with persistent minor skirmishes concerning the right to search and saluting… something I know little about, but I am told was part of an agreement called the Treaty of Westminster, signed at the end of the last war.

			Personally for me, my concern is that my wife is heavy with child, and I had promised to be by her side when she gave birth.

			As there was nothing else I could do about the ships, I hurried back to Brocklehurst House where to my surprise and horror I found the family physician’s coach parked up outside the house… the driver quite unconcerned, asleep inside his coach wrapped in a blanket to protect himself from the cold.

			Was I too late? Had she already given birth? Had she or the baby not survived, or was the doctor here for my grandfather?

			‘Where have you been?’ shouted Hannah who met me at the door. ‘You should have been here days ago.’

			‘Is she alright?’

			‘Yes. But hurry, she’s convinced you’re not coming.’

			I stepped into the bedroom to find Veronica whispering comforting words to Anne, and dabbing her brow, she smiled at me and said quietly, ‘You are just in time Toby.’

			‘You shouldn’t be in here sir… wait outside,’ ordered the doctor.

			‘Let him stay,’ said Anne in-between cries of pain.

			Ignoring the doctor, I took hold of my wife’s hand and kissed her head.

			The midwife said, ‘One more push my dear, you’re doing fine.’

			Our son was born late in the evening of the 14th of February, 1665, St Valentine’s Day.

			We named him John in deference to my grandfather, who along with Thomas Hudson are the two men whom I respect and admire above others.

			A week had passed since baby John had arrived and the house seemed to be awash with aunties, uncles and proud grandparents. The women all cooing and talking silly, the men it seemed all staking a claim on the poor child’s birth right. None more so than granddad Pop.

			I decided it was time to return to the real world and concentrate my mind on work. I had been ignoring the business for far too long, and there was a mountain of bookwork waiting for my attention.

			Love-struck Robert was of little use at the moment and had disappeared to God knows where with Hannah.

			I could have returned to my new modern heated office at St Catherine’s in the city, but I chose instead to work from home in Pop’s office where it was quiet, and where I could be close to my family: my grandfather, Anne, and my son John.

			Right from the very first time we made love, we talked about one day having a family of our own. But it’s the woman that gives birth, and it’s what they spend their lives longing and yearning for. I think I am typical of most men when I say that I sort of liked the idea of being a father, but never craved or worried about it, not until it happened that is. Unless you have experienced it first-hand you could never imagine the joy and happiness a baby brings to a family, it was a whole new experience for me, and a new different kind of love, the kind you would die to protect.

			I blamed Anne’s father for delaying our marriage. But I now know he feels the same, often apologising to me personally for being such a fool in the past. He is not the strict austere father I thought he was, he loves his children equally and dotes on his grandchildren. The Huxleys now seem to spend so much time at Brocklehurst House that I am beginning to fear that they may one day move in permanently.

			In May we would both be celebrating our birthdays, but it would also be our first wedding anniversary. So I wanted to buy something special for my special wife.

			My grandfather recommended a jeweller called Edward Backwell who had a workshop on Paternoster Row, close to St Paul’s Square.

			I knew exactly what I wanted: a gold brooch in the shape of a square rigged sailing ship. It took him three weeks to make but the finished article far exceeded my expectations, and also the cost which was far more than I expected it to be.

			It was studded in sapphires, emeralds and rubies with small pearls used for the gun ports. It was the most expensive single item I had ever bought with my own money, but worth every penny.

			I also bought her a nightgown made of the finest sheer georgette silk, edged with delicate white lace… a romantic new fashion from France they called a negligee.

			Her parents were coming for her birthday on the 8th of May, so I chose to give her both presents a few days earlier on our wedding anniversary.

			On the morning, I was up early and creeped down the stairs to see cook. I wanted to arrange for her to send the presents to our bedroom with our morning coffee.

			‘Good morning sir… my Lady, and happy anniversary,’ said Anne’s maid.

			‘Thank you and good morning to you Molly,’ replied Anne as she stretched and yawned.

			‘I have a special delivery for you,’ she said as she placed the coffee and my presents on the side table. She then left, shutting the door quietly behind her.

			She was like a child at Christmas, glancing at me and smiling as she unwrapped the package.

			‘Two presents, what’s in it?’

			‘Open the box and you will see.’

			Even I was amazed at the beauty and workmanship that Edward Blackwell had put into making the brooch and I had seen it many times before.

			‘I love it,’ she said, ‘but it must have cost a king’s ransom.’

			‘And you are worth every penny.’

			‘What’s this?’ she asked picking up the negligee.

			‘Something we can both take pleasure from. I hope you like it.’

			She began to unwrap the parcel, smiling and glancing at me out of the side of her eyes. When she realised what it was, she sat on the side of the bed and exchanged her old nightdress for the new.

			‘I see what you mean about us both taking pleasure from this present. Do you like what you see?’ she said as she twirled around. ‘Does it meet with your approval?’

			‘It does indeed my love, but don’t let Molly see you in that, in fact don’t let anyone but me see you in it.’

			She leaned over, kissed me on the lips and whispered, ‘I shall thank you in the usual way, so I had better take it off for now, I don’t want it to get stained on the first day.’

			Having a baby is a great joy… but as I quickly found out, they always take precedence over a husband, and at that very moment, baby John decided it was time for his feed.

			‘No playtime for us just yet my love,’ said Anne as she lifted John out of his crib.

			The Great Plague

			When the Huxleys arrived on the 8th of May for Anne’s birthday, her father also delivered some disturbing news. ‘I’m sorry to be the conveyor of bad news Toby, but on the 4th of March, our navy attacked the Dutch settlement of New Amsterdam on the Hudson River, sinking many of their ships and damaging others. They have also changed the name to New York.’

			‘Does my father know? And do you know where Robert is?’

			‘It was your father who told me… and I thought Robert was here with you.’

			‘How have the Dutch responded?’

			‘They have declared war on England.’

			Shocked and not quite sure how to reply I sat holding my chin looking at the floor. William Huxley whom I have always believed to be a strong and forceful man remained standing as if waiting for an answer… but I couldn’t think of anything sensible to say.

			‘It’s only his second voyage as master of the Queen, and we have sent Captain Gregory into a war zone.’

			‘What do you suggest we do?’ asked Huxley.

			‘There is nothing we can do only pray for their safe return, and hope Captain Gregory and his crew survive.’

			‘He is an experienced sailor who had crossed the Atlantic many times.’

			‘I am sure he has. But I doubt he has ever sailed blindly into a war zone before.’

			‘It is a good thing that you replaced the missing cannons. At least Gregory will have a fighting chance if he comes under attack.’

			That was true, but it was of little comfort to me. And from that day I personally questioned the masters of every ship returning from America or the Caribbean. They were all mindful of what had happened, but not a single ship’s master remembered hearing anything about the Tudor Queen.

			There were many reports of skirmishes off the coast of America… of ships being damaged and others being destroyed, but not one sighting of our ship.

			Clashes in the channel, around our coast and on the continent were becoming more frequent. Our greatest success thus far being off the coast of Lowestoft in June, when on one of the hottest days of the year we had a great victory over the Dutch. One returning captain reporting that we had killed or taken prisoner thousands of men and lost no more than a few hundred.

			And as if things were not bad enough, the plague which had been killing thousands of people on the continent, arrived here in London. The first reported case being in Drury Lane in the east end, then in Fenchurch Street and five more in Westminster.

			On a cold clear night last winter, a bright comet was to be seen in the sky over London… at the time, people were saying that it was an omen of evil, and now they were saying that it was predicting the coming of the plague. If it really was an omen of evil, then I believed it could just as easily have been a warning of death on the high seas. So I quickly put all that nonsense out of my head… I had much more important things to worry about, primarily my own family here in the city. My parents now living in Westminster, and my grandmother Veronica in Fleet Alley with George and her girls.

			Robert, who had been missing for a couple of weeks, turned up at Brocklehurst House with Hannah. They had been taking a sabbatical with some of our relatives in Hastings.

			Robert’s father reprimanded him, embarrassing him in front of Hannah, who had already been scolded by our mother.

			I thought it irresponsible of him not to let me know of his plans. It also confirmed to me that he was not yet responsible enough to work on his own. So I chose, for now, to keep my thoughts to myself and concentrate more on my family in the city.

			Travelling by horse, I went first to our office on Fleet Street and found it locked and deserted. I doubled back to my parents’ apartment on King Street, Westminster, where I was met at the door by the housekeeper.

			‘They are in the drawing room sir,’ he said.

			I found my mother and father prepared to leave, packing clothes and valuables into trunks and covering the furniture.

			My mother hugged and kissed me, it was clear by the redness in her eyes and the lines on her face that she had been crying.

			‘You shouldn’t be here in the city Toby,’ she said, ‘there’s more and more people every day falling ill with this dreadful disease they call the plague.’

			‘What about my Veronica?’

			‘I called to see her a week ago. I pleaded with her to come to Richmond with us but she wouldn’t leave George and the girls, she said they were all well and were staying indoors until the sickness passed.’

			‘What about the office on Fleet Street and the staff there?’

			‘I was going to tell you when we got to Richmond,’ said my father. ‘I have hired rooms on the other side of the river in Lewisham. As far as I know there have been no cases reported that far south.’

			‘If there’s nothing I can do for you… I think I will leave my horse here and take a carriage to see Veronica.’

			‘You won’t get a carriage Toby,’ said my father, ‘there’s none to be had anywhere in the city. People who have the resources are deserting in droves. You had better take our coach.’

			‘Thank you, I will return it as quickly as I can.’

			‘There’s no hurry, the Huxleys are coming to collect us. We are going to spend a few days with them in Lewes. But do bring it back when you can in case the housekeeper needs it.’

			The streets were almost empty and I was able to reach Fleet Alley in double quick time, but when I arrived at Veronica’s Whorehouse, I believed; for just a moment, that my heart had stopped beating. Words cannot describe the shock at seeing the dreaded Red Cross on the door. I tried to go in but it was locked so I banged, and kept banging until I heard Veronica’s voice.

			‘You can’t come in my love. Go home and forget about us.’

			‘I am going nowhere, let me in,’ I called.

			The door opened, but it wasn’t Veronica that opened the door, it was George, and from what I could see when I stepped inside, they were the only two people there.

			‘Come in lad,’ he said. ‘I want you to take her away from here for me. Take her to Richmond… anywhere so long as it is far away from here.’

			Veronica was now crying so I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her gently on the lips. ‘Where are the girls George, are they all sick?’ I asked.

			‘Just Elizabeth,’ he said. ‘The others have all fled, some home to their families, the rest staying with friends. I will stop here and look after Elizabeth. You take Veronica.’

			Through her tears she said, ‘I can’t leave her here on her own, she needs me.’

			‘She won’t be alone, I will be here. Now go… go with Toby.’

			‘I would like to see Elizabeth. Where is she?’ I asked.

			‘I put her in our bed,’ said George. ‘Come, I’ll show you… but don’t touch her, she has blisters.’

			When I saw poor Elizabeth I cried like a child, tears running freely down my cheeks. It was a particularly hot day and there were beads of sweat on her face but she was shivering. George wiped her brow and moved the sheet to show me the blisters on her neck and armpits.

			She smiled when she saw me, and through her swollen throat croaked, ‘Don’t come too close Toby.’

			I stayed a few minutes longer, talking to her and promising to return soon.

			George gathered up some of Veronica’s belongings and handed them to me.

			‘Take her away from here Toby. Take her now.’

			He handed me her case and a large purse of coins. ‘Take her and her money… take good care of her Toby, she’s a very special person.’

			There was no fight left in Veronica, she knew there was nothing she could do for Elizabeth anymore, she couldn’t even hold her in her arms.

			George held her in his huge arms and kissed her gently on the lips, then ushered her to the door. She took the purse off me and threw it on the table, and with tears streaming down her cheeks said, ‘Thank you George… thank you for everything.’

			‘I will come back in a couple of days to see how she is,’ I said.

			‘Perhaps it would be better if you didn’t,’ suggested George.

			***

			Veronica was still crying as we jostled with others to fight our way across London Bridge.

			‘I will take you to Brocklehurst House where I can look after you properly.’

			‘I would prefer to be at our house… your house in Barnes. I will feel more comfortable there where I have my own room.’

			‘As you wish. Thomas will no doubt be pleased to see you, and I will visit you every day.’

			Thomas must have heard the rattle of the wheels on the gravelled driveway, because before the coach had even stopped he was striding forward to welcome us.

			‘Dear lady, what on earth has happened?’ he said putting his arm around her shoulder.

			‘I will explain everything to you inside Thomas, take care of her while I stable the horse.’

			It was an extremely hot day, and all the windows and doors had been left open to allow what little air there was to circulate throughout the house.

			I found Thomas and Veronica sat together on a sofa in the drawing room, Veronica dabbing her eyes with a clean linen handkerchief.

			‘Sit down Toby,’ said Thomas, ‘we think the time is right to let you into our little secret. I once told you that there was a third investor in this house. I can now reveal that that person was your grandmother… Veronica, she has a third share in the house.’

			‘It will all be yours when we have gone,’ she said through her tears.

			‘I should have guessed it was you, especially when on the way here you said my house before quickly changing it to your house,’ I said, ‘and I am delighted. There’s plenty of room here for you both… you need looking after and I think Thomas is just the man to help me.’

			‘She saved my life when I was stabbed and left for dead on Black Friars steps. So you can rest assured Toby that I will take good care of her.’

			***

			It was four days since I had taken Veronica to Barnes and I was getting anxious to see Elizabeth, but also to check how George was coping on his own.

			I was hoping for good news but prepared for the worst, and as I approached the bridge the smell and stink of death was overpowering. As I crossed into the city, I could not help but notice that I was the only person passing into the city, everyone else was hurrying away, like rats from a sinking ship.

			I went first to King Street in Westminster to return my father’s coach, and to recover my own horse, I then hurried on horseback to Fleet Alley.

			The smell as I guided my horse through the narrow streets of the city was overpowering. I wrapped a scarf around my nose and mouth, but it made little difference.

			The door to Veronica’s house was not locked so I stepped inside. At first I thought the place was deserted, then with some fear and foreboding I crept into the bedroom.

			My chest felt tight, and my throat dry when I realised that Elizabeth was dead, lying there wrapped completely head to toe in a blanket of the finest silk, a crucifix on her chest and a ring of candles round her body. I pulled away one corner of the sheet to see her face which was covered in weeping blisters. My thoughts went back twenty years to the time when we were young children growing up together and playing in the narrow street and passages of Black Friars. I wanted to kiss her but instead I said a little prayer and replaced the covering on her face.

			I thought George was probably drowning his sorrows in the Tavern but when he returned he was completely sober.

			‘Toby… I’m so glad you came, you can help me bury her.’

			He could have used the cart but instead chose to carry her in his arms. I walked by his side down Fleet Lane, turning left onto Fleet Street and the last hundred yards slowly to St Bride’s Church where a freshly dug grave awaited to receive her once beautiful body. I said a prayer and watched while George covered the body of the woman who as a child had been my best friend.

			‘I am now going to prepare my own grave here next to Elizabeth,’ said George. ‘I will cover it over to stop others using it, but I want you to promise that you will bury me here.’

			‘Of course I will, but hopefully you will have many years before you start worrying about dying.’

			‘A week… perhaps two that’s all Toby, I already have the blisters in my groin, my bones are aching and my head is pounding. I have accepted that I will die from this disgusting disease, I just need your help in laying me to rest. The cart is where we always keep it round the back of the house. I intend to die on my bed so your biggest problem will be getting this great lump of meat that is my body, onto the cart.’

			‘I will find a way. You have my word.’

			‘Thank you Toby, that’s all I ask. Now don’t forget, on no account must you touch my body, always wear gloves because I need you alive to take care of Veronica. Now go… get out of this stinking hell hole.’

			I found it difficult to speak with the lump in my throat, but I managed to croak, ‘I will be back in a few days.’

			I went straight to Barnes, hoping that Thomas would be there with my grandmother. I thought it only right and proper that I tell them first of Elizabeth’s death, and her Christian burial in the churchyard of St Bride’s. I also wanted to tell them about George.

			‘When the plague is passed, I want you to show me where they are buried,’ said my grandmother.

			‘We can all go together,’ Thomas said, ‘and pray for their soul.’

			When I returned a week later, the bridge was packed with carriages and coaches. All those who had the money and resources to leave London were rushing to escape. It was mostly the nobility, the wealthy and the business people. But there was also some poorer people with relatives living on the south bank… pushing their carts stacked high with as much as they could carry.

			Carts and coaches crowded together on the north side of the bridge causing a bottleneck, making it difficult to even get onto the bridge… especially for me as I was the only person pushing against the flow.

			The nineteen arches of London Bridge must have been straining under the weight of so many hackney-carriages, carts and coaches. I dismounted and took the reins, eventually guiding my horse through the multitudes to the city centre. Still on foot I walked through the stinking streets to Fleet Alley. Streets that once were full of happy cheerful people were now almost empty. So many poor sick people hiding behind doors marked with a red cross.

			George had passed away, his body lying just where he said it would be, the weeping blisters on his groin having spread to his neck and chest.

			His body was partially covered with hessian sacks… one covering the lower part of his body was tied round his waist with string… three other sacks were by his side waiting for me to complete the job. I could not help but cry as I used the rest of the sacks to completely cover his wretched pitiful body, a body that just a few short weeks ago was so strong and resilient.

			Wrapping up the body was the easy part, I now had the problem of getting eighteen stone of dead flesh onto the cart and down to St Bride’s Church.

			My first thought was to drag him out of the back door using the blanket he had died on, but then I realised I would never be able to lift him off the floor. George was not a tall man but was solid and sturdy. I was, however, young and strong, surely I should be able to lift him on my own. I must at least try.

			I wrapped the blanket around him and tried to lift him off the bed. With considerable effort and all the energy I could muster I succeeded in raising him a few inches and held him there for a moment, I then slowly returned him back to the bed. I cleared any objects that might get in my way, and brought the cart as close to the back door as I could. I then lifted him off the bed and with great care, carried him through the house and placed him on the cart. My back was killing me but I had done it. I now had to get him to St Bride’s Church, and bury him.

			It took me an hour, and I was completely spent but I had done it. After a short rest, I covered the body and said a prayer by the graveside. I then began the short journey back to Fleet Alley, where I intended to leave the cart, collect my horse and head for home.

			I was halfway up Shoe Lane when I heard a voice bellowing at me.

			***

			I didn’t even know he knew my name until the booming voice of Lord William Craven called, ‘Toby… Toby Brocklehurst, have you come to help?’

			‘I have just buried one of my kin,’ I said. ‘But yes my Lord. What can I do?’

			‘We don’t as yet know how the disease is spread. It may be by touch or carried in the air. So don’t touch the bodies, wear gloves at all times and mask your nose and mouth. Do you have gloves with you?’

			‘I did have my Lord, but I buried them with the body.’

			‘Here, take my spare pair and follow me. Bring your cart.’

			I was completely exhausted but Lord Craven was not the sort of man you could refuse.

			‘Did you know that the king has moved his Court to Oxford, the uncaring bastard has abandoned his subjects just when they need him the most?’

			I had never actually spoken to Lord Craven before, but I knew he had a reputation for being bawdy and vulgar, so I was not surprised to hear him speak in that treasonous way about the king… to him the king was just the nephew of his lover, the Dowager Queen of Bohemia.

			‘There’s not one of them that gives a pig’s ear… they care only for themselves and their cosy privileged lives. Have you noticed there’s not a single physician, or nobleman left in the city… not a bloody one? And where are all the vicars? I’ll tell you where they are. They’re hiding away in their mansions, counting their money.’

			When we reached St Paul’s Square there was a dozen or so men waiting for instructions from their Lord and master.

			‘You two,’ he shouted pointing to two of his minions. ‘Go with Sir Toby and collect as many bodies off the streets and alleys as you can find, and look inside the doors with crosses. Cover the area south from here to the river, and then west as far as Shoe Lane.’ Then addressing me he said, ‘I have some land just outside North Gate. I have sent a gang ahead to dig a mass grave. Deliver as many bodies as you can to the grave site… do two full loads then go home. Will you come again Sir Toby?’

			I am not used to being addressed as sir, especially by a Lord.

			‘When do you want me my Lord?’ I replied feeling just a little ashamed at my vanity.

			‘A week from today, we will meet here at ten in the morning.’

			‘I will be here my Lord, you have my word.’

			It was late and I was completely drained as I walked through the empty streets back to Fleet Alley. I had left my horse inside Veronica’s parlour… the parlour she was once so proud of, but now a place with the stink of death hovering there like a toxic cloud. My horse I could see was troubled by the smell, and I was convinced he could sense it was a bad place… a place of death.

			When I arrived back at Brocklehurst House I stripped off all my clothes and burned them. Then with the help of my caring wife I bathed, scrubbing every part of my body. I then retired to my bed and slept for twelve hours.

			I returned to help Lord Craven and his team three more times… and against the wishes of his parents and my sister Hannah, Robert insisted on coming too.

			The days were getting shorter and the nights longer as the warmer days of summer gave way to cold winter. People were hoping and praying that a hard frost would kill off this terrible disease, but so far the reports suggested that the numbers were still on the increase.

			Midway through November, we received an ambiguous report that in May of this year our ship the Tudor Queen had been caught up in a sea battle off the coast of America. But nothing about the outcome, or even if she had survived.

			The December meeting of the board was a rather depressing affair… two items dominating the agenda. The Tudor Queen, and compensation to the officers and crew.

			After a long and sombre discussion, the unanimous decision of the board being that until we had proof positive that ship was lost, we would assume she was still afloat and the crew alive.

			Family members of the crew were beside themselves with worry, some enquiring at the Navy Board for information, others writing to our office in Lewisham.

			My father addressing the meeting said, ‘With every day that passes, it looks more and more as though we have lost the Tudor Queen. If this is the case, it will be a great loss to the company, but not a complete disaster. What I propose is that we hold off writing off the ship for another twelve months, but make interim payments to the crew’s families.’

			Ships returning from India had reported seeing the Tudor Rose entering Calcutta months ago, so at least we knew she had arrived there safely, nevertheless, I was beginning to worry about her return voyage through dangerous waters off the coast of France and Spain which were awash with Dutch frigates.

			On the 27th January, a Fluyt resembling the Tudor Rose, and flying the English colours, had that morning, passed the Isle of Wight. The next day William Huxley arrived in the city with the news that our ship had been seen off the south coast early that morning heading east.

			When I told Pop, he insisted on coming with us to Deptford.

			‘I want to witness her return from India, and to see what treasure she has brought us.’

			‘The treasure will not be ours Pop, it belongs to our customers.’

			‘You know what I mean,’ said he.

			The following morning Pop was up early. It was a cold grey winter’s day but dry. I helped Anne wrap him up in a heavy coat and a beaver fur hat, we then sat him in the coach and covered him in blankets.

			It was around midday on the 20th December when the Rose passed Greenwich, and glided serenely on the incoming tide to dock at Deptford.

			Captain Garry Watson looked a little perplexed and surprised at the size of his welcoming committee.

			‘How was your voyage, what cargo have you brought us, and did you encounter any problems from the Dutch?’ I asked.

			‘Give the poor man time to catch his breath Toby,’ said my father. ‘There will be time enough for questions later. I imagine Garry will want to see his family first.’

			‘I was hoping to be back for Christmas, and only just made it,’ he said.

			‘Just tell me what your cargo is?’ I asked.

			‘Perhaps I should show you,’ he said. ‘Follow me.’

			We followed him onto the ship and into the hold, where we saw the greatest wealth in spices I have ever seen. There were sacks of pepper, cinnamon, cloves, and nutmeg stacked floor to ceiling. Bales of silk, and boxes of copper plate. Glass globes of indigo dye, and tucked in chests in the bow of the ship… tea from the Orient and ivory from Africa.

			‘Come with me,’ said Captain Watson as he climbed back onto the open deck. We all followed him to his stateroom where he showed us a large chest of gemstones, silver and gold.

			‘These are all ours,’ he said, ‘I have receipts for them all. You will be surprised how cheap they were.’

			By the time we had disembarked, representatives of some of the livery companies with commodities on the ship were beginning to arrive. A team of stevedores had already started removing the cargo.

			‘Have you enough money to pay the crew, Captain?’ asked my father.

			‘Not fully sir, I spent most of it all on those treasures.’

			‘I have arranged a board meeting early in the New Year, I will give you the details later. When you come, I would like you to bring with you your senior officers and all your paperwork. Make sure your quartermaster knows the shortfall in cash to pay the crew.’

			‘Thank you sir,’ replied Captain Watson.

			‘Captain,’ I said, ‘before you leave could you arrange to have the ship moved to our berth across the river in St Catherine’s. I would like to give the hull a good check before sending you out again.’

			‘I’ll see to it right away sir. By the way, how is Sir John?’

			‘My grandfather insisted on coming to welcome you home… he’s in our coach over there,’ I said pointing.

			He smiled and said, ‘Excuse me gentlemen, I must not keep the great man waiting.’

			The Great Fire of London

			The meeting with the senior officers of the Rose was cordial and informative, the most surprising element being Captain Watson’s report on the war.

			When asked by my father if he encountered any difficulties with the Dutch, he replied, ‘No more than usual, and certainly no violence or hostility.

			‘In Calcutta, I was moored up alongside an old friend of mine… a captain on one of the many Dutch traders there at the time. He invited me onto his vessel and we shared a jug of his finest claret. We had a lively and animated conversation about the war… him putting all the blame on the English, and I on the Dutch, we parted good friends.’

			I asked the first officer how the ship had performed, and he took the time to give me a full and accurate assessment, which was mostly positive, with only trivial things he thought should be changed or altered.

			Huxley asked about the crew.

			‘They were handpicked by me,’ said Captain Watson, ‘I have known them all a long time, and I would trust any one of them with my life.’

			The meeting ended with my father handing the quartermaster enough money to pay his officers and the crew in full, plus a generous bonus. They all took a short break with their families while the ship was being checked and restocked with provisions… and by mid-January, the Tudor Rose was well into her second voyage to India.

			The Breeze, working around our coast, was consistently outperforming all our expectations, returning to her home port loaded, and faster than we could ever have imagined.

			***

			It was hoped that the cold winter months would kill off the plague that had now been ravishing London for almost a year. The number of deaths were receding slightly but despite the colder nights, there were still casualties.

			Hygiene became impossible to maintain as people feared leaving their home. Slops and waste had been thrown out onto the streets as people were too ill or too afraid to take it down to the dung barges, there was no proper sanitation and the narrow winding streets were like open sewers with animal dung and shit covering the slippery cobbles.

			The few people that did venture out in search of food, covered their faces with masks or carried nosegays pressed against their nostrils. And how sad it was to see the once busy streets now so empty of people.

			Lord Craven became the most respected man in London during the plague, for while the majority of his contemporaries had fled the city, he had remained to help and maintain order, providing land and property for the burial of the victims. He was later, quite rightly, rewarded with an Earldom.

			Around 70,000 people perished in London during the summer of 1665 and there was still people dying, albeit at a slower pace.

			I had offered many times to take Veronica to see the graves of George and Elizabeth, but it wasn’t until March she felt able to face the ordeal.

			We went in the family coach. My mother Charlotte, Veronica, Thomas and me… young Felix at the reins.

			A few people were beginning to return into the city centre, perhaps to check their houses or, like us, to visit the graves of their loved ones. There was still a foul smell, but possibly not as bad as the last time I was here… there had been some heavy rain in January which had washed away much of the filth and grime, but my mother and grandmother still felt the need to carry nosegays. There were tears at the graveside as Thomas read a most poignant emotional sermon.

			I asked Veronica if she would like to visit her house in Fleet Alley. She shook her head and through the tears said, ‘I don’t think I will ever want to go there again. Take me home Toby.’

			***

			I was of the opinion that most of the English problems with the Dutch were of our own making, and that my old boss James, Duke of York, was deliberately provoking them into battle because he believed we were so much stronger than they.

			He seemed to believe that with the support of English merchants like our own BH Shipping, and chartered companies such as the East India Company, he could steal enough business off the Dutch to make us the most powerful trading nation in the world.

			To achieve his ambition, I believed that he deliberately provoked them into a series of naval battles knowing full well that eventually they would agree to a peace deal which would be more favourable to us than themselves.

			Because of the plague, our economy was beginning to suffer and in January, France and Denmark, believing we were losing the war, swore allegiance to the Dutch. Fortunately for us it was only half-hearted support as neither country had the resources to help in a tangible way. What the Dutch needed the most was ships, but none were forthcoming from their so-called friends. The Dutch were now beginning to blame us for the plague in London. Saying that it was divine retribution. Meanwhile… the war rumbled on.

			***

			Despite the downturn in the economy caused by the war with the Dutch, and the uncertainty over Tudor Queen, the accounts of BH Shipping for the first year of business were encouraging.

			I was convinced that there was so much business available around the coast of Britain and Ireland that we could quite easily double our capacity if we purchased a second Bilander or something similar.

			When I proposed the idea at the next meeting there were numerous complimentary platitudes thanking me for the sterling work I had done, but the conclusion was that we should wait until we had positive news of Tudor Queen before investing that kind of money.

			On a happier note, in Brocklehurst House preparations had begun for the June wedding of my sister Hannah to Robert Huxley.

			They were to be married on Saturday 10th June in the Parish Church of St Mary Magdalene, Richmond, by Thomas Hudson… the same church where I was married.

			If I had to choose between my sisters I would have to say that Hannah was my favourite, she was such a happy bubbly person that everybody loved her, and Robert had fallen completely and wholly in love, almost from the first day they met.

			The weather on the 10th of June was kind with the sun high in a clear blue sky. The bride looked beautiful and the groom with a permanent smile on his face triumphant.

			I cannot remember my grandmother looking so happy and relaxed, it was almost as if she was a different woman.

			She wore fine new clothes and expensive jewellery, and was happy that she was now able to spend time with her family… me, my mother Charlotte, and her granddaughters Eleanor and Hannah. The granddaughters she knew existed, but who she could not care for, or love when they were babies, kiss their wounds, or play with them.

			Veronica was not the only one that for so long had been deprived of a family, the same applied to me, my sisters, my parents, and perhaps most of all, my grandfather Pop.

			No one ever suggested that my father was to blame, but I think he always believed he was. And yet we now all knew that the threat from his brother Richard was real, and that he would most certainly have gone to any lengths to achieve his misguided belief that he was just as entitled to inherit the family title as his older brother… and if that meant killing us all, then so be it.

			Since moving to Barnes, Veronica had found a friend for life in Thomas Hudson. He had helped her through the shock and distress of losing George and Elizabeth, and given her the strength through prayer to continue the journey through life, surrounded by her loved ones.

			She also found a good friend in grandfather Pop, they sat for hours together talking secretly about God only knows, constantly being interrupted by loving relatives, their grandchildren and sometimes their great-grandchildren.

			The difference in their ages was twelve years, Veronica now 58 and Pop 70, but age didn’t seem to matter. Somewhere in the distant past their paths had crossed, and now they found comfort in each other’s company again, Veronica was more relaxed, the shock of losing Elizabeth and George was behind her, and the memory less painful.

			***

			I have never been one to stay in bed in a morning, especially on Sundays, and Sunday the 2nd of September, 1666, was no different to any other.

			While Anne was feeding baby John, I went down to the stables to check that Felix was preparing the horses, and making ready to take us to church for the morning service. Young Felix took his job as stable boy very seriously and was already there, polishing the brasses.

			‘I think London is on fire boss,’ he said in a quite matter of fact way while pointing to the east. ‘Look at the smoke.’

			Richmond to London is twelve miles as the crow flies, and he was right about the smoke. Slightly worried that there was a fire in the city… to get a better view I returned to the house and climbed up to the attic, the highest point in the house. From there I could see for miles, and what I saw was black smoke rising over London.

			I hurried down to our bedroom on the third floor to tell Anne who was sat up in bed… baby John still sucking on her breast.

			‘Come to the back room and tell me what you think?’

			She put John back in his crib. He grunted disapprovingly then went to sleep.

			‘It may be someone burning waste on the Richmond Park,’ she said.

			‘I think it’s farther away than that. I think I should go and take a look.’

			‘I think you should wait until after church. If it is a fire, it will probably have been extinguished by the time you get there.’

			There was a rather strong wind coming from the east, with a few scattered clouds hurrying across the sky, but the temperature was quite warm for the time of day.

			We went to St Matthias Church, but instead of being inspired by Thomas’s sermon, which is always moving and inspirational, my thoughts were twelve miles away in the city of London. The main theme of his sermon was centred on the poor souls who had perished in the plague. But it was hard for me to concentrate, and I was not the only one, the whole congregation was muttering in the background about smoke over the city.

			After the service I told Veronica and Thomas that I was going to London to see if the city really was on fire, and if it was, to see if I could help in any way.

			‘Is there anything you want me to bring back from your house?’ I asked Veronica.

			‘Just the harpsichord if you can manage it. It was your mother’s, it’s what she learned to play on.’

			‘May I come with you?’ asked Thomas.

			‘I will be glad of the company,’ I said. So while still in surplice and cassock, he climbed up next to me and we set off on a pony and trap at a trot, anxious to see for ourselves the extent of the fire. The nearer we got to London, the stronger was the smell of burning timber, and the darker the smoke-filled sky. By the time we reached Wandsworth we could see the flames shooting 300 feet into the sky… but it was only when we reached Southwark and saw the bridge for the first time that we realised we could go no further. The houses on the north side of the bridge were burning, and some buildings on the bridge had been knocked down to prevent the flames spreading across the river.

			It was two in the afternoon when I pulled on the reins and stopped the trap, the pony was tetchy and nervous so I didn’t want to take him any nearer to the fire. Shocked and spellbound Thomas and I sat speechless looking at the blaze that must have been burning all day and through the night. From where we were watching, in the relative safety on the south bank, we could see that Pudding Lane was completely consumed by fire as far back as Canning Street, and 200 yards each side of the bridge, warehouses were blazing.

			The area behind the warehouses was where most of the poor lived in overcrowded narrow cobbled streets and alleys… typically in high buildings made of wood, many with illegal thatch roofing, some as tall as six storeys high with projecting upper floors that almost touched their neighbours’ opposite. The fire hazard was all too obvious but had generally been ignored.

			Every inch of space was needed to house the growing number of people moving into the city, many bringing with them cottage industries. Blacksmiths, metal workshops and bakers… all working and living in wooden buildings and all needing fire to survive.

			I had not seen so many vessels on the river since the day Queen Catherine sailed down from Windsor. Barges stacked high with furniture, wherries ferrying people across the river mostly from north to south. Small double-masted fishing ketches, sailing up and down just watching the fire, but no one seemingly prepared to help in anyway. Even some of the wealthy in their own vessels, cruising back and forth as if enjoying a day at the theatre.

			The south bank of the river was crammed with hordes of people just watching spellbound, just as Thomas and I were.

			‘I’m going to take a wherry across to Westminster and from there walk to Veronica’s house. I suggest you return to Richmond. Tell as many people as you can what has happened here. It will be dark in a few hours so we can’t do much today, but see if you can rustle up some volunteers to come back with me tomorrow.’

			‘I will do the best I can,’ said Thomas, ‘and then I will open an appeal. I should be back by six pm. I’ll cross the river upstream and come the long way round. I will wait for you at Westminster Hall. Do be careful Toby.’

			Being on my own, I was able to run all the way to Fleet Alley. The last time I was here was to bury George, and when I left the house on that day I made sure it was securely locked… but when I arrived, the door was hanging off its hinges. I have not carried a sword since the day I stood over Richard Leeson and watched him kill himself rather than face trial for treason, but I always carry my knife. So just in case the miscreants were still inside, I removed it from its sheath and cautiously stepped inside. Everything that could have been removed had gone including the harpsichord. I checked out the backyard, and the cart had gone too… obviously used by the thieves to carry away their plunder.

			As there was nothing more I could do here, I decided to check if the fire had reached St Paul’s Square. Apart from the Tower of London, the Cathedral is the largest structure in the city. Being built of stone you would expect it to survive a fire, but I was slightly worried about the timber scaffolding that at the time was completely encasing the building, floor to roof.

			It was early afternoon, and I could feel the heat of the fire moving slowly and uncontrollably from a westerly direction. In St Paul’s Square, people who had earlier tried to extinguish the flames were now abandoning their homes and pushing their handcarts piled high with furniture and valuables through the square, towards safety. The narrow lanes and alleys soon became impassable… not only for the people escaping the fire, but also for the firemen and their heavy machines filled with water.

			A wealthy merchant who had stayed in the city, hoping the fire could be extinguished, had now given up and was also on the move… trying to escape across the city to Whitehall with his coach and four. But when he realised he was trapped in the square, he abandoned his coach and set off on foot, causing even more congestion and confusion. My thoughts though were for the poor horses left to perish in the fire. All I could do for them was to set them free, and hope they would run in the right direction and survive.

			It was then that I spotted my old friend John Martin, the bookseller carrying a box to the Cathedral.

			‘Can I help?’ I asked.

			‘The Bishop says I can use the crypt to store my books.’

			It took the two of us an hour to move all his stock, by which time the heat was almost unbearable so we headed away from the fire to Westminster Hall where I found Thomas was waiting for me.

			‘Have you somewhere to go?’ I asked John Martin.

			‘Yes, don’t worry about me. I have friends, I will be alright.’

			‘Do you think he was telling the truth?’ asked Thomas as we made our way homeward.

			‘I suspect not, but we cannot force charity on him. He’s a proud man.’

			At daybreak the following morning, I crossed the river at Richmond with a cart full of enthusiastic, but perhaps nervous, volunteers.

			I had my team and was proud of how quickly they had stepped forward, not knowing fully what was at stake. It was at that point, with my team anxious to get started, that I realised I had no idea what I was going to do with them.

			The strong easterly wind was fanning the flames in our direction, and when we stopped at the Temple Bar gate, I could already feel the heat, now no more than half a mile away.

			It was young Felix who asked, ‘Where do we start boss? What do you want us to do?’

			I was saved the embarrassment of admitting that I didn’t know, when King Charles and James, Duke of York, arrived with a platoon of soldiers and a bunch of his new courtiers, none of whom I knew.

			‘Toby, good man Toby, I take it you have come to help.’

			‘Yes my Lord, I was here yesterday too. Where do we start?’

			‘Have you found any water hydrants round here?’

			‘I haven’t looked, we were going to take water from the river.’

			‘There’s a reservoir and a water tower at Cornhill that supplies the city with water, some directly to homes, but for those less fortunate there should be hydrants on every corner. If you can find one of those you may be able to connect a hose to use on the fire… there must be one somewhere round here.’

			‘I will get a couple of my team to look for one my Lord.’

			‘I am setting up eight command posts around the city walls with two courtiers and a couple of soldiers in charge of a dozen pressed men. The River Fleet is a natural firebreak, so you and your team can cover this area… from here to Fleet Bridge and down to the Thames. Pull down the house on the west bank to extend the fire barrier if you have to. If you get any trouble from the tenants, just tell them you are just carrying out my orders. Pay your men and claim the money back from James.’

			I had every intention of paying my men, but I didn’t expect to be recompensed by James. I had worked for him for many years and knew just how difficult it was getting money out of him.

			‘We could do the job much quicker if we had some black powder my Lord,’ I said.

			‘A good point Toby, but it’s all stored in the tower. I will see what I can do.’

			‘How far has the fire progressed?’ I asked.

			‘From what I can make out, all dwellings south of St Paul’s were destroyed yesterday, the fire devouring the poorer area of the city from Black Friars to Pudding Lane, it continues to move mostly in a westerly direction, and we are all hoping it will be halted by the River Fleet which is part of your area.’

			‘We will do our best my Lord.’

			‘One of us will be back to see how you are getting on tomorrow.’ He then turned on his heels and was gone, taking with him his so-called helpers.

			‘You heard the man,’ I said, ‘let’s get started.’

			The two men looking for the fire hydrant said they had found one but there were no hoses. So we abandoned that idea and chose instead to start knocking down houses. We picked a dwelling that had already been vacated. But even with the whole team working non-stop, it took us two hours to knock it down.

			‘I think our time would be better spent dousing the building in water out of the river. Make a chain and pass the buckets along to me, I will try to get on the roof.’

			As the fire came closer, the heat became so unbearable we had to admit that we had lost the battle, and moved back. Just around midday burning embers jumped the River Fleet from the roof of St Bride’s Church. The whole team stopped in amazement and watched how quickly the flames consumed the church. My church where as a boy I sang in the choir, and where just a few months earlier I had buried George.

			‘We are wasting our time here. Pull back to the Temple, and let’s use what time we have left to help the poor wretches escape, we need to get as many as we can outside the city wall at the top of Fetter Lane.’

			The street and alley were crowded with poor victims who had lost everything. A few had handcarts but most were just carrying packs and packages, some even cradling babies. My team were happier helping the suffering than pulling down houses, at least they felt they were now making a positive contribution.

			The sun dropped below the horizon early evening, but there was still enough light from the fire to keep going until the last refugees had been ferried through the old Roman Walls of the city.

			Now, completely exhausted, we returned slowly home.

			My whole team were waiting for me early next morning, the mood among them sombre, nobody seemed to want to talk. I was just dreading what I would find at the Temple, or even if it was still standing.

			So dejected was I that I had not noticed that the wind had eased, and when we arrived at the Temple, I was surprised but also delighted to see that the fire had travelled no more than a hundred yards since yesterday. There was not as many people on the move, most already having left the city, but we just carried on as before helping wherever we could.

			Halfway through the morning we heard a series of explosions in the area close to the Tower, and later in the afternoon, we had a visit from James. He was accompanied by a handful of guards, and my old friend Arthur Crossley.

			‘We heard the explosions, I assume it was you.’

			‘It was Charles, he’s trying to save St Olave’s Church on Hart Street.’

			‘And is it working?’

			‘It appears so. But how are you getting along here Toby, I see you couldn’t stop the fire jumping the River Fleet?’

			‘No sir, that’s why we have moved our defences back to the Temple.’

			‘I’ll just take a look,’ he said beckoning to his guards to follow. Arthur stayed with me.

			‘How are you coping working for James?’

			‘Taxing but also rewarding, and like you, I have made a few enemies.’

			‘Does that bother you?’

			‘Not when I know I am in the right it doesn’t.’

			‘Well you know you could always work for me, I’ll match any salary James offers you.’

			‘Thanks Toby, that’s good to know, and I may take you up on it someday.’

			‘Have you seen anything of the Mayor of London? Surely it should have been his job to direct operations.’

			‘Sir Thomas Bloodworth will be given a hard time by his contemporaries when parliament resumes,’ said Arthur. ‘On Sunday he turned up at Pudding Lane just after the fire started. That was when he should have ordered the houses around there pulled down to create a fire barrier, but it seems he hadn’t the courage to make the decision… apparently he said, “A woman could piss this out.” We met him again today in Canning Street with a handkerchief around his mouth, crying like a child. “I am spent,” he said. “People will not obey me… I have been pulling down houses but the fire overtakes us faster than we can do it. I need more soldiers… I have been up all night, I can hardly stand… I must take a rest.”’

			James returned from inspecting the area. He seemed to be satisfied, and left us without advice or recommendation, so we carried on as before, using our cart to help the needy. There were others with kin in Southwark, waiting for help to cross the river. I found wherries and paid for their crossing.

			We stayed until nightfall, then having done all we could we set off for home, praying that tomorrow would be the last day.

			By Wednesday morning the fire was out and it was then that we were able to see the full extent of the damage.

			Gracechurch Street and Lombard Street, once one of the wealthiest areas in the city, were now completely destroyed, all the big houses where the influential and rich lived had vanished without a trace. Some of the houses had been extravagant offices of wealthy livery companies but were now gone… the whole area that was once the key to London’s business life in ruins.

			The most horrifying sight was St Paul’s Cathedral which had succumbed to the fire just as quickly as the rest of the city’s poorer dwellings. The heat from the burning scaffold had melted the lead roof which witnesses said ran like rivers of lead through the streets. Everybody thought the Cathedral was a safe sanctuary, and that its thick stone walls would act as a firebreak, but witnesses say that the heat reached such unusually high temperatures, the stone walls were exploding, sending stone missiles all over St Paul’s Square. My thoughts were with my friend John Martin the bookseller, and his fellow booksellers who must have lost everything below ground in the crypt.

			Also the Exchange had gone, the place where wealthy livery companies and merchants trade and stored their wares: Chinese silk, spices and jewellery were just a few of the commodities that must have been completely destroyed. The Custom House, the General Letter Office in Threadneedle Street, and the offices of the London Gazette, all in ashes.

			As it happened, it was the old Roman City Wall that turned out to be the best fire barrier of all. Westminster in the west was threatened but survived, and also the Tower in the east.

			Later in the day when the cobbles had cooled enough to walk on, my father and I strolled together round the oldest part of the medieval city, and saw for ourselves the full extent of the damage. And as it was obvious there would be no business taking place in the city this day, I decided to inspect our own warehouse at St Catherine’s. And after that, my priority must be on the poor homeless wretches camping out in the fields outside the city walls with little or no food to eat or water to drink.

			I stood by the window in our office on the first floor of the warehouse looking out across the river at Deptford’s empty shipyard. All the shipping had been moved down river on the first day of the fire to prevent sails or rigging catching fire from burning, flying embers. All incoming shipping had been stopped at Tilbury.

			For a while I watched the wherries, hurrying across the river or up and down from the Tower to Westminster. It was only then that it occurred to me that while most had suffered badly by the fire, those owning small boats had profited greatly.

			I was about to leave when I saw the first of the merchant fleet returning to Deptford being escorted by a couple of frigates. The frigates dropped anchor in the centre of the river, and I watched as the officers were rowed ashore. The frigates were followed upstream by a small convoy of merchant shipping cruising slowly line astern. I watched a couple dock and was about to leave when a third came into view.

			My first thought when I saw it was that it must have been damaged in battle. The mizzen-mast was too short and with less sail than was normal… others had been repaired or replaced with an odd assortment of improvised sails… there were new timbers in two places on the hull obviously covering damage caused by cannonballs and the yardarm had been replaced. New timbers on the castle were buckled and had been temporarily repaired.

			Another hundred yards closer and I identified the ship as a Fluyt. I had no spyglass with me but it was definitely a Fluyt. Surely it couldn’t be the Tudor Queen… or could it?

			I ran down the stairs two at a time, slamming the outer door as I ran to catch a wherry.

			‘Take me to Deptford as quick as you can.’

			Captain Neville Gregory… a portly imposing figure was standing proudly on the prow of the Tudor Queen puffing on his pipe. He saw me coming and saluted.

			I climbed the rope ladder and waited while he came down to meet me. I wanted to hug him but instead took his hand when it was offered.

			‘Greetings Mr Brocklehurst,’ he said. ‘Sorry I’m late, I arrived yesterday but was ordered to stay overnight at Tilbury. We heard about the fire, can we take a look?’

			I wanted to quiz him about his voyage, and the damage to the ship, but instead I indulged him by agreeing to show him the city from the river.

			We took one of the ship’s boats and two of his crew, who rowed us under the bridge as far as the Temple Gate, and then back again.

			‘What’s that smell… it’s rather pleasant, and it certainly is not wood?’ he asked.

			‘Spices… burning spices,’ I said. ‘The East India Company stored their complete stock at the Exchange, and lost the lot in the fire. That’s what you can smell.’

			‘Then it seems I came just in time to save them. I have a large cargo of spices from Caribbean Islands being unloaded as we speak.’

			‘You have spices?’ I asked.

			‘Tons of the stuff. Now show me what is left of our city.’

			We walked together through the smouldering city, the cobbled streets still hot under our feet.

			The depressing sight of seeing such desolation brought a lump to my throat, so I chose not to speak, only to answer Gregory’s questions. We stopped in a number of locations… not to talk but just gaze in wonderment at the shear desolation the fire had caused. There were a few small fires still burning, but the greatest fire London had ever seen was over.

			‘Do you want to go to Moorfield Park? It’s where the poor souls who lost their homes have fled to… though I must warn you that it’s not a pretty sight, seeing the poor wretches making camps and clinging to their meagre possessions. So many homeless, destitute people living in tents, canvas sheeting or makeshift shacks is so depressing.’

			‘I think I would rather take a closer look at the Cathedral,’ said Gregory. ‘I can best help the poor by giving money.’

			All we found in St Paul’s Square was the foundations of what just a few days earlier had been the most spectacular building in the city. And what was once the lead roof was now covering the cobbled streets in a spongy blanket of grey, the old stone walls of the Cathedral now broken and smashed into a million pieces scattered across the square.

			Despite the devastation, a few tradesmen had already begun setting up temporary stalls selling bread and provisions at extortionate prices, sometimes as much as double the normal price.

			‘I think I have seen enough. Let us get back to the ship,’ said Gregory.

			We walked down the river where our two rowers were waiting to take us back to the ship.

			‘What happened to the Tudor Queen,’ I asked.

			‘It’s a long story. I have to attend a tribunal before the Navy Board on Monday 17th at 10am in the Tower. You should be there, you being an owner.’

			‘What’s it all about?’

			‘Best you wait until Monday 17th.’

			‘Should I be worried?’

			‘Not at all sir. They think I removed plunder from a Dutch merchant ship before it was declared prize.’

			When we returned to the ship, there were three representatives of the East India Company waiting for me. Captain Gregory, realising they wanted to talk business, made his apologies saying he had to supervise the unloading of the cargo… but not before calling, ‘Are you content with my cargo good sirs?’

			‘More than happy Captain Gregory, your spices have arrived in London at the perfect time for us.’

			The three men were dressed in the finest clothes, two of them were probably about my age, and clean shaven. The third was older, a little portly and sporting a rather splendid moustache.

			‘How can I help you gentlemen?’ I asked.

			‘As you can well imagine Mr Brocklehurst, the fire has presented us with a short-term problem regarding storage. I am informed that you have a warehouse at St Catherine’s?’

			‘That is so sir. It sits next to our berth at St Catherine’s Wharf. It has a floor space of 250 square yards. The upper floor is split to about half the size of the ground floor and incorporates a recently refurbished office overlooking the river.’

			‘Tell me sir. Would you and your fellow partners consider leasing the building to the East India Company?’

			‘The general running of BH Shipping is left to me, and I can see no reason why my partners would question my decision if I chose to lease the building. Would you like to see the property gentlemen? I’ll take you there now if you wish.’

			‘We would indeed sir.’

			They had their own coach, but rather than risk a journey through the burnt out city, we crossed the river by wherry.

			They didn’t speak to me, or ask any questions, they just wandered about talking among themselves. I was beginning to think they were disappointed…  but the serious talking started later when we were sat together in the office on the first floor.

			‘Mr Brocklehurst. I would be insincere if I did not admit to you that this building would make a perfect temporary venue for the East India Company office in London. But I see that you have stock stored here, and if we chose to lease it… it would have to come with vacant possession.’

			‘I could have what little stock we have stored here removed within a couple of weeks.’

			‘In that case Mr Brocklehurst we would like to offer you £200 a calendar month to lease your warehouse for twelve months… payment in advance.’

			‘Under current circumstances, and with so many businesses looking for temporary accommodation, I don’t think my partners would consider £200 a serious offer. But they might accept £1,000.’

			‘We think you are probably right Mr Brocklehurst, but £1,000 is more than we are prepared to pay. What if we were to double the offer to a £400 a month, payment in advance for twelve months?’

			‘I think I could probably talk my partners into accepting £600 a month.’

			They looked at each other. The older man who had as yet not spoken, nodded his head.

			‘We accept your offer Mr Brocklehurst: £600 a month, paid in four quarterly payments, but on the proviso that the warehouse is empty by Saturday 15th September. Six days from today.’

			‘That won’t be a problem gentlemen. As soon as the cargo has been removed from the Queen, I will have the ship moved across to our berth here, and hire a team of stevedores to empty the warehouse. They can put everything onto the ship where it can stay until we have the time to move it to our other warehouse in Poole, Dorset.’

			‘Your ship seems to have suffered some damage Mr Brocklehurst.’

			‘I am afraid she got caught up in a naval battle with the Dutch, and as you can see is in need of extensive repairs and maintenance.’

			***

			I called an emergency meeting of directors, hoping my unilateral decision on the renting of the warehouse would not be opposed, the response from my fellow partners was in fact just the opposite. I was congratulated on securing such a lucrative contract which was considered far and above what the building would normally have been worth.

			Our warehouse at Poole had so far only been used by Brocklehurst Enterprises to store commodities waiting to be transported to Dublin… mostly slate, tin and copper. But now with the business well established, it was agreed by all that we should make better use of it… not only as a storage depot, but also a repair workshop.

			Finalising the deal with the East India Company went down to the last minute, but it wasn’t our side that was holding up proceedings, it was their lawyers.

			However, on Saturday the 15th September while carpenters were busy fitting the new mizzen-mast to the Tudor Queen, I was with my father in the temporary offices of East India Company London signing a twelve month contract. Two days later on Monday 17th September, my father and I went to the office of the Navy Board in the Tower with Captain Neville Gregory. He did not seem in the least worried about facing a tribunal… but I was… as was my father.

			At 9.30 am, Captain Gregory stood before members of the Navy Board. My father and I seated at the back of the room. The hearing was chaired by my old employer James, Duke of York; Arthur Crossley sat by his side taking notes.

			Arthur smiled and winked when he saw me.

			‘Can you tell me in your own words Captain Gregory, your account of events in the Hudson River, America, in March of last year?’ asked the duke.

			‘Certainly my Lord, it’s a day I will never forget as long as I live. Having just crossed the ocean, the last thing I expected was to be attacked by the Dutch Navy. I didn’t even know we were at war with them… not until I found myself caught up in a battle that was not of my making. Had it not been for the brave seamen of the Royal Navy who came to my rescue I could be lying at the bottom of the sea with my ship… lost forever. However, and despite three of my crew losing their lives, I completed my voyage up the Hudson River to what is now New York. During the battle, I lost my mizzen-mast, some sails and rigging, a piece off the rudder and half the castle. As we were limping up river to safety, I passed a Dutch privateer that had lost its rudder… ran aground and was abandoned. So I decided to try and recover the ship and use parts to repair our own. It took us two weeks, using the tides to tow the wreck upstream to the quayside next to our own Tudor Queen. My crew spent the next four months dismantling the Dutchman and using its sails, rigging and timbers to repair our own ship. Unfortunately, its largest mast was not as big as the mizzen we had lost, so we had to improvise and use a smaller one, which meant losing some sail. While all this work was taking place, my own cargo was being removed, and a new cargo of 50 tons of tobacco was being loaded for the return voyage. Here are the documents,’ he said as he placed a folder on the table. James just pushed them aside without looking at them.

			‘Can you explain Captain Gregory, why some of the cargo on the Dutch privateer seems to have disappeared, I believe it to be tobacco? The same cargo that you had acquired for your return voyage.’

			‘You have all my documents in front of you my Lord, and as far as I know my 50 tons of tobacco are being unloaded as we speak. You could send your men down there to check the weight if you choose.’

			‘That won’t be necessary Captain Gregory, I will take you at your word,’ said James.

			‘We may have had to move some of the cargo around the hold of the Dutch ship to make it easier to remove timbers… but I find it hard to believe that anyone could have stolen any of its cargo. Not without any of us knowing about it. Perhaps some was lost at sea.’

			‘You do know that any such prize must not be moved until it is declared free by the crown.’

			‘Of course I do my Lord. But I would also like to respectfully remind you, that if my brave and valiant crew had not recovered the ship from certain destruction, there would not have been any cargo to be declared free in the first place.’

			‘I take your point Captain. Tell me, was tobacco the only consignment you acquired while in New York?’

			‘With so much chaos and turmoil there at the time, I was lucky to get that cargo my Lord. But in the end, it turned out for the best for me because some of the Royal Fleet were heading south to our British territories in the Caribbean… an area I know well. So I tagged along for safety… no Dutchman with any sense is going to attack me while I had the cover of our great navy my Lord.’

			‘And did you find a cargo in the Caribbean Captain?’

			‘Yes sir. A large consignment of spices and also white gold. Sugar my Lord.’

			‘That was good timing Captain… considering the whole stock of spices from the Orient were destroyed in the fire.’

			‘Quite so my Lord.’

			‘I think it time to take a break,’ said James. ‘Could you all be back here at 2pm?’

			I waited for Arthur and together we grabbed a bite to eat, and visited the Tower menagerie.

			‘What do you think is going to be the outcome?’ I asked.

			‘As far as I can see,’ he said, ‘you have no case to answer. But if I were a gambler I would say that your Captain Gregory has ten tons of tobacco stashed away somewhere. I know Gregory and he is a man of principle… he may consider that cheating the crown is fair game, but he wouldn’t cheat you, his employer.’

			‘Are you sure you won’t come and work for me?’

			‘Not yet. But don’t stop asking.’

			When the meeting convened at 2pm, the whole mood in the room had changed from challenging to jovial.

			‘Captain Gregory. Tell us more about your battle with the Dutch?’ asked the duke, ‘and how you thought our frigates performed?’

			Like most sea captains, Gregory was more than happy to talk all day about his naval exploits. I just wanted to hear the result of the hearing, but it was almost an hour before he finally stopped talking.

			‘Most interesting,’ said James, ‘perhaps you should consider writing your memoirs.’

			‘I think I will wait until I retire,’ he answered.

			‘Now… with regard to the missing Dutch cargo. It is clear to me that the accusations brought against you were spurious, I therefore conclude that all charges against you be dropped. I won’t keep you here any longer Captain. It has been a great pleasure talking to you, and I suggest in future you avoid the Dutch wherever possible.’

			We shook hands, James leaving me to the last said, ‘I want to thank you personally for the efforts you and your team put in during the early days of the fire.’

			‘I’m afraid our involvement was very little my Lord. Most of our time was used getting the poor refugees to safety.’

			‘Essential and important work Toby and most appreciated. But now if I may… I want to impose on your valuable time once again. My brother and I are setting up a feeding station at Moorfield and other refugee camps outside the city walls. We need a team of responsible citizens like yourself to run them in an orderly way.’

			‘You can count on me… and I am sure my brother-in-law Robert Huxley will want to help, who are your other volunteers?’

			‘Charles has asked his band of courtiers to help, but you know as well as I do that most of them have not done a proper day’s work in their life.’

			‘Well you can count on me and Robert. But where are you going to find the produce… the fresh food and the bread? There’s thousands of people out there to be fed.’

			‘That is where we have been extremely lucky Toby. The farmers have all had a good crop this year, and produce is already flooding into London. The national appeal through the churches has also been amazing, with donations large and small arriving from the most unlikely areas. Yorkshire and the West Country have so far been the most generous.’

			‘Where will I find you?’

			‘We are meeting at North Gate every morning at 10am.’

			***

			My father and Captain Gregory were waiting for me in the courtyard.

			‘We are returning to the Queen where we won’t be disturbed. I would like you to come too.’

			We walked with Gregory the short distance from the Tower, to our berth, then followed him on board ship to his cabin.

			‘I need an itemised list of the damage done to the ship and repairs that are needed,’ I said.

			‘I have it ready for you sir,’ he said. ‘It’s here in my cabin.’

			My father started by saying, ‘I would like first of all to sort out compensation for the dead and injured.’

			‘Before we do sir,’ said Gregory as he unlocked a large chest in the corner of his cabin. ‘I would like to tell you of an unscheduled stop we made on the way home from America. It was on the west coast of Ireland to unload 10 tons of tobacco.’

			‘And were you able to sell it?’ asked my father.

			‘Yes sir, I have a contact in Cork who I knew would give me a fair price.’

			‘What is the break-up?’

			‘If you are happy with the arrangement… the same as always sir. One third to the officers, one third to the crew and one third to the company,’ he said handing my father two large bags of gold coins.

			‘I take it that the next of kin of the dead will get their share.’

			‘Yes sir, and also the three injured crew members, they all have broken bones and will not be able to return to the ship for at least one voyage. Those men, and the wives of the three dead, will get an equal share, plus ten percent which has been donated by the officers and crew.’

			‘You must take ten percent from our share too,’ said my father pointing to the bags of coins.

			***

			I had spent years exposing greedy men for taking what I believed belonged to the crown, and I was slightly shocked that my father should be so matter of fact about the 10 tons of tobacco Gregory had misappropriated. On the other hand, I was now seeing things from another perspective, and it all seemed different. Why should these brave men not get some reward? They were the ones facing death, away from their families and loved ones for months at a time, unlike the king who was at home with his women, his hunting and his sport, enjoying his privileged life.

			None of the officers and crew of the Queen were corrupt or greedy… not like William Batten. So although I was a little uneasy knowing what had happened, I accepted that it had, and put it to the back of my mind.

			‘Here is the list you asked me for sir,’ said Captain Gregory as he handed me a folded document. ‘All the damages caused to the Queen by the Dutch are listed in black. Repairs we have carried out are in blue and the ones in red are improvised repairs that you may want to redo. I see you have already replaced the mizzen.’

			‘Yes captain, and thank you for the list,’ I said as I added a footnote to add a couple more guns to the armoury.

			My father closed the meeting, and we left Captain Gregory filling in his log.

			‘Perhaps we should give ourselves a dividend at Christmas now we have so much money,’ said my father.

			‘I would rather it be put towards another Bilander or something similar,’ said I.

			***

			Robert and I turned up as promised to help feed the poor at Moorfield Park, my father came too. The Duke of York was there and Charles with a handful of his courtiers… but just as James predicted, after a few days there was not a single courtier left. They had all evaporated like an early morning mist on a sunny day.

			King Charles, however, worked hard from dawn till dusk, no job seemingly too menial or humbling.

			During the year of the plague, Charles lost what little respect he had from his citizens by fleeing London. His debauched hedonistic pleasure-seeking lifestyle had long since lost him the respect of the aristocracy and landed gentry. But the Great Fire was a chance for him to recover, not only the respect of his subjects, but also his own self-respect.

			Surprisingly to most people, he succeeded by working hard with passion and enthusiasm. From the very first day, he was there with his brother working every daylight hour, setting up command points, guiding what volunteers there were and directing his troops, he was even seen carrying pails of water during the fire, and it was on his orders that black powder was eventually used to check the fire in the east, saving St Olave’s Church and possibly even the Tower.

			In four days, the fire destroyed the homes of at least 80,000 people, and 87 churches including St Paul’s Cathedral. Very few deaths were recorded but it is hard to believe that all the old and the sick survived.

			The difficulties created by the fire were enormous, and the logistic problems of rehousing thousands of people overwhelming… but within weeks, and with the generosity of the British people, new homes and villages were springing up at an amazing rate outside the city walls.

			Despite numerous radical proposals by parliament, they decided to reconstruct London on basically the same plan as before. They also agreed with the king that a monument should be erected as near as possible to where the fire started on Pudding Lane.

			The fire did little to change relationships with our neighbours France and Holland. The Dutch calling the fire divine retribution… and so the war rumbled on, albeit at a slower pace, probably because both countries were fast running out of money.

			Everyone was tiring of war, only the most radical wanting to frustrate peace talks.

			Many businesses were destroyed, including my friend John Martin the bookseller who lost everything. But some survived and prospered. We at BH Shipping considered ourselves to be among the lucky ones. The Tudor Queen had survived and brought home a valuable cargo from across the Atlantic Ocean, the Tudor Rose had now completed two voyages to Calcutta and the Tudor Breeze continued to amaze me with unusual, diverse and varied cargoes… adding new venues to every voyage.

			The Exchange being one of the most important buildings in London was one of the first to be rebuilt. Anne was pregnant again and plans were already in place for Christmas.

			I was slightly concerned about my grandfather’s health, but he seemed happy enough surrounded by four generations of his family.

			***

			Early on a Sunday morning just two weeks before Christmas, I received a message from Thomas inviting me to call at the house in Barnes on a matter of some urgency… preferably before morning service. He also added that I should bring Anne and baby John too.

			Slightly concerned that one of them was unwell, we went immediately.

			‘Thank you for coming so quickly, we have some important news, and we want you to be the first to hear it.’ They were both smiling, and holding hands.

			‘Veronica and I are to be married at St Matthias Church on Boxing Day. We are to be married by the Bishop, and I would like you to be my witness.’

			Veronica was wearing a full length modern dress, her once long blonde hair now streaked with silver threads, cut short and styled, the heavy beaded necklace she was well-known for, now replaced by a single string of pearls, and the large rings that once adorned her ears, substituted with expensive drop pearl earrings. She looked beautiful and I wanted to take her in my arms.

			Thomas had been my father, my tutor, my friend and my spiritual guide for almost twenty years, and the one person who I respected and valued above all men.

			I was delighted and overjoyed that two of the most important people in my life were to be married, but taken totally and completely by surprised at the announcement.

			‘Are you not a little old to be thinking about marriage?’

			Anne ran into their arms. ‘Of course they’re not too old,’ she said. ‘I for one am delighted.’

			‘I am only sixty-one and Veronica fifty-nine,’ said Thomas, ‘hopefully we will have many years together as man and wife.’

			‘Of course they will,’ said Anne. ‘Twenty or thirty years I reckon. Come and give them a hug.’

			‘Why now? What made you decide Christmas?’ I asked.

			‘I have always admired Veronica, from the very first time I saw her when you were just nine years old. But I lost my heart completely while she was nursing me back to health after being stabbed and left for dead on Black Friars steps. Are you not pleased for us?’

			‘Of course I am. I am delighted to be your witness. But why now? And why such a hurry. And if I am to be your best man; who will walk my grandmother down the aisle?’

			‘We thought perhaps Edward, your father.’

			‘A splendid idea,’ I said.

			‘It was the Bishop who suggested we marry,’ said Thomas, ‘he did not think it right for one of his preachers to be unmarried and living in the same house with a woman, living in sin is how he described us.’

			‘And are you living in sin?’

			‘Come now Toby. I cannot discuss that kind of thing with my step-grandson.’

			‘So you are to be my new grandfather, and I am to be stuck with you for the rest of my life?’

			‘It seems so my son.’

			Seeing him standing there resplendent in his ecclesiastic regalia… his surplice, his cassock and his rather splendid velvet tippet, I was mindful of one of the last exercises he set me before the restoration. It was to prepare a mock news report on the death of Thomas a Becket, including the infamous words spoken by Henry II which resulted in his violent and untimely death.

			I threw my arms up in the air and repeated King Henry’s words. ‘Who will rid me of this turbulent priest?’

			Veronica looked puzzled, but Thomas threw back his head, put his hands on his belly and burst into a fit of laughter. I joined him and together we laughed like a couple of children. Eventually he came and put his hands on my shoulders. ‘I am not a priest, nor am I an Archbishop… and you my boy are not a king.’

			‘I have no wish to be a king. But I am delighted you are to become my kin, and I will consider it a pleasure and an honour to be by your side when you marry my beautiful grandmother,’ said I.
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			Author’s notes

			Boscobel House.

			Boscobel House and its Royal Oak tree became famous as hiding places of King Charles II after defeat at the Battle of Worcester in 1651. After Charles’s visit Boscobel remained a working farm, and today you can visit the lodge, farmyard, gardens .

			 

			Stokesay.

			Is one of the earliest English fortified Manor Houses, dating back to the late thirteenth century.

			Stokesay was one of the many residences owned by Sir William, Earl of Craven. He was, however, not in residence during the civil war as he was living on the continent with his lover, Dowager Queen of Bohemia… sister of Charles I.

			 

			Dinmore Manor.

			… is now a private residence and no longer open to the general public.

			Sitting on an elevation of around 500 feet (150 m) above sea level, with views over the Malvern Hills, the site was developed from 1189 by the Knights Templar. It was later taken over as a Command Centre of the Knights of St John of Jerusalem. The site includes a 1,200-year-old Yew tree.

			The chapel of St John of Jerusalem remains on the site. Erected in the early part of the 12th century and formerly attached to the Command Centre, it was rebuilt in 1370 in the Norman and Decorated architectural styles. A rectangular building, it consists of a chancel, a nave, a north porch and a western tower with spire. It was thoroughly restored in 1886 by Rev. Harris Fleming St John MA, and filled with painted windows, allegedly by himself. Stated to have had the privilege of sanctuary, there are sittings for 50 persons.

			 

			Flanesford Priory.

			Flanesford Priory was originally an Augustinian priory, and later owned by Sir Richard Talbot who is buried there.

			The priory church was dedicated to St John the Baptist.

			The priory was one of the first to succumb at the Dissolution of the Monasteries. After it was dissolved in 1537, ownership was granted to George Talbot, 6th Earl of Shrewsbury. On his death in 1590 the property passed to his son Gilbert, who died in 1616 without issue. The priory buildings were then used as farm buildings until 1980, when they were converted into self-catering holiday apartments.

			The surviving priory buildings, in particular the refectory building, are Grade I listed. The refectory building was constructed in squared sandstone rubble with ashlar dressings but with a 20th century roof. Internally it has been modified over the years for farming purposes and latterly for accommodation.

			 

			Petworth House.

			The manor of Petworth first came into the possession of the Percy family as a royal gift from Adeliza of Louvain, the widow of King Henry I (1100–1135), to her brother Jocelyn of Louvain. He later married the Percy heiress and adopted the surname Percy. His descendants became the Earls of Northumberland, the most powerful family in northern England.

			In 1670 Jocelyne Percy, 11th Earl of Northumberland (1644–1670), died without a male heir, and thus his considerable fortune and estates of Petworth House, Alnwick Castle, Syon House and Northumberland House were inherited by his two-year-old daughter and sole heiress, Lady Elizabeth Percy (1667–1722).

			 

			Sir Christopher Hatton. 

			Courtier to Queen Elizabeth I, financed Sir Francis Drake’s circumnavigation voyage round the world in 1578.

			CH Shipping is a little artistic licence on my part.

			Spinet: A small type of harpsichord.

			Flageolet: Flute.

			At the time of writing, to the best of my knowledge the information used is correct.
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