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For Reggie





‘Too much of water hast thou, poor Ophelia,

And therefore I forbid my tears’

Hamlet, William Shakespeare






Some Persons in this Book

John Grey – myself, currently a magistrate in the fair, if rather flat, county of Essex, formerly a spy but definitely not, as amply demonstrated by my red velvet coat and breeches, a Puritan, contrary to anything that you may be told by …

Aminta, Lady Grey – that is to say my wife, a playwright and poet, who insists on the superiority of her ancestry over my own, in spite of being the daughter of …

Sir Felix Clifford – a reprobate Cavalier, who features no more in this story than he has to, and who is (in my absence) currently teaching our two-year-old son how to drink hard and seduce actresses, but who in his younger days rode headlong into battle alongside Prince Rupert, as did …

Jacob Cavendish – impoverished in the past by fines imposed by Cromwell and by loans to the previous King, and more recently by his own folly in contesting the forthcoming Eastwold by-election in which he was originally to stand against …

Admiral Sir Robert Digges – a brutal and foul-mouthed sailor, who has fought with great impartiality both for Cromwell and the present King (but almost always against the Dutch), and whose inexplicable death, just as he was about to bribe his way to victory in the said election, is a matter of great concern for …

Mister Samuel Pepys – Clerk of the Acts to the Navy Board, who has to ensure that Eastwold’s next Member of Parliament is willing to support the government of His Gracious Majesty King Charles II, especially in respect of the onerous and much resented taxes that are needed to build ships and fight the Dutch (see above), and whose sudden arrival in Eastwold is inconvenient in so many ways for …

Mister Digby Digges – son of the late Admiral Digges, a magistrate like me and deeply grateful (he says) for the strict puritanical upbringing and righteous chastisement provided, after the death of his mother, Venetia, by his uncle Alexander Digges and his aunt Barbara Digges, and now the fortunate husband of the beautiful …

Silvia Digges – the daughter of the impecunious Jacob Cavendish (whom you’ve already met briefly) and thus connected closely to both parliamentary candidates until the strange and unexpected death of her father-in-law, which was initially investigated by …

Mister David Larter – the local Coroner, who may not have been entirely impartial, since his uncle …

Solomon Larter – is Eastwold’s other MP (and no particular friend of the Digges family), formerly Mayor until, under the Republic, he was replaced by …

William Peacock – whom my wife is completely at liberty to call a Puritan if she wishes, a piously gaunt man in black, who farts Psalms and looks down his long nose at everyone including …

Elijah Spratchett – a very self-satisfied rogue, who in turn replaced Peacock as Mayor when the King came back ten years later, and who now owns most of Eastwold’s fishing boats, though he employs others to actually risk their lives at sea, just as …

James Tutepenny – daily risks his, being a poor but undoubtedly honest fisherman and one who formerly served under Admiral Digges, along with …

Ezekiel Benefice – a man with a rather strange name, even for this part of Suffolk, innkeeper and part-time smuggler who lost a leg as a direct result of the Admiral’s overly enthusiastic battle plan at the Battle of Scheveningen (against the Dutch, obviously), and thus wouldn’t tell you who killed the Admiral, even if he knew, rather like …

The Reverend George Wraith – vicar of a church that is about to fall into the sea, who hates Peacock, Spratchett, Cavendish, both Larters and all of the Diggeses, though that may simply reflect his contempt for the rapidly shrinking town of …

Eastwold – a place with which you will become at least as familiar as you are with any of the above personages, and towards which I shall shortly be travelling in a coach in the rain, but which you will first view, as is wholly appropriate, from the choppy North Sea.




Prologue – February 1670

The ragged grey sky promised nothing good. The coast, bobbing erratically in the middle distance, was a smudged line, badly drawn with an ochre crayon – low cliffs of soft sandstone that crumbled to the slightest touch. The sea that slapped against the boat’s tarred planks was shallow, at least by the standards of salt-water sailors, but Aaron knew that a man incautious enough to fall in could still drown twice over before he reached the soft, dimly lit bottom.

His frozen fingers tugged again at the fishing net, as he turned his envious gaze on Dick, whose only duties were apparently to puff away at his short clay pipe and keep the little sailing boat on course.

‘It’s caught on something,’ he called out. The wind, whistling through the rigging, whipped his words away into the sky. He shouted the message again.

‘What?’ said Dick, taking his short clay pipe out of his mouth and theatrically cupping an ear.

‘The net. Must be caught on something. Can’t be just fish. Too heavy.’

In the brief, unnatural calm that followed these words, Dick’s answer came to him with conversational clarity. ‘That’ll be the church spire,’ he said. ‘Most likely it’s snagged on that.’

Aaron looked at the older man. Was it senility or was this just another joke at his expense? ‘Spire? We’re half a mile from land, almost.’

‘St James’s church. We must be right above it. See where the cliffs are now, boy? Well, back in King John’s time, the land stretched all the way out here. There was a whole town between where we are and where dry land begins today. A town bigger than London, so they say. Ships came to it from all over the world – timber from Norway, wine from France, spices from India, purple cloth from somewhere out of the Old Testament. Then there was a great flood, like Noah’s but without any instructions to get the animals yoked pairwise, and the whole blessed place was lost under the waves. On a calm day, you can stand on the beach and still hear the ghostly bells ringing in the steeple of the drowned church.’

‘You ever heard them?’

‘Might have done.’

‘When?’

‘Afore you was born or thought of.’ Dick stuffed his pipe back between his brown teeth, which was his usual way of concluding an argument that he believed he had won.

Aaron frowned. His mother was paying Dick to take him under his wing as an apprentice and teach him fishing. What he got in practice was a bit of advice on how to cast the nets and gut fish, and a great deal of misinformation on life in general. There was plenty of time on a fishing boat to tell tall stories and this seemed to be one of them.

‘That’s squit,’ he said cautiously. ‘There’s no church down there.’

‘True as I’m at this tiller,’ said Dick. ‘I knew a fellow once who came here at low tide – one bright spring morning when he could walk out for miles across firm, damp sand. He said he saw house after house, covered in barnacles, and, in the very middle of it all, the great dead church of St James, with bunches of emerald seaweed draping the brick walls. He walked up, cautious-like, and pushed the church door open on its rusty hinges. Inside, there was rows of pews, with the parishioners still sitting in them – all skellingtons they was, with their prayer books in their bony hands. And in the pulpit, in his white surplice, was the skellington parson, scraps of wet hair hanging from his skull, grinning with his clenched teeth and pointing with a raised arm at the Ten Commandments on the wall. For the flooding was God’s verdict on the town of Eastwold, and the parson’s wise words came too late, as is sadly so often the case where wicked sinners are concerned.’

‘How sinful were they, exactly?’ asked Aaron, hoping to learn about more than gutting fish.

‘They offended the Lord grievously,’ said Dick, ‘though not as grievously as you and Bessy Waldegrave offended the Lord behind the cockle sheds last Tuesday. So, I’d be careful, if I was you.’

‘It couldn’t happen now, though, could it? That was all in King John’s day. It’s almost as long ago as Adam and Eve or when you was born.’

Dick ignored this last slight. He’d never claimed to be young and gullible.

‘On the contrary, young man. There’s still houses falling into the sea. The waves nibble away at the bottom of them cliffs, and anything perched on top tumbles bit by bit onto the beach. You can just see that house over there – one half already gone and the other half hanging over the edge, like a broken piss-pot. There are great heaps of bricks and tile on the beach where others fell, not so very long ago. You and your Bessy aren’t safe by a country mile. God sees all things and He bides His time.’

Aaron considered this. ‘You’re saying the houses fall bit by bit?’

‘That’s what I just told you. You’d better clean your ears out, boy, so I don’t have to repeat myself all the time. And if you don’t, I’ll give you a clip round one of them to remind you that cleanliness is next to holiness.’

Since Dick couldn’t easily leave the tiller, it was unlikely that threat would come to very much. ‘I meant, if the houses fall like that, then the church would as well. It would just be a heap of bricks on the beach. The tower would’ve collapsed, with its bells inside it. So the bells wouldn’t ring. And the parishioners couldn’t still be sitting in rows. They’d be all mixed together like sprats in a basket. So, whatever this net’s snagged on, it’s not a church steeple.’

Dick paused for a moment, then said: ‘That’s as may be. But the tide comes up pretty fast behind them cockle sheds all the same.’

Aaron gave the net another tug. Even if he could drag it to the side of the boat, he’d never get it over the gunnels.

Dick watched him with the satisfied smile of a man who knows that there is more than one way of punishing sin. ‘Yes, just the last few houses now, up on the cliffs. Soon there’ll be nothing left of Eastwold, except a couple of inland farms and the old manor house – I mean the Priory. The town still sends its two MPs to Parliament, of course. That was in King John’s charter, and they can’t take the right away, not ever. Once the ink is dry on the parchment, it’s like holy writ. A dozen or so burgesses, as they calls themselves, elects two members. Profitable business that, now people are willing to pay good money to get elected. Easy living in Eastwold, these days, I’d say. Better than fishing, though that’s true of most things.’

‘Who’s going to pay to be a Member of Parliament?’

‘Bloody Digges is one of them. That’s Admiral Sir Robert Digges to you and me. One of Cromwell’s Generals at Sea, he was, and the King’s Vice Admiral of the Blue after that. Lives in Eastwold now, on dry land, lucky beggar. He don’t have to go near a boat if he don’t want to. Not even in fine weather. He bought the manor house from whichever Cavalier owned it before. Cavendish, I think he was called. They’re a big family in these parts – or was.’

‘So, this Digges – he’d have fought the Dutch, then?’

‘That he did, young man – both for Oliver and for the King, because the Dutch are a powerful and cunning nation and only hard knocks will keep them away from our fish and our womenfolk. Digges was a fearless enemy of the Hollanders and an even harsher one to his own crew. Ordered his ship straight into the Dutch fleet, where it was torn apart by shot and holed beneath the waterline. Did he flinch? Not Digges. Got himself rowed to another and did the same with that. Watched them both sink from a third and cheered his men as they vanished for ever beneath the waves, they not being able to swim and he having taken the only seaworthy rowing boat from both ships. The hero of the Four Days Battle, they called him, but I know a few sailors who wish he hadn’t lived to be knighted by the King. How’s that net coming along?’

‘It’s no good. It’s too heavy for me on my own.’

Dick swore softly, stuffed the pipe in his pocket and lashed the tiller in place. Then he inched cautiously along the pitching boat to Aaron. He didn’t much want to fall in either.

‘You’re just cack-handed,’ he said. ‘And that dratted wind’s getting up again. Pull away, boy. I haven’t got all day to do your job for you, and this pipe is like to burn a hole in my second-best fishing coat.’

Together they dragged the net and its sodden contents into the boat. As Aaron had predicted, it wasn’t a church spire or a herring or anything else they could sell in Ipswich.

‘Bloody hell,’ said Dick. ‘What was you thinking of, catching that?’

‘I wasn’t thinking of nothing. I didn’t invite him into the net.’

They looked at the pale face that stared back, glassy-eyed, through the strands of thin rope.

‘He must have been in the sea a day or two,’ said Aaron.

‘Maybe less. He’s not much eaten,’ said Dick. ‘Just a bit nibbled at the edges. Dragged one up once – you wouldn’t want to know what he looked like. And he’d been missing less than a week.’

‘That’s a fine coat he’s wearing,’ said Aaron. ‘Velvet. Gold lace. A bit spoilt by the water but it might brush up. He’s lost his wig though.’

They both looked at the short grey hair that remained. Neither of them would ever be able to afford a periwig, but it would have been the first thing the tide ripped from their catch. It would have been nice to have at least tried one on. Just for fun. ‘And his shoes,’ said Dick, thinking sadly of the silver buckles they would doubtless have had. ‘The sea’s had the best of him, my lad, and left us nothing but human clay in all its frailty.’

They untangled the dead man very carefully from the net, which was valuable, and went through his pockets, just in case. They were in luck. Even on a cloudy day like this, the gold snuffbox that Dick now held gleamed and spoke of riches beyond their usual fish-blighted dreams. It could be worth a whole year’s haul of herring, that could. And nobody would know, when they landed the body, that the box wasn’t at the bottom of the sea with the periwig and shoe buckles. But whose property had it been before it had become rightfully theirs?

‘There’s words on the lid. Do you want me to read it to you?’ asked Aaron.

‘Who says I can’t read it for myself?’

‘Fine. You read it to me, then.’

Dick reluctantly handed the box across to him. ‘Don’t drop it,’ he said. ‘Unless you want to dive in after it.’

Aaron scanned the inscription slowly, his lips moving, his finger tracing the words.

‘Well?’ said Dick. ‘I thought you was a scholard?’

‘It says it was presented to Admiral Digges by his comrades-in-arms to mark his victory at the Four Days’ Battle.’

They looked at the white, sea-wrinkled face again. They looked at the sparse grey hair. They looked at the fine velvet coat, from which the seawater still streamed. Their man did not have the appearance of somebody who would steal a gold snuffbox from an Admiral. And it would have been a brave man who would have risked stealing from Bloody Digges anyway. In which case …

‘It seems they’ll need somebody else to stand in the election, then,’ said Dick.

‘You’d have thought an Admiral would have a sword,’ said Aaron, thoughtfully.

‘Swords are ten a penny,’ said Dick, pocketing the snuffbox. ‘Just be grateful for what we’ve got, eh? No more fishing for us today. Or tomorrow. I don’t like the look of them clouds, boy. They’re heading for nasty weather round Eastwold, and no mistake.’




Chapter 1

In a carriage, still slightly too far from Eastwold – March 1670

It is not my fault that rain lashes the windows of our coach, but Aminta thinks otherwise.

‘You could have stayed at home,’ I say.

‘I am a dutiful wife,’ she replies. ‘Look at me meekly sitting here, saying nothing. Where should I be, John, except at my husband’s side? Silent and uncomplaining.’

As a renowned playwright, she is aware of irony and all of its possible uses. She pulls the heavy woollen cloak more closely round her shoulders. Modern and well sprung though our coach is, it admits draughts in too many places to count. We are at least better off than our coachman, up on the box, or than the four horses, floundering along the muddy road with the urgent spring rain lashing the flesh of beast and man. This unfamiliar countryside is low and misty. Phantom poplar trees haunt its overflowing dykes and rivers. Everything here in Suffolk is damp and clinging.

‘I would have been away only a few days,’ I say.

‘If the rain continues, it might be weeks before the roads are passable again.’

‘Then we could not have gone to London anyway,’ I say. ‘I am sorry that my having to travel to Suffolk has delayed our leaving for the capital, but this is at the request of the Sheriff. And I am of course delighted that you are able to accompany me.’

Should I point out that last year she was urging me to cut the last of my ties with my legal practice in London and spend more time in contented domesticity in Clavershall West? Should I point out that she has always said that she can write her plays as well in the countryside as in town? Should I point out that she too was born in the Essex village in which we now both live? Should I point out that leaving for London once the roads were fit to travel on was merely a proposal on my part – an idle thought on a rare sunny afternoon a fortnight ago – not a contractual obligation?

But it has been a hard winter. And a small Essex village in the pinched first quarter of the year has little to offer any woman who does not wish her dress to become caked in mud as soon as she steps out of doors or descends from the carriage. Much of the time, she must feel a prisoner in her own house, from the last of the leaves falling to the emergence of the first apple blossom. Yes, I can see why she now wishes to be in London and why my acceptance of this sudden request from the Sheriff that I should visit a small town on the Suffolk coast seems like a broken promise on my part. I can understand why accompanying me is better than remaining at home, though not very much better. All of that is true. But the rain is still not my fault.

‘I am very pleased that you were able to come with me,’ I repeat. ‘And I am sure that Digby and his wife will entertain you well while I am working.’

‘Is your Mister Digges not to work with you? He is after all the magistrate there, albeit very young and newly appointed. I’m sure he was much looking forward to his first investigation into a death. If he’s anything like you.’

‘The Sheriff’s instructions are clear,’ I say patiently. ‘Since it is sadly Mister Digges’ father who has died, he is conflicted. The services of another magistrate are required. Me, in this case. I am to investigate, as well as I can, the cause of Admiral Digges’ death.’

‘And there was no magistrate living closer to Eastwold who might have been sent for?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Did you think to ask?’

‘No.’

Aminta nods significantly. Had I really wished to take her to London – something any reasonable husband would have done with demur – I would have at least insisted on knowing why no other magistrate was available, demanded that one should be made available without delay.

‘Perhaps those living nearer were busy?’ I say.

Aminta raises an eyebrow. Other magistrates are clearly more attentive to the wishes of their wives.

‘Or perhaps I have some knowledge or skill that other magistrates lacked?’ I continue.

Aminta shakes her head.

‘Well, it is a simple enough task, to be sure,’ I continue. ‘I have only to ask a few questions and confirm the cause of death. So, it is unlikely to detain us for very long.’

‘But from what you have told me, I think as we were passing through Saffron Walden, the Coroner has already ruled that the cause is drowning? An accidental death. Is it not customary to accept that?’

‘Indeed. And if Admiral Sir Robert Digges had been merely Master Bob Digges and a catcher of herring, then that would indeed be that. But he is an admiral and was about to be elected to Parliament.’

‘And the Sheriff normally overrules Coroners if the deceased happens to be an officer of flag rank?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Then it must be for some other reason.’

‘Digges was not a popular man in Suffolk or anywhere. Under those circumstances there is always a risk of foul play. I assume the Coroner’s verdict did not entirely rule that out.’

‘And so, on the basis of that vague possibility, you decided to drag your wife to Suffolk in the pouring rain.’

‘I mean that must be the case, or the Sheriff would not have needed any help.’

‘No, you mean that you were so flattered to be asked to interfere in another county’s business that you did not think to question the Sheriff’s request, odd though it was.’

I decide not to say again how pleased I am, nevertheless, that she has chosen to accompany me. It is unlikely to help.

For a while Aminta is silent, then she says: ‘If Digges was that unpopular, why are you so certain he would have been elected?’

‘There are just a handful of electors – the burgesses of the town. His unpopularity would not have stopped them voting for him.’

‘Because they will always elect whoever pays them most?’

‘Yes. It would be perverse to accept the lower of the two offers. The town of Eastwold returns two members. By tradition, the burgesses are free to select one from amongst their own number. The other, after suitable payment has been made to all of the freemen, is nominated by the Admiralty. And that is that, unless somebody decides to waste money standing against the Admiralty candidate.’

‘An Admiralty candidate nominated by your good friend Samuel Pepys?’

‘By the Duke of York – though doubtless based on Pepys’s carefully considered recommendation. And he is neither my friend nor good.’

‘So, Pepys recommended Bloody Digges? The man who bears responsibility for the death of more English sailors than the Dutch and French combined?’

‘And the Spanish, though their contribution is relatively small. The question, for Pepys, is not a candidate’s moral character or ability as a naval commander, but whether he can be depended on to vote in the interests of the Admiralty. The same applies to the voters. Their Member of Parliament does not need to be a native of Eastwold or even to know exactly where the borough is. They certainly don’t have to like him. It is simply a matter of whether he will pay enough and then use his influence in their interest. And, however unpleasant he was, Digges came doubly recommended: he was not only backed by Admiralty cash but he was also a local man. He had been a burgess of Eastwold for several years, ever since he bought the manor from the Cavendishes back in ’54 or ’55.’

‘Ah,’ says Aminta. She looks at me significantly.

‘I’m not saying that the King shouldn’t have restored the estates of Cavaliers who were forced to sell them during the late wars—’

‘Aren’t you, my dear husband?’

I say nothing. Her father, an impoverished but unrepentant Cavalier, also lost his estate to a roundhead Colonel in much the same way and at much the same time – an estate that Aminta has recovered through a succession of marriages, that is to say my mother’s arguably bigamous marriage to the aforementioned Colonel Payne and Aminta’s subsequent marriage to me, as my mother’s heir. The Big House in Clavershall West is, in Aminta’s view, finally back in the right hands. Other Royalists, like the Cavendishes of Eastwold, still petition the King for redress, on the grounds that forced sales, brought on by loans to the King and fines imposed by Parliament, should be set aside. But His Gracious Majesty continues to look with equal favour on old Royalists and on former supporters of Cromwell, which is as well for the many people who once served the Republic. Like me. And Pepys. And Lord Sandwich. And the Duke of Buckingham. And the Duke of Albemarle. And indeed the late, lamented Admiral Sir Robert Digges. We are inconveniently many, and the King likes an untroubled life, free of difficult decisions.

‘The rain seems to be easing off,’ I say. ‘See how the sun shines on the willows yonder. That is a good omen for our journey, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Jacob Cavendish was to stand against Digges?’ asks Aminta, less interested in willows than I had hoped.

‘Yes. Though the Admiralty candidate is normally given a free run, Cavendish chose to oppose him. Perhaps he thought he could, if elected, use his influence in Parliament to help restore the family’s estate. Perhaps, along with most other people, he just disliked Digges. But he would have lost anyway. He couldn’t have afforded to pay more than the Admiralty.’

‘But with Digges out of the way?’

‘He is, for the moment at least, the only candidate. His daughter, Silvia, recently married Digby Digges. And Digby has of course now inherited his father’s estate, following the Admiral’s death. So, perhaps the more general question of restitution is no longer so pressing for the Cavendishes as it was a few weeks ago. In effect, they have the estate back. If the Admiralty does send another candidate, and I expect they will, then Cavendish may choose to stand down and avoid any further expense.’

Aminta smiles. She approves of Silvia’s methods. ‘So, the roundhead uncouthness of the Digges family will have been mitigated by a judicious addition of Cavalier finesse. That is always a good idea. In my experience.’

I shake my head. ‘My mother was always a Royalist,’ I say.

‘And you think that doesn’t make you a puritanical Republican?’

‘I am not puritanical.’

‘Only because I watch your Puritan tendencies day and night. If it wasn’t for me you’d have nothing in your wardrobe that wasn’t black.’

‘I am immensely grateful for your advice on my costume,’ I say. ‘But even if I were a Puritan, it doesn’t mean that our own domestic situation is anything like that of Digby and Silvia Digges. Admiral Digges was a brute by any standards. My father – also a Royalist, I would remind you – was a surgeon in the King’s Army. A gentleman of taste and discretion.’

‘Not according to your mother.’

‘My mother’s view of my father was unfair in many ways, especially since she was at least as unfaithful to him as he was to her. But none of that makes the Greys uncouth roundheads. My stepfather, Colonel Payne, was of course a roundhead. But he was the only one in the family. Unless you count me.’

‘I do count you. Let us be absolutely clear on that: you are an unrepentant Republican and a Puritan. But I apologise to your mother’s family,’ says Aminta. ‘The Wests are of ancient lineage and moderately well bred. It was only the upstart Greys I wished to disparage.’

‘Thank you,’ I say.

‘Of course, Silvia and I will still have much to talk about,’ says Aminta. ‘I’m sure that you and Digby Digges resemble each other in many ways, and I should be interested to know what she has done about it. I’m really looking forward to meeting her. If we ever get to Eastwold, that is.’

I stare out of the window. I think we have at least another hour’s travelling and there is no guarantee that, just round the corner, we shall not find an impassable stretch of flooded highway. The rain has started again, harder than ever. But it is still not my fault. Not in any way whatsoever.




Chapter 2

Hospitality at the manor house

Eastwold Priory is at least warm and dry. The fire blazes in the hearth and the light of many candles ripples across the bright new tapestries on the walls.

‘My father rebuilt the house some fifteen years ago,’ says Digby Digges. Digby is a muscular young man with a straw-coloured periwig and a cheerful, ruddy face. I am sure he would have liked to follow his father’s career at sea, but Admiral Digges determined that his only son should be a country gentleman, of exactly the sort that had always looked down on the Admiral himself. That’s why he bought the estate. That’s why he did not discourage a marriage into the family of the former owners of the house. I suspect that Sir Robert Digges hated the old gentry and longed to join them in equal measure.

‘What he bought from the Cavendishes was a ruin,’ Digby continues, ‘scarcely habitable. Of course, the old house had been badly damaged during the siege of Eastwold. Cromwell’s troops never left more of a Royalist mansion standing than they had to. The comfortable, well-built residence of a supporter of the King enraged them almost as much as a stained-glass window in a church. My father wanted to knock down all that remained and start again but my mother persuaded him to keep the monks’ dining hall and the cloisters. Some people now admire these broken stones of barbarous ages past. My father did not and I do not myself, but they are becoming fashionable, I’m told. Well, ’tis done now and there’s an end on it, Sir John. Can I refill your glass?’

I hesitate for a moment and find my glass has been replenished generously. Digby is an obliging and enthusiastic host and visitors here are rare.

‘I think that the ruins of past ages are beautiful,’ says Silvia Digges suddenly. ‘All of them. As for Cromwell and his vile minions – it is a pity that some people know only how to destroy and not how to build.’ She is a slight young woman, very pale and dark haired. Two of her would scarcely weigh as much as her husband. This is the only thing that she has said this evening, other than to agree politely with Digby or to plead with us earnestly to eat more. She is dressed in midnight blue, which in this candlelight seems almost black. A long rope of very small pearls is looped three times round her neck and hangs down languidly over her chest. Nothing suggests that she is competing in any way for our attention, but her porcelain fragility demands it nevertheless.

Digby smiles at her approvingly and nods. ‘Silvia has excellent judgment, Sir John,’ he says. ‘I fear that I do not appreciate the finer things in life as she does. Nor, I think, did my late father, in spite of his many other virtues. But I am proud to say Silvia has learning and good taste enough for us both.’

‘My husband says much the same about me,’ says Aminta, ‘though he often needs prompting to do so.’

‘You do have excellent taste and judgment,’ I say. ‘I have never disputed that.’

‘Thank you, John,’ says Aminta. ‘And, if I thought for one moment that you knew what taste and judgment were, I would take that as a great compliment. But your father certainly created a beautiful house, Mister Digges – I mean the new parts of it as well as the old.’

Digby laughs. ‘Oh, that was my mother too,’ he says. ‘In my father’s absence, she dealt with everything – ancient and modern. Sadly she died almost as soon as the work was completed. She never lived to see the house as it is now – warm, happy, comfortable.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘It would have been a privilege to have met her. Like your wife, she clearly had good taste in abundance. What was her name?’

‘Venetia,’ says Digby. ‘I think it sounds rather aristocratic. I was little more than a child when she died, of course.’

‘You must miss her terribly,’ says Aminta.

‘I have done so most of my life,’ says Digby. ‘Or that’s the way it seems. A mother snatched from me and a father who always seemed to be away at sea.’

‘So who brought you up?’ she asks.

‘My uncle and aunt a great deal of the time. They live not far from here – they have a farm a little inland, less than half an hour’s drive in a coach. My family have always lived in Suffolk – though not in Eastwold until my father bought this house. But, like my mother, he did not live to fulfil his dreams – I mean becoming the Member of Parliament for Eastwold. He saw it as a duty incumbent on him as the biggest landowner in the area, and also as a great honour.’

‘Even though Eastwold no longer exists for all practical purposes?’ says Aminta.

‘Oh, but it does,’ says Digby. ‘It has a legal existence that is as real as anywhere in the country. It has a Mayor and a Recorder and a Sergeant of the Mace and a Water Bailiff and a First Freeman. Somewhere, on the seabed admittedly, it has a Guildhall. And under the water too are many stately mansions, which may still be bought and sold, because possession of a freehold within the walls of the town is necessary to be a burgess. Eastwold, you see, has a charter from King John that gives it the status of a borough in perpetuity. If such rights, bought with newly minted gold from a King who badly needed money, could be revoked arbitrarily by his successors, what value would any city’s charter have? True, a charter may be forfeited if a borough fails in its obligations to the King. But we have not done so. That Eastwold has vanished under the sea is not its fault. Not in any way. There is no reason why the burgesses should be punished for an act of God.’

‘But nevertheless it cannot require two Members of Parliament,’ says Aminta. ‘There is nothing of any value to represent.’

‘The charter doesn’t specify that there should be evidence of need in order for Eastwold to retain its status as a borough or its representation in Parliament. It is true that there are large towns now without any Members of Parliament, but that has no bearing on our charter. Let Birmingham serve the King as well as we have over the centuries if it wishes to be represented at Westminster as we are. In any case, what would be the merit of making all constituencies the same? If all boroughs had many electors to bribe, only the richest men would ever be able to afford to stand. Once, it is true, the burgesses of towns and cities would go cap in hand to a worthy candidate and beg that he should do them the signal favour of representing them in Parliament. Boroughs would even pay towards a member’s expenses, since the King does not, and give him a horse on which to ride to Westminster. But it is not so now. After the Restoration, men saw how many decisions were to be made by Parliament – who might be excused punishment for supporting Cromwell, who might be ejected from office, who should and should not be compensated for their losses during the late wars. Suddenly gentlemen started approaching both boroughs and counties and to bid for the support of their electors. Thousands of Pounds are now distributed routinely for beer and beef for the voters or for a new dry dock or a town hall for the general good. A dry dock is not cheap, my lady. Would you have only London goldsmiths and bankers able to become MPs?’

‘And the burgesses of Eastwold will give their votes freely to a worthy man, regardless of how little is in his purse?’ she asks.

‘We are not one of those boroughs controlled by a single landowner who will forgo payment of any sort to assist a talented young man,’ says Digby, ‘but we are cheap by today’s standards, if not by yesterday’s. When Larter and Paston were first elected in 1660, they entertained the burgesses after the event, down on the beach, as was customary – a roast ox, a basket or two of loaves, a cask of ale, a few dozen bottles of wine. No more than that. But in the last ten years prices have risen in the market. Now Paston has bought his way, fairly and openly, into the House of Lords and there is a by-election to fill his place, the burgesses of Eastwold will want more substantial compensation for their brief visit to the hustings. And my father would not have been unwilling to pay as a gentleman should.’

‘Is that not wrong?’ Aminta asks. ‘To buy votes like so many eggs or pounds of salted butter?’

‘Wrong in what way? Who loses from it? The electors are satisfied. The successful candidate is satisfied. A town with so few voters troubles Parliament little. It has no possible objection to new laws banning the import of Irish cattle or to restrictions on Catholics, of which it has none. Larter and Paston have, with minimal effort, made sure that no act of Parliament has been passed that in any way inconveniences Eastwold – either the part above water or the part below. Few Members can claim such success.’

‘You will not stand, now your father cannot do so?’

‘Against my own father in law?’

‘He still intends to be a candidate?’

Digby looks slightly embarrassed. ‘Of course. Why not? His candidature was never a matter of self-interest or animosity toward the Admiral. He believes, as an article of faith, that Parliament must persuade the King to remember the old Cavaliers – not just his family, but all of them. So, if I did choose to stand in my father’s place, it would be a matter of a Pound from one side of the family cancelling out a Pound from the other. But the Admiralty always wants a candidate with some knowledge of naval affairs. They will send another man of their own. I would have served in the Navy had I been permitted to do so, but my father, wisely I’m sure, declined to use his influence to gain me a commission. He saw my future differently. Perhaps my son – if we are ever blessed with a child – will continue the family tradition at sea.’

Silvia gives us a very thin smile. The subject of children is perhaps an awkward one. I try to recall how long they had been married. A year? Two? Not long. She reaches out and takes Digby’s hand. ‘It pains me that neither of your parents lived to see their grandchildren,’ she said.

‘I wish my mother had done so,’ Digby says. ‘I am not sure that it troubled my father. He preferred the sea to his family in all respects.’

He smiles to indicate that his father did in fact prefer his wife and son in some ways that he cannot now describe. I am not in a position to contradict him. Admiral Digges was famous for flogging the seamen who served under him – everyone spoke of it in tones of hushed awe. His home life was less well documented.

In the thoughtful silence that follows, I ask: ‘How did your mother die, Mister Digges?’

‘She drowned. As my father did. Her body was discovered on the seashore, almost exactly where he later kept his boat.’

‘It is terrible to lose a mother in a tragic accident of that sort,’ says Aminta.

‘It was tragic, but it wasn’t an accident,’ says Digby bitterly.

‘Really?’ I say.

‘She was murdered,’ says Silvia to nobody in particular. ‘My uncle murdered her.’




Chapter 3

Beneath a crumbling cliff

Today, nobody is suggesting I may be responsible for the weather. The sky has cleared. A warm sun shines, both on the wide, rippling, early morning beach and on the soft, sandy cliffs that rise forty feet above our heads. I offer my arm to Aminta as she gathers up her skirt and petticoats and steps lightly over a slab of somebody’s house, an irregular mass of buff-coloured brick, stubbornly held together by mortar. A little further off is a sea-washed square of stone, bearing the date 1542 and some initials, now illegible but still lovingly intertwined.

‘Houses fall from above all the time,’ says Digby, shaking his head at their carelessness. ‘Yesterday’s rain will have weakened the cliff and brought down a little more of that one. It won’t last much longer.’ He looks up. ‘Then, after that, it will be David Larter’s house next, I think. He’s the nephew of Solomon Larter – the other Member of Parliament. Only a few feet now separate his front door and the cliff edge. The sea is sadly no respecter of rank, Sir John. It attacks the dwellings of common fishermen and of gentlemen with Cambridge degrees. At least it does in these parts. I know of nowhere else in the country where the ocean takes such voracious bites out of the land and returns the next day with an unsatiated appetite.’

‘How much land has been lost over the years?’ I ask.

‘Who can tell? Who can possibly tell? The position of the coastline in King John’s time is a matter of pure conjecture. Nobody living now knows where it was and the sea has taken many of our records as well as our land. The church of St James lies almost half a mile out there, so they tell us. You’ve heard the stories of the ghostly congregation? The skeletons with prayer books in their hands?’

‘Yes. And the phantom bells,’ says Aminta.

‘They say the ringing of the bells presages a death,’ says Digby. ‘I’ve never heard them myself, but others, more fanciful than I, have done so. And if I ever do hear them, it will not trouble me. Not at all. War, old age and disease kill. Ghosts do not.’

‘Isn’t that a skull over there, by the way?’ asks Aminta.

Digby looks down the beach to where a round object of surprising whiteness lies half buried in the fine, golden sand. He smiles. ‘I imagine so. They are not uncommon on this shore. As the sea drives into the churchyard, it exposes one grave after another, high above us on the cliffs. If the coffin cannot be rescued in time, or nobody cares to do so, then our fellow parishioners fall onto the beach, like their houses, little by little, a bone or two at a time.’

‘Perhaps we should inform the churchwarden?’ I say. ‘He could rescue and reinter that reminder of our
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