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open in spite of the cold. A draught comes through, sharp-
toothed, carrying the chill of the late-winter's eve and, drifting
from the books, the smells that have walked with me since

childhood: vellum, hide glue, resin, cuttlefish bone scattered
across gossamer-thin pages.

Yet it is not a book I draw from the shelves, but a calfskin

wallet, from which I brush long-abandoned spider webs and a

thick coating of dust. The wallet houses many separate pieces

of parchment: letters, pamphlets, other trifles collected over the

years. Here is a sketch of the armies at the Battle of Edgehill,
here a recipe for cherry wine I had thought lost.

There. Hidden amongst all that ephemera, cast out of sight
and memory, is the sought-for object. I put my hand upon it,
linger for a moment, and my intention falters. Perhaps I am
just an old fool who should know better than to rake up what is
buried. But I carry it back to my desk.

The handwriting - my father's - is economical, his frugality
echoing from the densely placed words. Not every word is read-

able: the inevitable result of repeat folding and unfolding, or of
water damage, perhaps. It is testimony, a witnessing, dated toth
August 2628. The witnesses were my fatheq and his kinsman,

John Milton. This, then, was where it all began.

We were late. The Guldern had been at seafve wretched mont/ts.

LVe had lost the conyoy weeks before. The wayes and gales moyed

against us) so less experienced men moaned pitrf"lly and emptied

their bellies oyer the side of the ship. Th* was the Kattegat stait,
of the coast of Anholt, Denmark, in late winter, with darkening

skies, narrow arud treacherous, full ofreefs and sandbanks, shallow
enough...

In a little while, Mary comes. She leans in, reading. The worry
lines between her silvered brows are deep, but as I glance down
at her hand on my shoulder, the wrinkles and liver spots fade

in the gloom. I know we are lucky - if not among the luckiest
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2Vh December t 643

North Norfolk

Dearest brother,

My h.eart grew wings when I received your last letter. I /tad worn

my knee.s down to the bones in beseeching God that.you would

not be harmed. Tlte knowledge rhat you would be in the tan of
the lighting weighed uporu me such that f car,not describe the

turmoil of ryt thoug/tts./ Merctfully, my prayers were answered,

and know,ing tliat 3tou are safe is the greate$ gtft the Lord could

bestow on our small fantily. It rclls me we are rulr blessed by

God. Because of this, I know Parliament will prevail.
Yet, now the danger has passed - or so Fath.er informs nte

in my ignorancy of these things - I musr admir what I have

not before; that all has not been well at home. I beg j,'ou to

return to us as soon as )/ou dre able. Please do not delay for
afiy mdtter.

I will not share the whole story now. It is long and will, Ifear,
seem unlikely n you, reading by daylight. But I write in the

s/zadows, by candlelight, with rny hands shaking -.even now )/ou
will see the dfficulty I have informing these letters - becatue our

home is under attack bv a great and ungodly evil.

This v,ickedness surrounds the harlot Chrissa Moore. You will
remember she appeared in April, without character or respect-

ab/e fami$, ndme. I swear to J/ou, Thomas, the girl is drawing

ottr father more and more into /ter corruptions. There are times
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about finding some companion for my sister, someone her own

age who might bring her out of herself.

Of Chrissa Moore I hardly thought at all. Though Father

rarely took on new sefvants and, had I given it more attention,

I might have found it surprising that he had hired a woman

without a character, I was preoccupied by other matters. I was

injured, carrying a wound unhealed since Newbury, and every

stumble of the horse brought a lance of fresh pain near my groin,

had killed my man, but paid the price for it.

It was getting on in the day and very cold. We were passing

All Saints, near Scottow, and the sky was beginning to darken'

The church's stone porch looked inviting, but would be locked

againstbandits. These were turbulent days. There was no shelter

for us here. 'Come, Benr' I said. The horse whinnied, seeming

to know it would soon be time for a meal and a warm stable, but

there were no taverns or alehouses nearby, and anyway, it did

not seem worth the blow to my thinning purse of seeking lodg-

ings for another night. Not so near my destination.

Instead, I rode on, anticipating my welcome. I saw in my

mind's eye what I so hoped to see in truth: Father's face lifting

at the sight of me, his large hands enfolding mine. He would say

I had proved myself. Treat me as a man) not a boy.

It was Christmas. I had just missed the day itself, but still the

house would be snug and merry) with a fire in the hearth, perhaps

a pie from the turkey or the boar's head, whatever Father had

been able to get hold of for a simple celebration of Christ's

birth. There would be no plum puddings, no hobby horses, no

kissing bush of holly and bay hung from the ceiling, as Father,

though he maintained it was not our place to judge others who
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releasing its song like a mistle thrush on some long-ago occa-

sion - a birthday, or Christmas - was bitter-sweet, as I knew
Father would frown upon the frivolity of music in these more

holy days.

I gave the horse an encouraging pat on his hindquarters - rest

soon, my friend - and straightened my hat. We rode on.

An hour later, I leant against the trunk of an ash tree. It was

too dark to see the tree clearly, but I knew it was an ash, and

which one; I was less than three miles from home.

Somewhere above my head'was a branch as thick as a man's

waist. From thatbranch, in the reign of fat King Henry, two men

had dangled by their necks for a murder they had not commit-
ted, or so the legend went, and their dolorous spirits had often
been reported moaning about the trunk. I'd never heard them.

I was told there was a stone boasting the Devil's claw marks

around here somewhere, too) and a healing well, but had never

found those, either, though I had searched many times; more,

I suppose, to prove to myself that they were iust stories for the

credulous, than for any other reason.

I squinted into the darkness. The night had been lively with
stars, but thick clouds had now passed in front of the moon's face,

and I wouldn't have seen a camel lumber by six inches from my
nose. It had not been my intention to stop, knowing the road like
the back of my own hand, but when Ben had stumbled on his fore-
legs and limped thereafter, I'd doubted myself. I so desperately

wanted the comforts of home, but if the animal broke a bone, I
would have to put him out of his misery and I liked this horse.

So I dismounted and turned Ben loose in the field, seeking

shelter beneath my cloak and the thinning canopy of the ash. I
would continue in daylight until I stood once more on my own
acres.

I suppose I was feeling sorry for myself as I huddled in a

fissure of the ancient trunk. Ben was huppy enough cropping
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But I was tired of it. All of it. Tired of men beating one

another into the dirt as though they were slaughtering hogs.

Tired of hearing bones shatter and seeing my fellows soil them-
selves, all because some men far from the battle believed God
had a perfect foreknowledge of who was damned and who was
saved, and some others didn't.

And there was more than one v/ay to be free.

On that same night, before Newbury Captain Jack Trelawney
and I had swapped the names of our people. He was senior to
me in the company, and a little older, but as raw recruits we had

worked out we had grown up less than twenty miles apart, and

become friends. Before the battle we exchanged our informa-
tion solemnly, like strangers, though we felt more like brothers,
having shared the same feet of earth and the same scurvy food for
more than ayeat now. We did this in the unspoken understanding
that, if the v/orst happened to ofle of us, the other would seek out
those who must be told, and give as false an account of the last

moments of the dead as might be needed to avoid a deeper grief.
W'hen we had finished, Jack scratched his beard furiously. In

the dim light of the campfire his pockmarked face looked differ-
ent: more thoughtful. He said, ''When this is done... W'hen this is

done...' I had the sense that what he was going to say mattered,
and waited. 'The New World, Tom,' he said, in a voice thick
with something hopeful, something new. 'Virginia, Maryland,
Connecticut. There are ships sailing every day from Plymouth.
Or there were before the fighting. All you need is the price of
your passage, and your sword. There's land, millions of acres of
it, and no bugger to tell you what to do. They grow tobacco and
get fat off the proceeds.'

America.
The thought of that massive continent, its green expanses, its

clear waters, its unclimbed mountains and untrodden shores,
danced before me like a chimera.


