


FOLLOWING THE TRAIL OF BLOOD

A Time Travel Mystery

By Alan Robbins



Also by Alan Robbins

Future Mysteries
Stories at the Edge of Time
A Small Box of Chaos
An Interlude in Dreamland

Interactive Mysteries
Th e Secret Of Th e Gold Jaguar
On Th e Trail Of Blood
A Call For Murder
Murder In A Locked Box

Puzzle Books
Th e Puzzicles Series
3D Puzzles
Inspector Cross (with Henry Slesar)
Cut & Construct Your Own Brontosaurus

Humor Books
Th e Dieter’s Coloring Pad
Presidential Role Call
Th e `Toon Book

Non-Fiction
Grandma’s Pantry Cookbook (with Trudy Smoke)
Th e World of the Image (with Trudy Smoke)



Following the Trail of Blood
A Time Travel Mystery Based on a True Story

Copyright © 2009 by Alan Robbins

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced by any means, 
graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping or by any 
information storage retrieval system without the written permission of the publisher 
except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 

Digital download version

For Trudy as always 
and for my Mom 
who always loved 
the gentle adventure.



Blood that wears treason in his face
Villain complete in parson’s gown.
How much is he at court in grace

For stealing Ormond and the crown?
Since loyalty does no man good

Let’s steal the King and outdo Blood!

-John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester
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CHAPTER ONE

In which your humble servant, having 
unwittingly slipped through a rip in time, 
tries to fi nd a way back and is thereby set 
upon the trail of a notorious scoundrel.
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Th e Beginning

“Th is Colonel Blood,” he said with a strained voice, “is a devil, y’can 
mark me on that.  And he’s no bloody Colonel or Captain neither.  Not 
in this earthly realm.”

Th e White Prince stood perfectly still before the fi re in the great 
room and swirled his mug of brandy.  

Th e White Prince!
I can barely write those words without giggling like a ninny.
Yet there he was before me.  In life, in truth, in fact.  Lecturing me 

– me! – as if it were the most natural thing in the world.  So naturally
I sat there silently and listened.  It would have insulted him to do 
otherwise.

But inside, I was all ninny wall-to-wall.
Sparks from the fl ames rose up and landed on his waistcoat, then 

vanished into the thick twill of the fabric.  Fabrics, I realized, were 
damn itchy in those days and I could barely sit still in my own clothes; 
heaven knows how he could stand his.  But the White Prince must 
have been thinking beyond his own discomfort as he communed with 
the head of a lion carved into the ornate mantelpiece.  He had not said 
a word in many minutes but soon followed the path of his shadow on 
the waxed wooden fl oor and looked right at me.

 “Yes, I see,” I said, but I was just reciting some dialogue from an 
old movie.

Acting was all I could muster.  I did not know the White Prince, 
had no idea who Colonel Blood was, and not the slimmest hint as to 
why I was sitting there in the fi rst place.  And yet this codger seemed to 
know me right away when I arrived at his estate.  Knew me rather well 
actually and asked me all about my own aff airs.  It was mighty weird 
but there I was, thrust into that movie, so I played along and ad-libbed 
as well as I could.  Luckily I had acted a little in local theater and knew 
how to maintain my character.

Rather than lose my goddamn mind, that is.
“Let me start at the beginning when ye were still but a mere child,” 

he said.  
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His accent made him hard to understand.  It was Irish, that much 
I could tell, but with a hunk of Hungarian or something that I could 
not pin down.  But he was also an old man and somewhat deaf and so 
he spoke slowly and carefully.  I nodded to encourage him as he ran 
his fi ngers through the long white hair from which I assumed that he 
got his name.  He put the mug down on top of the mantelpiece as he 
braced himself for the tale.

“As y’know it was in 1660, eleven years ago, that Charles II was 
restored to the throne of England.  Th at was good news for Ireland 
after the indignities of that rat Cromwell.  Good news for us, but nay 
so good for our friend Blood.  His lands were seized by the Court of 
Claims and he was left penniless.  You don’t empoor a scoundrel like 
that without consequences.  And that was when it all began, my child, 
for ‘twas then he embarked on this life of thievery and villainy!”

As he placed his thumbs dramatically in his vest, another spark 
landed on his stocking but he seemed not to notice.  With the fi re 
blazing behind him, I could see only the cutout of his frail thin fi gure 
and that head brooding in the orange light.  Like one of those toy 
shadow theaters.  And thank goodness for that since it added a peg of 
levity that I desperately needed to hang my sanity on.

“Oh, he’s tricked many with his schemes ‘n plots.  Not the least 
of which was your poor father, as y’know.  Aye but the worst of it was 
this – that he played the devil against his own people, his own country.  
And in troubled times like these too, with England breathing down our 
necks and ready to strike again!”

Th e White Prince took a deep breath at that point and paced 
slowly back and forth.  I could see that these matters about Blood 
and Ireland and the Crown were of grave importance to him even if 
they were no more than historical twiddles to me.  But I tried to pay 
attention in case any of it held clues to help me with my predicament.  
My predicament…which was a lot bigger than some old coot with a 
vengeance.  As he continued, an owl living in the rafters of the mansion 
fl apped its way to a new perch to keep an eye on us below.  Th e thought 
that owls were some kind of rotten omen fl itted into my head, darted 
out.

“Ach, this is all old history to ye, I know,” he went on.
“Old, old history,” I said without exaggeration.
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“Old wounds, old wars.  F’give me, I’m an antique of a soldier 
without the good sense to hang up me sword.  Back to Blood then.  He’s 
been in London these many months engaging in one black deed after 
another.  But he’s known to associate himself with fools and ruffi  ans 
and so none of his plans have worked out.”

Th e White Prince placed his hand behind his back and took 
a wider stance, giving a false impression of vigor but a true one of 
determination.

“I fear now that Blood has reached the end of his patience and is 
planning one last great crime to set himself aright.  To win himself a 
fortune and earn the notoriety on which he thrives.  Th is would be but 
the worse for Ireland for I’m certain we’d exact a heavy penalty for an 
Irishman’s exploits in London.  Th ey’ll call him an Irish patriot and 
have one more excuse to take away our lands.  A patriot!  Rubbish!  My 
young friend, listen well…Blood is a rogue and nothing more!”

He slammed his hand on the mantel, the owl growled, I bounced.  
It all made perfect nonsense to me.  I had no idea what this was all 
about; I was there by a simple accident of physics.  Rogues and lands 
and the whole English/Irish thing…what did it have to do with me?  
Unfortunately, that answer was coming and it did not soothe.

Now agitated and irate, the White Prince stepped forward and 
again ran his bony fi ngers through his hair.  Th e skin on his face was 
pale and mottled but the look in his eyes dimmed the antiquity.  He 
quickly pulled back into the shadows as though trying to keep his face, 
if not his anger, a secret.

“I have other reasons, as ye might guess, for wanting Blood to fail.  
But I’ve said enoof for now.  Y’must to London then and fi nd him.  But 
keep your own cover.  Let no man know the nature of your adventure.  
Y’can only detain Blood with solid proof of the crime or, better still, 
catch him in the act of committing it.  Otherwise he’ll slip through yer 
fi ngers like an eel.  Do y’understand?”

Understand?
What I understood was that this little shadow theater had just 

turned into a horror show.
Did this fellow really expect me to go to London and catch Colonel 

Blood in the act of committing a crime?  Arrest him, wrestle him 
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to the ground, kill him?  It was impossible, ridiculous.  What did I 
know about 17th century London, let alone about blood and crimes 
and kings?  I was a just a marketing director for a company that sold 
smart running shoes with computer chips in them.  And to be perfectly 
honest, the shoes were not even that smart.  Th ey gave you some instant 
bioreadings, that’s all.  A dimwit in a clinic could do as much.

Th e venture he was describing could get me killed…or worse!  So 
I got up abruptly and started to leave, looking for the way out.  But 
the owl hooted and when I looked up it was eyeballing me with those 
creepy peepers.  I froze and suddenly caught my refl ection in a massive 
mirror on the rear wall.  I had not noticed it before and the image in it 
shocked me cold.  

It was not me!  
Yes the refl ection was wearing the clothes I had on all right, but the 

body was off , the head all wrong.  Shape, posture, demeanor…wrong, 
wrong, wrong.  I moved my arm and it moved its, lifted my leg and so 
did it.  But my face – my familiar face, my hello face – was nowhere to 
be seen.  I was not me.  Stunned, I sat down again and, as a fi nal insult, 
so did the refl ection. 

But it was the body of a total stranger that collapsed into that seat, 
drenched in unfamiliar sweat.

Before the Beginning

But I should rewind to the day before when I was sitting on my 
bed looking through a box of junk my Nana left me when she died.  It 
was November 11, 2011 and the media was making a big deal out of it.  
You know…11/11/11.  I did not believe any of that portentous crap; I 
was just cleaning house, deciding what to keep or toss. 

At least that is what I thought then.
But I was no fool either.  I knew that destiny had its own designs.  

Like that joke about how if you want to make God laugh just tell him 
your plans.  Maybe that was the reason that I was not totally surprised 
to fi nd myself suddenly spinning and bumbling.  At fi rst I thought it 
was a glitch in the electrical system, a sudden case of vertigo, or even 
another attack.

Th e usual stuff .
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But slipping through a time rip?
I did not even believe that was possible.  Of course I had heard the 

rumors.  Articles, reports, youtubes.  I just never thought that it would 
happen to me.  Snap…just like that.  Th en again I suppose that no one 
ever does.

At the exact moment of the timeslip, I closed my eyes to block the 
dizziness and when I opened them again my bedroom was gone.  I 
found myself sitting on a stiff  wooden chair at a tiny desk in a small, 
sparse studio.  Th e wide wooden fl oor and beams on the ceiling were 
dark and warped.  A bay window with leaded glass was partially open 
and through it I could see sheep grazing in a meadow near some reeds 
and a pond.  To the left there was a stable and some horses lolling in a 
nearby ha-ha.

All very bizarre…and what the hell was a ha-ha anyway?
A man in white stockings and a green coat was walking towards the 

pond and someone was shouting after him.  Th e heavy smells of meat 
being cooked wafted up from down below.  Th e sun was shining.  It 
was a cool spring day and there I was lost lost lost in time.

But I do not do glum well and knew right away that there was 
no point brooding over the why or the wherefore.  I’m a take-charge 
person.  I knew it was an accident – a slippage – and that is just the 
way things go.  Take it or leave it.  So as I sat there in that strange chilly 
room waiting for my head to stop swimming, I knew the big question 
was not why me but what now.  I had slipped through time through 
no fault of my own and now had to fi nd my own way back.  A kind 
of Survivor on the History Channel.  No books to read, no experts to 
consult, no websites to access.  Just me and my wits.  But this insight 
came with one big fat doozy of a hold-your-horses…I had absolutely 
no idea how to proceed.  I knew nothing about time or slipping or 
history or anything. 

Th en the knock on the door.
“Yes?” I said automatically, as though expecting a delivery of sushi.  

But the noise that came out of my mouth sounded alien to me and I 
jumped when I heard my own voice.

Th e door opened and a short, stocky woman in a light blue dress 
and white lace collar came in and silently handed me a leather folder.  
She seemed to be waiting for me to do something but when I thanked 
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her, she looked at me oddly and retreated.  I held the folder in my hand 
for a long time, anxious to see what was inside but spooked too.

When I fi nally got the courage to open the folder, I found a letter 
inside.  And what a letter!  Written in the most beautiful script I had 
ever seen with swashy descenders and swirly uprights. On paper as 
thick as skin and just as yummy.  Lovely handwriting on fi ne paper was 
a thing of the past in my era of tapscreens and voice recog.  In fact this 
sample alone would have been a bonanza on eBay.

It took me a long time to read that letter.  It was in English all right, 
but four pages of stiff  and formal language with reckless disregard for 
spelling.  I was used to the zippy ads and zapped emails of the info 
highway, not to the dense and windy back roads of expostulation.  Still, 
the phrasing and style of it gave me a better lock on the time and place 
I had slipped into.  I examined that letter like a sacred text, probing it 
for meaning, groping at every detail.  It explained not only where and 
when I was, but more importantly…who.

For this was indeed a country estate and I was the squire of it.
Th e place was Ireland.
Th e year…1671.

Th e letter described how ten years ago a certain Colonel Th omas 
Blood had swindled my father out of half of my family estate by 
pretending to be a long lost cousin.  It explained how my father 
discovered the scam and went to the White Prince for help.  Th e 
White Prince appealed to the King of England himself on my father’s 
behalf and this helped to restore the lands to my family.  But now that 
my father was gone, the letter continued, the estate along with all of 
its burdens had passed to me, the only surviving child.  And along 
with these duties was a debt to the White Prince for his help in these 
matters.  A coda at the end of the letter suggested that we Irish had to 
stick together now as always.  Th e letter concluded by requesting my 
presence to discuss the repayment of this favor.  It was signed with great 
curliquity and a wax seal by the White Prince.

All very neatly laid out but not much help.  I was a complete 
stranger there, out of sync with history, timeslipped and bobbled, with 
no promises to keep.

And I am not even Irish!
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Never been there, never thought much about it.  In fact, making 
a mental note of everything I knew about Ireland – not just in that 
century but any – produced a very short list.  Th e St. Patrick’s Day 
Parade, for instance, and I could not even recall what day that took 
place.  Shamrocks, the potato famine, the IRA.  Oh yes and Bono, the 
rock star with the funny glasses.  You see the problem?  I had nothing 
but scattered tidbits of pop culture and media debris to work with.  
Th e two dozen things anyone knows about anything that happened 
before they were born.  

On the other hand I instantly knew that, ready or not, I had no 
choice.  In the fi rst place, the story in that pretty letter made me feel 
that such an important favor ought to be repaid.  I also knew that one 
should honor the memory of one’s own ancestors and promises made 
and kept.  Th at’s why I had been looking at that box of my Nana’s 
mementos back in my time in the fi rst place.  

Or maybe it was just my training in marketing that convinced 
me.  I was used to evaluating new situations, thinking on my feet, 
coming up with solutions.  Action was my cure for fear.  So as I made 
arrangements for a carriage, I was already setting out my plan.  After 
all, the simple fact was that – accidentally or not, willingly or not – I 
was now this other person.  Irish heir to a country estate.  I was living 
inside that life now, that pack of facts, and I had to follow it through to 
some resolution.  Like a novel that you start to read and feel compelled 
to fi nish, rousing or lousy it does not matter.  I had no other options, 
no other strategy than to follow the logic of this plot.  

And hope to hell that it somehow led me home.

A Risky Pact

“No problem,” I fi nally said.
But the White Prince only glared at me as though I had insulted 

him.  Maybe I had.  Words evolve and maybe that slanguage meant 
something else back then.

 “I mean…I accept, m’lord,” I corrected, shaking the White Prince’s 
hand.  It was veiny and light as a feather but he did his best to squeeze 
back.

“Th is is my off er to ye then,” he said.  “Th at upon fulfi llment of this 
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contract, and stopping Blood in his bloody tracks, all former liens and 
debts on your father’s estate shall be forgotten.  His name, and yours 
therefore, shall be cleared of all favors owed.  Are we agreed then?”

“Agreed,” I said and he squeezed my hand again.  
My thumb came to rest just next to a leather wristlet his wore on 

his right hand.  Like a watch band but there were no such things then.  
I looked at it more carefully and noticed that instead of a face, the 
band held a stone…a honey-colored stone engraved with a star.  I felt 
queasy for a moment when I saw it; my knees got weak and my head 
fl oated.  But in the tizzy of the instant, I barely stopped to note my 
own reaction.

“Good,” he replied and retracted his hand quickly.  “I can give ye 
very little help in the matter too, I’m afraid.  But for this…you will take 
the ship from Dublin to get to England.  Th ere is in Dublin someone 
y’might wish to see.  Her name is Lady Carnew.  She is rumored to have 
known Blood whilst he lived here in Ireland and she may know a thing 
or two.  And keep this with ye as well…”

Th e White Prince handed me a small square wooden snuff box; I 
knew what it was from museums.  But it was not fi lled with that powder 
that made you sneeze.  Instead it held a tiny portrait, an etching of a 
man, darkly handsome, with a trim beard and intense piercing eyes.  A 
determined man of desperate designs.  

I immediately began to doubt my decision.
“Th is sketch’ll help ye recognize the scoundrel.  But take care.  Our 

Colonel Blood changes faces as others change horses.  He’s been fat and 
he’s been lean, a surgeon and a cripple, lover and killer.  Look carefully 
at all ye see and notice well.  Stop Blood by any means y’can.  Good 
luck, my child, and may God go with ye.”

And so the White Prince shoved me out into that alien world and I 
was on my way and from that point on it was all Blood, Blood, Blood.  
Racing through my worries like a fl ood.  

Sorry about that, I dabble in copywriting now and then.
Th e owl was silent as I passed below it but it watched me the whole 

time.
Like a predator preying. 
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Of a Slippage in Time

An able narrator at this point would insert a crisp explanation of 
the timeslipping that started all this.  But I am no sci-fi  writer, just a 
mishap victim fi lling out an accident report.  And besides, how can I 
hope to explain a process that I barely understand myself?

Suffi  ce it to say that the physicists were both right and wrong.  It was 
true that black holes were merely the end points of ravels in the space-
time continuum.  Basic 21st century physics.  One could, theoretically, 
go into one end of a black hole at a certain point and emerge from 
the other end at an entirely diff erent cosmic co-ordinate.  In this way, 
according to classic modern theory, black holes were also timeholes or 
what they called wormholes.  Th ey formed a kind of subway system for 
travel through the matrix of the universe, that is, through space and 
time.   

Th is is all a standard Hollywood backstory; you’ve seen the 
movies.

But the scientists were wrong in their understanding that this was 
a material process.  It is not.  For even weensy little quarks cannot 
penetrate the rules of time.  Take, for example, the fact that the cosmos 
is forever expanding and churning and turning.  Nothing is ever in the 
same place that it was.  Now add that the universe is composed almost 
completely of emptiness – a grand dark vacuum containing only snips 
of matter – and what do you get? 

You get the near certainty of slipping into one end of the hole and 
popping out smack in the middle of nothing nowhere nada, gasping 
for breath and imploding.

Bad enough.
But there is also the annoying little problem of time’s arrow.  You 

know this one too.  Th e notion that bodies cannot exist before they are 
created.  Eff ects do not come before causes.  Women cannot go back 
in time and kill their own grandmothers and still expect to have their 
nails done before noon.  

Etc.
You may also recall the theories that tried to accommodate these 

problems.  Th ose speculations about alternate realities and parallel 
timelines and multiple dimensions.  How you can be on one timeline, 
then make some dumb decision and shuttle over to an alternate 
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universe and so on.  But as everyone knows, these are all just so many 
screenwriting devices.

Th e fact of the matter is that matter itself is locked in time.  Th ere 
is nowhere for it to go but forward and no way for it to slip back.  Our 
bodies, the very atoms themselves, are stuck in the here and now and 
this nowness is all there is.  

Simple cosmic rule…matter cannot trick time.
But.
Th is is not true for consciousness.
Don’t ask me how because, as you can tell by now, I am no physicist 

and even less a philosopher.  Th e intricate infolding of mind and matter 
and the dance of consciousness in the universe are well beyond my 
abilities to suss.  Suffi  ce it to say, and here is the whole point in a nut, 
that consciousness alone can slip through time.  It is the mind alone 
that can enter one end of the timehole and emerge at the other.

In sum…bodies cannot timeslip, minds can. 
Th us it was by an encounter with a blip of a black hole – which can 

be smaller than a hiccup by the way – that my consciousness became 
unglued and went skeetering through the eons.  At the other end, it 
emerged into the body of someone living in a distant coordinate.  In 
other words, I had managed to slipslide not just into another era but 
into someone else’s carcass.  Someone alive in that particular sliver of 
eternity.  Th at is why my refl ection in that mirror had been so jarring.  
I was still myself mentally, cognitively, emotionally…as far as I could 
tell.  But the body I was inhabiting like a rented skinsuit belonged to 
this Irish landowner with a debt to repay.

I was still me, but that me was him.
Creepy as hell, but there it is.

Received by Lady Carnew

Th e coach to Dublin was a long time going.  As quickly as I had 
slipped across the wide universe, getting anywhere in this era was one 
long dawdle.  Endless delays, detours, distractions.  Bouncing and 
battering over the stone road, the coach lost a wheel somewhere near 
the Liff ey.  Under way again, one of the horses got a pebble stuck in her 
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shoe.  More delays.  Eternity, I realized, was no vague construct; it was 
a coach ride from point A to B anytime before the Model T.

But it did give me time to study the little portrait of the man I was 
after, to fi x that face in my mind.  It was the face of a rogue all right.  
Th e artist had captured a certain daring in the expression, a twist of 
risk.  Perhaps it was in the chill of the eyes or the sneer of the mouth, 
the high cheekbones or the point of the chin.  Handsome yes, but not 
to be trusted; a mask that hid the secrets to a plan so bold I could not 
even imagine it. 

At least not yet.  
By the time I fi nally arrived in Dublin it was early in the morning, 

days later.  I had no clue what to expect.  In my own time, I never 
traveled much outside the United States.  Dublin, therefore, was 
nothing more than a postcard in my mind or a clip in a docudrama 
about James Joyce.  Finally stepping off  the coach and into the street, I 
was amazed to fi nd a bustling city and, despite coming from New York, 
I quickly felt assaulted.  More people, more buildings, more horses 
than I would have imagined.  And more tightly packed than Macy’s at 
Christmas.  Th at was actually comforting to me, city slicker that I was, 
and I bucked the crowds with the joy of a mall rat.

Lady Carnew’s residence was near the harbor and her maid 
admitted me into the dark apartment where I sat down in a drafty 
antechamber and waited.  Th rough a thick oak door, I could hear the 
lady complaining about the length of an 8-page letter she had just 
received from her sister.  It seems that in this time the recipient paid 
the postage at the rate of eightpence a page.

 Shifting in my seat, I again caught my refl ection in a mirror 
and tried to face up to myself.  Th ere is nothing quite like looking 
into a mirror and getting back someone else.  I have had dreams like 
that and they are never sweet.  Th at foreign face, those fumbly hands 
scratching a fatter head.  All very spooky but I kept looking, hoping 
that with practice I could get over the impulse to rip it off .  It was not 
working but luckily the maid returned and led me into Lady Carnew’s 
bedchamber.  

In the custom of the day, she was sitting up in a resplendent bed 
near a window, dressed in elaborate fl owing robes.  Th e shapes and 
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colors of Dublin seemed as shattered as a jigsaw on the other side of 
the thick glass.  I stood calmly at the foot of the bed as she greeted me, 
holding my hat down at my knees as I had seen others do.  

Lady Carnew was a ravishing woman in her forties I guessed.  Her 
long thick red hair tumbled onto her green velvet smock, matching 
traces of broken color from the window.   I followed the graceful gesture 
of her hand to a chair and sat.

“Forgive the delay,” she said in a voice as rich as parchment, “but 
I’ve a sister who insists on charging me for her prattle.  I trust you have 
more sensible siblings.”

I said that I did not.  I knew from the White Prince’s letter that I 
was the sole surviving child of my late father but the real me did have 
one brother.  He was a lazy jerk with nasal hair who never got off  
his rump to help with the dishes.  Of course he was irrelevant to her 
question since that rump would not see the light of day for another 
three centuries.

“Why has the Prince sent you to me?”
“Blood,” I blurted without fi nesse. 
“My heavens!”
“I mean…we are trying to fi nd Colonel Blood.  We know he is in 

London but that is all we know.  Can you help?”
Her verdant eyes lost their focus for a moment then returned to 

me.
“It’s Th omas y’want then?  Ay, that won’t be easy.  He’s here, there, 

and everywhere.   And what would our White Prince be wanting with 
Mr. Th omas Blood?”

“A business matter,” I fi bbed.  “A matter of lands.  Irish lands.  Were 
you a close friend of Blood’s?”

A sly smile, midway between a grin and a leer, bent her full lips.
“I knew Th omas when he was here in Dublin.  But I have not 

heard from him in two years now so I canna be much help.  I know our 
Prince thinks Th omas is a rascal but I can tell y’that he loves Ireland 
and would give his life for her.”

“What might he be up to?”
“Th e nature of his plots he never revealed to me.  Th omas keeps 

secrets as King Charles keeps young girls.  But I will give y’this,” she said 
and handed me a slip of paper.  “Th ere is in Liverpool, where the ship 
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docks, a man named Constable Wainrit.  He is an Irish sympathizer 
and knows the doings of the Irish rebels in England.  Th is slip of paper 
contains a poem.  We use it as a secret code, the Brits being too damn 
stupid to a man to fi gure it out.  If y’can come up with the answer, tell 
it to Wainrit and he’ll trust you as one of us and tell y’what he can.”

“And if I can’t fi nd the answer?”
“Th en you are no Irish.  I’ll say no more about it.”
As I took the note and thanked her, Lady Carnew tilted her head 

so that a voluptuous curl of hair tickled her cheek.
“And when you see Th omas, tell him that his lady waits,” she said 

coyly as the maid closed the thick door behind me.

FYI

Th e experience of timeslipping, by the way, is as abrupt as stubbing 
your toe minus the sense of idiocy.  I simply closed my eyes in this 
world and opened them in the other with only a vague throb and some 
dizziness.  Not as jarring as you would think.

Besides – and looking for the yespoint as we say in marketing - there 
were many things about the slip that made it easier for me.  Much of 
my new world seemed quite natural.  For one thing I happened to 
have landed in a time still known to the history of my own.  What 
would I have done about lunch in ancient Ur, for example?  Secondly, 
this culture was a precursor to mine and therefore similar enough to 
recognize.  Were there even bathrooms in the Hsia dynasty?  And 
fi nally, the language spoken in this new world, although grating and 
dissonant, was familiar enough to be decodable after a few days.  I 
would have hated everyone chatting me up in Middle Albanian.

Other than that, though, I did not have much to go on.
I did recall that book about the Connecticut Yankee by Mark 

Twain but it was not of much use.  He was a mechanic who installed 
phones in King Arthur’s court.  What did I know?  Sure I had centuries 
of history at my back, but none of it at my fi ngertips.  My main asset 
seemed to be that I had a good rapport with people.  It was part of my 
job.  I could be friendly and make myself pleasant company.  I was a 
good listener. 

Plus, I had media on my side…movie truths, news tidbits, cultural 



16

Following the Trail of Blood

trivia.  And one weapon in my arsenal that no fi ctional timeslipper ever 
had…a BA in Liberal Arts.

I knew stuff !
D. I thought – calling myself by the name I use to get my own 

attention – this is the situation and you had better make the best of it.  
Focus.  Work the problem.  Eye on the prize and all that. 

And the prize – the key to the whole thing – was Blood.  Had to 
be.  It all came down to him.

So I decided right then and there that my best hope for fi nding 
my way home was to do what the White Prince asked.  I would use 
my assets to fi nd Blood.  I would engage as many people as I could, 
overhear as much as possible, make notes, pay attention.  And slowly 
set up a strategy.  And I was lucky in that too because above all this was 
a chatty time.  Full of opinions, news, gossip.  Plenty to listen to.  It was 
talk, talk, talk and all jabbersnicky all the time.  

Of course, I had no way of knowing the juice from the dross but 
that did not occur to me then.  Nothing occurred to me but the way 
back.  In my fantasy I would be the detective of my own mystery, 
follow the clues to the man with the sinister gaze, then look him in the 
eye and go swooshing down a tunnel of light back to my time.

Brother was I wrong.
Aside to the dear reader: there is no bigger fool than an upbeat 

one.

Th e Heaveguts Sails

Th e whole time on the coach to Dublin as I thought about the 
ship that would take me from Ireland to Liverpool, I imagined the 
Constitution or the Cutty Sark or some other nautical fantasy.  I do 
not like being on the water and so created a great huge behemoth of a 
boat to protect me.  

What I got instead was a bathtub with a fl agpole.
It was called the Hovegats – a Dutch bark I think they called it – 

that had been won in some war and was now pressed into service as a 
ferry across the Irish Sea.  It was sleek, I suppose, but all of sixty feet 
long.  In my humble opinion, far too small to glide over the waves, too 
narrow to be steady on them, and too leaky to stay afl oat.  My berth, 
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if you can call it that, was a tiny alcove with a hammock near a pile of 
crates. 

I came to refer to it as the Heaveguts.
Th e actual voyage took four hours and I split my time between 

puking and sitting on my traveling case to guard it.  I had only taken 
two sets of clothes and some grooming items; the rest of the case was 
fi lled with coins and paper money.  Although I did not want anyone to 
know it, I suppose you could say I was rich and thank heavens for that.  
Money, in that or any era, is always a bonus. 

At one point on the deck, I took out that riddle that Lady Carnew 
had written down for me and read it out loud a few times:

 It has a bed but never sleeps
 and has a mouth but never eats.
 It runs but a rest it never takes,
 and bends and bends but never breaks.
I vaguely remembered that from some quiz show but every time I 

got close to a solution, I lost it with a toss of the keel.  Th en one of the 
mates, a scrawny fellow with a pointy snoot named Sims, approached 
me.

“Scuse me, m’lord, but I winkered onto that snipe of yaws aback.”
“You wha?”
“Sounds like youse got a toss to planny.”
“A toss?  It’s the waves,” I said wiping my mouth.
“I mean that verse…it has a bed but nevah sleeps…”
“Oh that.  Th at’s just a…”
“Irish keysong.  Bit a’the expert on them matters, am I.”
“Do you know the answer to it?’
“Naw…but I knows what I knows.  Whot’s yer tumble?”
I demonstrated some over the side of the boat.
“Whot’s your game?”
“I’m looking for someone,” I said.
“Creepin’ eh? Who you creepin’?”
“A man named Blood.  Colonel Blood.”
I should not have said that but between heaves for that moment, I 

was not thinking straight and in any case his eyes suddenly lit up.
 “Well now, let me see,” he said, scratching his stubble with 
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claws.  “Oy moyt know d’wherebouts o’said gentleman.  But dis sorta 
inf ’maytion costs some, don’tcha know.”

Sims rubbed the fi rst two fi ngers of his right hand together.  Even 
through the haze of time and nausea I knew this to be the universal 
symbol for bribery.  I had coins in my pocket – that is, my body had 
coins in his – but absolutely no understanding of their value.  So I threw 
a few of the smaller ones his way and that seemed to satisfy him.

“Moyty noyce piece a’silver dere,” he said, balancing the coins in his 
palm, “and worthy  a’moy confi dence.”

“Well?”
“Awright den, your Mr. Colonel Blood is also known ‘earbouts as 

John Mason.  Under said name ‘e is stayin’ in Londontown.  At’s where 
he is an’ where ‘e can be found.”

“What’s he up to in London.  What is he planning?”
“A moyty fi ne questionin’ mind you ‘ave.  Truly suited to one o’ 

them philos’phers in Caymbritch.”
“Well?”
Sims rubbed his fi ngers together again.  More coins.
“You cayn’t imagine how yer faith in me touches me poor ‘eart.”
“Terrifi c.”
“Well den this is the skittle, so ‘elp me.  Some toyme back, this ‘ere 

Blood and a feller named Frisle and some other toughs tried t’kidnap 
one a’dem dukes.  In dis case bein’ d’Duke of Ormonde.  But Frisle 
bungled d’job an’ the entire plan fell into d’ruddy pan.”

“Into what…a ruddipan?”
“D’ruddy bedpan.  Th e plan…it went all to ‘ell.”
“Oh.”
“Now Frisle got away from d’clutches of our Johnny Mason, dat 

is Blood to you.  Moy mates tell me that Blood’s gone to Londontown 
now to fi nd Frisle and give’m whot he’s got comin’.”

“And what’s that?”
“You know…d’long an’ slender.  D’birth cure.  Jack d’knife.”
“He’s in London to kill this Frisle fellow?”
“A real true Caymbritch brain, you are.”
“Okay then, where can I fi nd this man Frisle?”
“Loyke m’self, he’s a child o’d’sea.  A sailorman.  He’ll be at d’wharf 



Alan Robbins

19

down near London Tower.  But yew be careful and don’t get y’self 
crimped.”

“You mean robbed?” I asked.
“Naw.  Crimpin’s when dey knock you over d’head and haul your 

sad and sorry sack out to sea.  Send you oarin’ day and night f ’Captain 
Morgan.”

“Kidnapped?” I summed.
“A mind to pine for, you ‘ave.  But, oh dear, I gotta run,” Sims said, 

getting up to work some of the mast ropes.  “We’s almost to shore and 
moy banker haytes to be kept waitin’.

I watched the sail catch the wind as it pushed the boat towards the 
shore of England and wondered whether the winds of fate would be as 
accommodating.

Th en I threw up again.
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CHAPTER TWO

Th rust against my will into an unfamiliar 
time, and poorly suited to master the 

journey, I strive mightily nonetheless to 
understand my circumstances and choices.
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An Unanswered Riddle

Cargo and freight from all over Europe and as far away as India was 
being hoisted, lifted, and shifted from boat to dock at the Liverpool 
yard.  Sailors, travelers, investors, and whores vied for loitering room 
while rats scurried into crates and drunken brawls ended up in the 
fi lthy brine below the piers.  Passengers in feathered hats and dandy 
coats and full skirts waited to board the great sailing ships at the dock.  
Merchants sold oysters and clams from burlap bags fl oating in seawater, 
live mussels by the pound.  You have not lived until, sick as a dog, you 
have sucked up the thick smell of eels fl oating in slime.

A walkway between two brick buildings lining the wharf led out 
onto South Street and the fi nancial district of Liverpool where I located 
the constabulary.  As a light drizzle began to fall, a clerk pointed out 
Constable Wainrit standing on the street with a small crowd of people.  
Red of nose and drunk as a skunk, Wainrit was holding a stick wrapped 
in some material, wielding it like a sword against the bystanders.  A 
pale man next to him seemed to be trying to reason with him.

“Stand back y’crappers er I’ll belay the lot a’ye,” Wainrit shouted.
“Please, Constable, may I just have it back and I’ll be on my way,” 

the other man pleaded.
“Into custody it goes, you villainous…villain!”
Wainrit stabbed and missed but the fabric caught on the man’s coat 

and suddenly the whole thing popped open like a fl ower blooming.  
Th ere were gasps in the crowd, curses, shouts, a woman fainted.  You 
would have thought a bomb went off .

 “Good save us!” a dour man in a clerical frock shouted.
“Work of the devil,” Wainrit bellowed, staring at the object in his 

hand with horror.
“What in the name of all that is holy?” the cleric said, turning to 

me and grabbing my elbow as he swooned.
“An umbrella,” I said fl atly.
“Precisely,” the owner implored. “As a shield against the rain.”
“Damnation!” the cleric shouted as Wainrit dropped the evil 

device.
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“Indian princes in the New World use them in the bright sun and 
rain,” the owner said, picking it up and collapsing it back into itself.  

More gasps.
“It’s just an umbrella,” I off ered.  
You could shove one up your ass in Times Square and never raise a 

brow.  But I guess it was pure shock that day in 1671.
“I was chased here for two blocks by an angry hack,” the owner said 

to me.  “Said it would be the ruin of his trade.”
“Th e ruin of your soul should be your concern, sir,” the cleric 

chimed in.
“Soul?” I asked.
“Th at umbrelly is pure blasphemy,” the cleric intoned, “shielding 

you from the eye of the Almighty.  For shame sir!”
A big scuffl  e about that little issue continued as a short, thin man 

grabbed Wainrit around the waist and tired to steady his wavering 
gait. 

“Constable Wainrit,” I said.
“Who says so!” he guff ed, spraying spittle as a kind of biologic 

defense.
His slight companion smiled at me and apologized: ““A bit under 

the liquids he is, my master.”
“Lady Carnew sent me,” I explained. 
“Ah that fantastical wench! If I were sober I’d take me sword 

and…”
Wainrit started to poke his clenched fi st into holes only he could 

see.  His assistant struggled mightily to batten him like a faltering 
ship.

“She said you may know the whereabouts of Colonel Th omas 
Blood.”

“Blood!” he shouted and I cringed.  “Blood! Rhymes with blood 
for it is Blood!”

“Please, Constable,” I pleaded. “Can we go somewhere to speak 
more privately?”

“Bloody hell!” Wainrit stormed.  “We’ve no time for secrecy!  I 
say…I say…what the hell do I always say?”

“You say him’s that hopes is fi lled with a sad love for the past, sir,” 
his companion said.
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“Indeed,” Wainrit concluded, agreeing with himself.
“We were speaking of Blood,” I said in a whisper.
“Ah!  You’ll be rulin’ manure over that one.”
“Huh?”
“Manure, man!  Pigshit!  About him bein’ a patriot and a-lovin’ 

Ireland and killin’ for our dear Eire and all a’ that.  But I tell you 
outright that it’s a wagonload o’ shit there!”

Wainrit tried to neaten himself by pulling his tunic down and his 
breeches up.  Th e move revealed a nut-brown stain on the front of his 
pants.  Th en he grabbed me by the coat and pulled me in too close.

“D’ye got a good word for me?”
“Good word?”
“From Lady Carnew.  An answer?”
“To what question,” I asked dimly.
Th e long journey across the Irish Sea, not mention the sea of time, 

his drunken stupor…I don’t know, something must have sapped my 
IQ.  Th at was my only excuse for not understanding what he was 
asking me.  But Wainrit took my silence for ignorance, decided that I 
could not be trusted, and said bluntly:

“Ah, I see.  Lady Carnew did not hear the news then.”
“News?”
“Blood’s dead!  Kilt a few days ‘ere in a tavern brawl.”
“Kilt?”
“Murthered he was.  In a low place name of Millings Tavern, where 

many before’m had their drunken heads bashed.”
“Died like Christopher Marlowe,” his man off ered.
“By writing Shakespeare’s plays?” I asked.
“In a pool of blood and ale!” Wainrit shouted.  “Such is life in these 

harrow times.”
As he began to tilt into the wind, his assistant tried to balance 

him but Wainrit perceived this as an act of aggression.  With a twist 
and a turn, he and the thinner man went tumbling and rolling on the 
ground.  I waited until Wainrit was topside up again and asked:

“You’re absolutely sure of this?”
“I am, you feeble twilly!  As the sun revolving.”
“Th e sun doesn’t revolve,” I protested.
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But the point was moot.  Wainrit was passed out fl at as a dead fi sh 
on top of his hapless companion.

A Briefe Apologie

I should, at this juncture, off er an explanation and an apology. 
I had lucked out, as already mentioned, by timeslipping into Th e 

British Isles, ancestral home of the English language itself.  And that 
certainly made my travels easier.  Easier but by no means easy.  Because 
this was no English that I knew.  It surely was not American English 
fi lled with its likes and ohyeahs and Iseewatchameans.   Nor even the 
melodious lilts of counties and regions that make making fun of the 
English so much fun.  Not at all.  Th e sounds surrounding me were 
more like a foreign tongue.  Some kind of mushmash of sung slang, 
jabbing proto-English, rumbling Franco-German, and a kind of 
slashing tongue written for phony ETs in a sci-fi  series.

Whatever is was, it sure wasn’t Brit British.  Not at all like those 
toity judges on reality TV.  Th is was some kind of slobberage, all the 
words gooshed together with no spaces between them, and songsingy 
like everyone was drunk and allergic.

It took me quite a while just to be able to nab individual words; 
even longer to understand the names of things; and some verbs I never 
got at all.  For a long time I tried to let the gutteral hucks and swooping 
whoos drift in and out, immersing myself in the sounds as one would 
in another country.  Th en I tried to memorize words and practice 
when I was alone.  Painfully, agonizingly, just like in high school trying 
to learn Spanish from Senora Pepita, I slogged my way through the 
linguamire and did my best.

But I also knew that I would one day write the memoir of this 
adventure or at least I hoped to.  And memoirs have to be readable so 
making a record of what people said to me was no simple exercise in 
stenographics.  As you already know, no recorder can squeeze through 
the time rip and so I have had to do my best with memory and the 
good old abc’s.  You cannot imagine how diffi  cult this part was.  I had 
always thought that a bag of letters and a handful of punctuations were 
enough to nail speech down.  Apparently not.  You would need a dozen 
alphabets to make it work and a true linguist to read it with verve.
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I am not one of them.   
Th erefore, the kind reader will please excuse my clumsy attempts  – 

through a kind of convulsion of the keyboard – to capture the sounds 
that I was hearing yet still make it all understandable.

Th ank you for your patience…and now back to the story.

A Wisp of New York

Th e Coach House was the point of departure for all travelers 
leaving Liverpool.  Nice name but it turned out to be just a small sign 
on a wooden podium behind one of the warehouses on South Street.  
Th ere, amid the frenzy of carriages and lorries, a jittery man in a plaid 
vest wrote out tickets and receipts for the various coaches coming and 
going.  I purchased a single ticket to London and waited there for 
hours with other mullers.  One of them, a tall pear-shaped man from 
Holland, was having a conversation with a French woman in a froofy 
yellow dress. 

“I’m to the New Verld f ’good and all,” he said.  
“Zat’s quite a journey,” the woman replied.
“Vell, it’s sure a bonebreaker.   I go vit my family…vife und keets.  

Ve’re to New York to set up and live.”
New York!
What a soothy sound to my ears.  For a moment those words 

almost erased the dislocation of my tumble.  New York…my home.  It 
was there, still there, out there across the ocean.  My own sparkly city.  
I could simply get a ticket, take a ship, and follow the trade winds back 
to my West Side apartment, my IKEA bed, my…

But soon enough I remembered where I was and when.  
My New York, my Zabar’s, my Lincoln Center…these were all wisps 

in the wind.  It was hard to fathom but my majestic, humming, sizzling 
city was at that moment just a small colony of settlers wedged between 
the great ocean and a vast forest.  In this era, the English had probably 
just won the settlement from the Dutch, I fi gured, and renamed it from 
New Amsterdam.  Th e Met was still only a small hill in a vale.  Th e 
subway a gopher hole.  Instantly I was fi lled with a desperate longing as 
home seemed to boomerang back to the other side of the continuum.

“What would it be like over there now?” I wondered aloud.
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“Ach, I’m afeared of its hardship.  Y’cut and hack your life from 
d’vilderness vit ax and poke.  Ve’re bound for an island called Man-a-
hat-ta.  It is on d’edge of a great unknown, surrounded by savages.”

“Man-a-hat-ta,” I chanted, fervently, as though the word itself were 
hallowed.  It certainly was to me.  I would be living right there, in 
Manhattan, in a nice apartment overlooking the Hudson River in only 
16 generations.  Oh how I missed those scrapers and byways now!

“It is an Indian word that means Heavenly Land, I’m told.”
“I trust, Mr. Bickernocker,” the woman added, “zat it shall also 

come to mean Prosperity for you and your family.”
“Knickerbocker,” he corrected.
Th at name rang a bell but I couldn’t quite dingdong it.
“It sounds beyond reason to go,” he said, “But d’trip up to heaven 

is long und tiring too.  Your legs giff  out, your muscles ache, y’cannot 
breathe.  But d’ye shtop halfvay up?  Nay, ye cannot for all men know 
that life is a vun-vay trip.”

“Nay,” I agreed.
“Y’can’t give up too easily in dis world, m’friend.  Or in d’next vun.  

I moost go.  Goot luck to us all.”
“And bonne chance to you, Mr. Bickernocker, and have a safe treep,” 

the woman said as he loaded his belongings onto a cart.  Th en she 
turned to me and said:  “Tis a pity zat no one in zis New York will be 
able to remember such a name.”

“Knickerbocker,” I said, as though it somehow mattered.  
But I could not for the life of me fi gure out why.

On to Londontown

When the coach to London was announced, I had my bags hoisted 
to the top of the carriage, stepped up on the bumper, and blurted out 
the words “a river!”  Everyone regarded me, as I would have, like a loon.  
But inside the warehouse of my mind, it was all neat and sane.

It had simply occurred to me at that moment what Constable 
Wainrit meant when he asked me if I had a good word from Lady 
Carnew.  He was referring to that stupid riddle: what has a bed but 
never sleeps and has a mouth but never eats?  It runs but a rest it never 
takes, and bends and bends but never breaks.  Th e answer was the 
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secret password among the Irish plotters.  Without it, Wainrit did not 
think that I had Lady Carnew’s trust.  Nor that of the White Prince.

Th e answer – a river – hit me too late to convince Wainrit that I 
could be trusted.  But that only left another puzzle in its place…had he 
therefore lied to me about Blood being killed at the tavern?

Four others joined me for the trip to London: the woman in 
the yellow dress whose name was Madame LaRoche, and her maid; 
Kenneth MacFee, a businessman from Scotland; and John Pryor, an 
art dealer just back from a trip to Holland.  It was not long before idle 
talk began to fi ll the gaps between jounces, of which the idlest was that 
of Mr. Pryor in his eff orts to impress the Frenchwoman.

“Yes, madame,” he said, moving his hand closer to her leg, “my 
purchases have taken me all over the world in a quest for beauty.  You 
might well say that I am an expert on the subject.  And as such, I must 
tell you that the works of man can ill match such natural beauty as one 
fi nds aboard a common coach to London.”

“Oh, monsieur, vous jouez avec moi.  Zis bundle you carry eez a 
painting, yes?”

Pryor patted the brown package at his knee with one hand and her 
knee with the other.

“Mais oui, madame.  An excellent purchase, if I may say.  Th e 
nasty little beggar who sold it to me did not know with whom he was 
dealing.  He was trying to unload a large painting, four feet by fi ve, by 
some hack who died a few years ago.  Rembrandt Van Something.  A 
miserable eff ort showing a man fondling the breast of his young wife.”

“Sacre bleu!”
“Indeed.  Th e gaudiest of gold and orange paints applied without 

any sense of serenity.  I saw it for just what it was…pornography.  
Worthless trash.  Fortunately there was a work of art with lasting value 
in his collection.  A magnifi cent landscape by the immortal Rijkstel 
that I snapped up immediately.  I am a great judge of value,” he said 
proudly as he tried to slip his hand closer to her assets,  “but of course, 
some treasures are worth any price.”

“Zut alors, such manners!  You take me for ze common pute?” 
LaRoche huff ed, yanking her skirts away from Pryor and brooding out 
the window.
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As their tussle continued, I begin to drift off .  In a dark tableau I 
could see the diamond-studded towers of downtown Manhattan on a 
hot summer night, the smells of New York harbor drifting, the glow 
from the uplights on the Statue of Liberty, velvet ribbon of the Hudson 
River, and the Staten Island ferry all twinkly and chugging through the 
delicate tide as it…

But rising tempers yanked me back to the hard world.
“…since I’ve met him and I know of what I speak,” Pryor was in 

the middle of insisting.  “Oh yes, King Charles is quite a man.  He has 
a scientifi c laboratory to match any in all of England.  And an exquisite 
collection of paintings.  Some of the fi nest Titians in the world.”

MacFee, who had been mumbling and seething throughout this 
monologue, now said in a voice strained with restraint, “Aye, ‘tis a true 
pity his collections canna raise up his judgment.”

“Indeed sir?”
“I’d be thinkin’ that with all th’stars above to ken, he’d not have a 

need for Scottish lands.”
“Th at, sir, is treason you speak.  Lucky for you I am an Anglican 

and forgiving of errancy.  Besides, is not the King a Scotsman like 
yourself?”

“He’s Scot to be sure, but nah like me and mine.  I’m a Presbyterian, 
a signer of the Covenant and a parliamentarian m’self.”

“I take it, then, that you were a turncoat.”
“I dinna get that.”
“You supported Cromwell against our goodly monarchy.  Did you 

not?”
“Th at an’ more, chum.  But I ken by the cut o’ your coat that you 

are a King’s lackey.”
“I, sir, am a believer in order and in law and in England, you 

lowlander.  I stood before the committees and said, with all true 
Englishmen, long live the King and the Lord on high and the 
monarchy!”

“Aye, may it reign forever, along with all the landowners…down in 
hell!” the Scotsman answered, punctuating the statement with a stomp 
on Pryor’s foot.

“Ow!  And may you and your brigands reign in Scotland, where 
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the asses wear the skirts!” Pryor shouted as he jumped forward and let 
fl y with his fi st to set MacFee’s politics in order.

Unfortunately MacFee at that instant leaned back, avoiding the 
blow and sending it careening into my cheek.  A scuffl  e ensued, 
Madame LaRoche screamed, and the coach was stopped.  Th e brakeman 
descended and tried to calm everyone.  But as he stood at the window 
begging us to behave, a muffl  ed voice could be heard behind him.

Highway Robbery

“Stand ye and deliver.”
“Hoy?” the brakeman said, turning.
We all followed his gaze to the edge of the forest where two men 

were sitting on horses.  Th ey were dressed in dusty cloaks and boots.  
Lace kerchiefs tucked into their bonnets covered their faces and both 
had drawn sabers.  Th e one on the right was also holding a pistol, one 
of those old cocked-hammer things, and he looked just about ready to 
fi re it.

“Qu'a-t-il dit? What he says?” LaRoche asked.
“Heavenly host, I think we’re bein’ robbed,” MacFee surmised.
“Indeed we are,” Pryor whispered, “and by none other than Nicks 

himself.”
“Neeks, Neeks?  Zis name I do not know.  Oo is Neeks?”
“Shh, Madame.  Keep your voice down.  It might be deadly to 

let on that we know him.  His name is John Nevison, a well-known 
highwayman.  I’ve seen him once before.  Th ey call him Nicks.  And 
the other with him is named Robert Turpin.”

“Th at’s enoof chatterin’,” the armed man said. “Stand doon from 
yer carriage or yer driver’s a corpse.”

“Ach, I’ll deliver him a fi ne corpse,” MacFee whispered and reached 
into his britches for a dagger.

“No, man,” Pryor said, grabbing his hand. “We’d better do as he 
says.  Nicks is a killer and he’s always loaded with pistols.  He’ll cut you 
down before you can twitch.”

One by one we stepped down from the coach and stood in a line 
near the horses.  While the other man kept guard on the driver and 
brakeman, Nicks walked up to each one of us looking for something 
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worth stealing.  He was an imposing man, thickly built, and terrifyingly 
quiet.  As he approached me, the sun broke through a cloud and 
bounced off  the trees behind him.  In a moment’s refraction I could 
make out his face under the lace of his mask: the long slim nose, the 
trim beard, the deep-set eyes, and the dark scar over the left cheek.  It 
seemed familiar to me somehow but no less threatening; a face that 
would be more than willing to trade a trinket for a life.

Madame LaRoche put up a fuss and was soothed by her maid, but 
when she took too long to hand over a silver-framed cameo, Nicks 
suddenly grabbed the maid and stuck a pearl-handled knife under her 
chin.

“Make oop yer mind, m’lady.  Th e locket or the throat.”
“’Ow dare you call me zat, monsieur!  Je ne suis pas votre lady.“
In a swift move, Nicks grabbed the locket and ripped it from 

her hand, then cut the maid’s skin just under the chin with the knife 
anyway.  Th e maid fainted as a fl ow of blood began to stain her ruffl  e.

Th en with a leap and a bound, Nicks and Turpin were back on their 
horses and the two robbers galloped back into the forest.  Th e driver, 
who also happened to be a doctor, attended to the maid.  Happily, 
she was not badly hurt but had to spend the rest of the journey with 
her chin swaddled in a large stained linen napkin, looking sad and 
stuff ed.  By the time the coach rolled into Birmingham, the story had 
been discussed, argued, repeated, and embellished to the point of 
exhaustion.  I was more than happy to dive into a bed at the local inn 
and collapse.

Sometime in the middle of the night I sat bolt upright in bed and 
announced: “Th e Knicks!”

I must have been dreaming and that’s when another of those tidbits 
came kickbacking up.  I remembered that Washington Irving had 
written a satirical history of New York by a man he called Dietrich 
Knickerbocker. Th e book made fun of the colonists and their treatment 
of the Indians.  Long forgotten in my day, but the name stuck and 
Dutch settlers, and eventually all New Yorkers, were referred to as 
knickerbockers.  Th at’s how the team got their name.

I was astounded.  Not by the coincidence but that I remembered 
the book!  Amazing which morsels of my picky education had been 
digested and which ones fl ushed.



Alan Robbins

33

A Useful Pamphlet

Sounds of hucking and hacking rising up from Middle Street woke 
me in the morning.  Birmingham was the center of charcoal production 
and the air was thick with the fumes of burning wood and dry dust.  
Stray embers from the pyres had even been known to set periwigs on 
fi re and send the wearers plunging into the open troughs of water 
that lined the street for that purpose.  Outside the window I watched 
workers pushing carts laden with hardwood up the avenue on their way 
to the charcoal fi res while others pulled wagons carrying coal in the 
opposite direction.  All coughing their way into early graves.  Th e soot 
turned the street into a holiday globe but fi lled with black snow.

Before venturing out, I noticed a pamphlet on the desk in my 
room that proved to be very helpful.  It explained the fi ght that Pryor 
and MacFee were having and fi lled in some background that I sorely 
needed.  I knew, for example, that this was Restoration England but 
I had no idea what they were restoring.  Or what King Charles II was 
the II of.  Timeslipping makes the case to, at the very least, turn on the 
History Channel now and then.

A Breefe Historie of England 
from the Civil War to 
the Greate Restoration of Charles II

To knowe the time, knowe the war. 

Our own deayre time then began with the Civil War 
of 1642.  Th en did Charles I and his Royalists vie 
with Parliament for controlle of our belov’d countrye.  
Parliament at that tyme was fi ll’d wyth Puritans, also 
knowne as Roundheads for their shaven scalps.  Ande for 
what did these Royalists and Roundheads war?  Ye might 
as well aske for what fi sh do swimme.  Only give men a 
syde to choose and a war you shall have in no time at all.

On the one syde then was the King & his Royalists 
and these were join’d by Monarchists and noblemen, 
landowners and aristocrats.  Th eye were all of a sort, all 
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Anglican & riche.  T’gether theye were knowne to all as 
the Cavaliers, perhaps because they represent’d the vices 
of men…lust for moneye and land and love of women & 
wine.

On the other syde were the Parliamentarians & Puritans.  
Th eir struggle was join’d by the middle classe & the 
Presbyterians. ‘Tis said theye represent’d the vices of 
devils…that of constraint and hypocrisie and spiritual 
pride.

Th eye fought each other as all men do for power . . . in 
gover’ment, in society, in religious law.  And the vast poor 
in the middle knew not for whom they slaved.  In this, 
knowe it as trew that time & generations passe, but all 
remains the saym.

Th e edges fi ght, the middle suff ers.

Th e Puritans wonne that war, for severity makes a strong 
generall, most when it has an able Commander in one 
such as Oliver Cromwell.  And so it came to passe that 
King Charles I was duly behead’d in 1649 and England 
was ruled by a committy of Parliament.  Democracy was 
much in the ayre but like smoke, easily blowne aside by 
the gale of power.

So it was that in 1653 Cromwell dismiss’d Parliament 
and set himself up as Lord Protector and sole ruler of the 
Commonwealth, no less than a king without a crowne.

England was harsh and joyless under his iron thumbe…a 
severe military rule with God on the throwne.  Th e fear 
of damnation & the evil temptations of the fl eshe were 
much shout’d.  Catholicism was outlaw’d and all other 
Protestants suff ered from Baptist to Quaker.  Two thirds 
of Irish land wast giv’n over to Englishmen.  
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Th e Puritans were much revil’d for all this, a Tyrannie 
of Saints the reign was call’d.  But to themselves it was 
onlye the wille of God for more discipline and less sin in 
the land.  Beware of those who clayme to speak for the 
Almighty for they have no doubt misheard.  

When Cromwell died in 1658 his son, Richard 
Cromwell, stepp’d in, but alas for that dynastie, the son 
could not fi lle the father’s shoes.  Or perhaps historie 
is but the swing of a pendulum between freedom and 
restraint.  And perhaps the people had their fi ll of 
strict rule and stricture, and the weight hath swung 
again.  Th us it was that in 1660, by the blessings of the 
populace, the son of Charles I of the House of Stuart 
wast restor’d to the throwne.  And Cromwell’s body was 
dragg’d from its grayve and the corpse was hang’d and 
a happyer time follow’d under this Merrie Monarch, 
Charles II, full of music and adultery and scandal.

And who vies for power now, careful reader?  Th e Crowne 
and the Parliament still.  But most are content to revele 
& drink & leave such struggles to other gen’rations for the 
nonce.  And save for the Plague of 1665 and the Great 
Fire of 1666, the both of which some saw as punishment 
for the return of Sin, and save for the unending wars 
with Spain and the United Provinces, and the everlasting 
religious battle, and the eternal sorrow of the poore…
save for these injustices and a few more, we have had a 
decayde of unity in the lande.

But, my deare readers from now and into the futyre, I say 
with caution and prudence, never declare only describe.  
Be humble before time.  For men and women and kings 
and scrappers, the pendulum rules us all.
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News of the Great City

In the breakfast room downstairs I found that the trip would be 
further delayed.  Th e driver had to report the robbery to the local sheriff  
and would not be ready to leave for another two hours.  Resigned, I 
took a seat at the ordinary, a long common table, and prepared to share 
in the morning meal. 

Note to fellow timeslippers: skip breakfast.
Th ere was no McDonalds before there was a McDonalds.  What 

they called breakfast in 1671 consisted mostly of cold oysters and warm 
ale.  Or birds.  Th ese people ate lots of birds.  All kinds of birds…larks 
and pheasants and other unnamed things with wings and a beak.  And 
the beak was thought to be the best part.  I lost my appetite faster than 
I had found it.

A new group of travelers on their way from London to Manchester 
were bustling with excitement and news from the great city.  Everyone 
in the room gathered around them, eager to hear the latest gossip.  I 
joined in, also eager for information, but for quite diff erent reasons.

“Whut’s the nooz, then, from Loondon?” the barkeep asked.  
He was a thick man with a face like rot.  Not all that unusual 

actually.  Skin was bad back then, full of pores and pocks and lines 
and bags and they hated the sunlight.  Not a buff ed or bronzed face 
anywhere in the realm.

“All’s well and much the same.  She’s still full up with fog…” 
“Aye, man-made too.  Like here, from charcoal,” said another 

man.
“No, from delusions,” said a third.
“…and busy as hell and stuff ed to the gills with people.  Half a 

million at last count.”
“Half a million souls in one place?  Lord save us, amen.”
“All crowdin’ in the streets and alleys…”
“And the slop, man, the slop!  I tell you, London’s sinkin’ in its own 

stinkin’ sh…”
“Shhh! Th ere are ladies present.”
“Tell us…and whut uv the roons?”
“Th e ruins, yes.  Th ere’s talk they’re still smoldering after all these 

years.”
“Does it really look like the pit of hell?”
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“Shoot oop, man, and let’m speak.”
“Ay, it’s a tragedy direct from Paradise Lost.  Th e whole middle of 

the city from the Th ames all the way up to London Wall was destroyed 
in the fi re.  It burned for fi ve days.”

“Six days.”
“No, four days.  I’ve a coosin saw the ‘ole thing, fl ames lickin’ the 

clouds, smoke fi llin’ oop the ‘ole sky.”
“Some parts are indeed still smoldering.  You can smell the burn 

when the wind picks up.  Even after all this time.  More than half the 
city destroyed.”

“More than that, I tell you.  Th e whole middle.  Th irteen thousand 
homes were lost, two hundred thousand homeless.  Worst fi re in 
civilized history.  It’s all being restored and rebuilt, but slowly, man, 
slowly.  It’s still charred ruins from the Tower almost to the King himself 
at Whitehall.”

“God save’m.”
“And what of Old Rowley?”
“Who’s that?”
“King Charles.  Th ey call him Old Rowley in the court after one of 

the stallions in the royal stud.”
“What of Charles, may God glory his name?”
“Aye, tell.  Are the King’s aff airs in order?”
“Well, the talk at St. James’s Park is that the King has lately taken 

up with a young actress.”
“Noot anoother one!”
“And why not?  He’s a robust gent he is, in the full fl ower of his 

royal youth.  I say bless’m and his lordly member…and the Lord bless 
me and mine in the process.”

“I won’t hear such slander!” announced one of the women sitting 
at a separate table.  “May I remind you that we are speaking of King 
Charles II of England.  Show some respect.”

“To King Charles, long live his good majesty!”
“Aye!  To the three rights of man…liberty, equality, adultery!”
“To King Charles!” everyone agreed and joined in a common toast, 

mugs held high.  Th en after a moment of silent respect, giddily back 
into the mud.

“He’s taken up with an actress?  Who is she?”
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“Ain’t ‘e a bit old to be so comportin’ hisself?”
“Idiot!  What’s the matter with you?  He’s a young man, he’s only 

forty-one.”
“Who’s this here actress?”
“Her name is Nell Gwyn.  An exquisite beauty with a fi ne point to 

her chin and full cheeks, arms as slender as vines, a tall thin neck, and 
wee lovely breasts round as tarts.”

“Such foolishness!” said a large woman in a billowing cloak, fanning 
herself with a frill.

“You seen her titties?” asked the waiter.
“Mind your language, sir, there are ladies present!”
“She’s becoming rather well known in London parts.”
“My parts would be well known too if I were spreadin’ me legs for 

King Charles!”
“Hush, you dunce.  A Royalist would take your head for such a 

remark.”
“She’s been in one or two of our laureate’s plays.”
“John Milton?” I said, taking a stab and rather proud of it too.
“What? You are from our dear English planet, are you not?  Dryden, 

of course.  John Dryden.  Author of the Panegyric.  Th e greatest poet of 
our poetic age.  You must be a foreigner.”

“Irish,” the barkeep guessed, pointing his thumb in my direction.
“Oh, ‘orrors.  Th at explaynes it.”
“You’ve actually seen this Nell Gwyn’s breasts?” someone said, 

pursuing the waiter’s original question.
“Oh, sure.  Everyone has.  I was at Whitehall every Th ursday for 

the Committee.  I’d stand at the steps of the manor and watch Charles 
walk through St. James’s Park with his retinue, which often enough 
included Nell Gwyn.”

“She didn’t wear a collar?  Th e bloody wench!”
“No, friend, she did not.  But a bared bosom’s all the rage in London 

this year.  All the women are wearing low necklines,” he explained and 
drew an imaginary semicircle from shoulder to shoulder just below his 
nipples to illustrate.

“Th is is too much!”
“It is the downfall of our society!”
“It’s the undisciplined youth of our nation!”
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“It’s the Welsh!”
“It’s nothing of the sort.  It is fashion and nothing more, I assure 

you, which changes faster than the map.  Besides, it’s good for England 
to have some excitement on the throne.  Th e Puritans were no fun.”

“London’s fun these days, to be sure.  I hear tell there’s more brothels 
now than ever before in history.  Sodomite ones too!“

“Good God!”
“I doubt it’s His doin’ exactly.  Th e debaucheries of this age certainly 

surpass all others.”
“Drinkin’, whorin’ and gamblin’.  Th at’s London for ye.”
“And the King himself crawling from one bed to the next like a 

common whoremonger.”
“Nonsense.  Better that Charles should muck about with a sweet 

hussy than those sour old hags he’s so fond of.  Remember that other 
actress two years ago?  Why, she was an old woman, one foot in the 
grave.  Almost thirty!”

“Th irty?  Th at’s disgoostin’.”
“And how does Castlemaine treat this one?”
“Castlemaine?” I whispered to the man beside me.  But I said it a 

bit too loudly and my remark was met with pitying stares.
“Lady Castlemaine,” explained one. “Th e Royal Mistress.  D’they 

get any news at all in your wee village?”
“Castlemaine puts up with Nell Gwyn just like th’rest.  Let’s them 

tug on his manhood all right, as long as they don’t tug too much on 
Charles’s purse.  For if they do…look out!”

Rumors and Whispers

While this report was in progress, I took out the drawing of Blood, 
hoping to show it to some of the travelers from London.  But an 
operatically dressed man in riding britches and broadhat with a plume 
sitting next to me noticed it fi rst.  

“Th ere’s a face I’ve seen before,” he said.
“Have you?” I asked.
Only then did I notice his nose. 
It was a stylish nose, well formed and graceful, with nostrils like 

watermelon pits.  Perfectly crafted out of burnished metal.  I later 
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found out that men without noses were not all that uncommon…the 
result of syphilis which was rampant.  No penicillin yet, they were 
treating it with a poultice of cat boiled in mud and mixed with linseed 
oil.  And making metal replacements.  In fact, a trade in well-turned 
tin and brass noses had fl ourished and the phrase “don’t get your nose 
all bent out of shape” referred to just that.

“Might that not be our notorious Timothy Butler?”
“Is it?” I said. “Do you know this fellow?”
“I know him as well as anyone can know a haunt, a ghost who 

cheated me out of a hundred pounds.  But Butler is as diffi  cult to pin 
as any spectre.  Like to fi nd him I would, and win back my property 
from the dead.”

“Ditto,” I said.
“Did owe?”
“I mean…I too have lost some property to this scoundrel.  Do you 

know where he might be?”
“Timothy Butler can be found easily…just look for a victim and 

he’ll be nearby.”
“And where might I fi nd such a victim?”
“I’ve heard many rumors about our Mr. Butler,” he said, leaning 

close and whispering.  “Th at he goes around the country claiming to 
be Nicks and relieving rich ladies of their jewelry. Th at he survived a 
deadly brawl at Millings Tavern.  Tales and lies fl y by like clouds where 
Mr. Butler is concerned, but none with enough weight to rain down 
the truth.”

Mason, Nicks, Butler…the possibilities were mounting.  Along 
with questions like exactly how you sneezed through a brass nose.  
With my iPhone I could easily have made a list but it was sitting on my 
desk back home; without inkpot and carefully sharpened goose quill I 
was out of luck.  So when our coachman announced that we were ready 
to leave, I boarded for the fi nal leg of the journey and my inevitable 
encounter with whatever answers were waiting at the end of my slip.
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With few resources but for my wits, I 
struggle to fi nd my way through the sights 
and sounds of an alien world and thereby, 
with more luck than pluck, close in on the 

object of my search.
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Onwards & Forwards

A new passenger joined us for the rest of the trip to London.  She 
was a plain-looking young woman named Gulielma Springett, traveling 
without any luggage and alone.  I guessed that this was unusual since it 
aroused the curiosity, not to mention the ardor, of Mr. Pryor.

“And what would cause a bright young fl ower like yourself to uproot 
and travel the highways alone?” Pryor asked with a leery glance.

“I’m to Londontown to be married, sir,” she said fl atly, cooling his 
jets.

“Ah, and may we know the name of this fortunate man, to better 
pray for your connubial bliss?”

She hesitated as though stopping the answer in her throat.  Th en, 
embarrassed by her own rudeness, she blurted out the name.

“‘Tis Penn, sir.  Mr. William Penn.”
An awkward silence fell over the group.  I knew the name and that 

he had something to do with Pennsylvania, but that’s about it.  More 
gaps.  Like every other lame-brained student, I never thought that all 
that stuff  – math, science, history – would come in handy.  And it 
never did until now. 

“William Penn?” Pyror repeated. “Son of the great admiral, hero of 
Lowestoft, who won Jamaica for the Crown?”

“Aye,” said the Scotsman. “But better known these days as Quaker 
and libertarian.  Even as we speak, I believe Mr. Penn to be in lodgings 
at the Tower for penning some devilish tract.”

“You’ll mind your devilish mouth, good sir!” Springett snarled, 
ready to take a bite.  “My William is a freethinker and a patriot, which 
ought to go hand in hand in our land.”

“M’dear lady, I intended no damage.  I merely meant that his 
writings were devilish to those who fear the power of truth.  I’ve read 
his Caveat Against Popery and I agree with him completely.”

“You, sir, would agree with sea slime if it ran for offi  ce,” Pryor 
said.

“You, sir, should pray to your God for a brain!”
And with that the two were off  again on one of their sniggles.  Th at’s 



44

Following the Trail of Blood

17th for arguments.  But the news about Penn was more interesting to 
me because I thought it might add to my database of life in London.

“You say your Mr. Penn is held at the Tower,” I asked.  “You mean 
the Tower of London?”

“Of course the Tower of London,” she said.  “Which, may I remind 
you, has been an inn and dayhouse for great minds from Walter Ralegh 
to Th omas More.  But I feel certain that his freedom is imminent.  He 
is a good man and has broken none but the laws of oppression, eternal 
though they may be.”

“Aye, he’s already changed English law for the good,” MacFee said, 
overhearing her.

“Indeed?” scoff ed Pryor.
“You’d not know that, t’be sure.  At his trial for Quakerism two 

years back, the jury acquitted him.  For this the judge threw the jury, 
the whole lot o’ them, into jail for disobedience to the Crown.  But 
the Court of Common Pleas overruled the decision.  Th at helped 
t’establish the right and power of juries in England forever.  We owe 
your intended a debt f ’that.”

Th e young woman took out a handkerchief and wiped a tear from 
her pale blue eye and the consensus was quickly reached not to press her 
any further.  It was a tricky business, this probing for facts.  In my world, 
you just looked, googled and wikied, and cut and pasted.  But back then 
you had to fi nesse, cajole, or tease the facts out of people by the lost art of 
conversation.  I knew perfectly well how to jawbone but Miss Springett had 
withdrawn into her own brooding.  I decided to leave her to her thoughts 
and picked up a broadsheet someone had handed me before boarding. 

Fools are the Meek

Broadsheets were printed pages, precursors to newspapers.  Th ey 
carried a mix of rumor, gossip, trivia, advertising, mortality lists, and 
reportage.  Idly scanning for helpful news, I came upon this poem at 
the bottom of the page:

 Fools are the meek who mearly stoop 
 To watch impassive the passing scenerie
 For fayte gives only those who snoop 
 Hints of the grand divine machinerie.



Alan Robbins

45

With not much else to peg my hopes on, I took that random verse 
as a hint directly to me from someone with a better sense of destiny.  I 
kept snooping.

“How did he end up at the Tower?” I pressed.
“Th rough nothing so much as the fair use of reason,” she said.
“Whadayamean?”
“I do not understand.”
“I mean…how did such a thing…”
“My William was preaching on the rightness of free religious 

thought in Wheeler Street meetinghouse.  He was arrested there by 
Mr. John Robinson, the Lieutenant of the Tower, who is no lover of 
my William’s views.”

“Th ey threw him in the clink for preaching?”
“No, into the Tower.”
“Th at sucks…I mean, that is a suck upon a great…unfortunate…

um…”
“Oh, it’s nothing new to him.  Th is is the third time he’s been a 

guest of the King’s at the Tower.  He is a brave man and claims the stays 
are good for concentration and writing.  But still I fear for him.”

 “Will you be able to see him?” I asked.
 “Oh yes.  I’ll stay at my aunt’s and visit him every day.  I shall 

arrange to live in the Tower with him if possible.”
“Live there?”
“Perhaps.  Th ey have not the right to separate us.  After all, William 

is not a common criminal.  His visiting rights are lenient, as they should 
be.  Mr. Robinson is no freethinker but he is not a beast as Wadd once 
was.  And we have paid the Constable of the Tower well for the lodging 
and for decent food.”

“You pay for him to live in a dungeon?”
“Of course we pay.  Th at has been ruled part of the verdict.  And 

we pay even more that he be treated well.  It is no dungeon, sir; he lives 
in one of the apartments in Queen’s House.  Each day fellow Quakers 
go to see him.  Oh I feel the good Lord will answer my prayers for his 
freedom.”

As she said this, the view out the window of the coach was changing.  
We were approaching London and the serene apple groves and cherry 
orchards were giving way to traffi  c.  A nobleman’s wagon with six horses 
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and guided by a man on foot with a whip, struggled with the mud.  
Drovers and their herds stopped the traffi  c periodically.  A royal courier 
galloped by, followed by other carriers and riders.  A two-wheeled cart 
carrying hops and a gentleman’s carriage pulled by a single horse both 
moved aside to let our coach pass through a fl ooded section of the 
road.  In the fi elds, haymakers and laborers with scythes and sickles 
watched the procession.  Soon, to the familiar rhythms of the arguing 
gentlemen and the wheels of the carriage rolling over stones and dirt, I 
drifted off  into an uneasy nap.

Th at time I had the fi rst of many dreams of wandering the streets 
of a strange morphing city, gathering gallstones and brass noses, used 
shoes and alphabet blocks, as though they were precious gems.  It was a 
scavenger hunt for puzzling objects but there was no fun in it.  All the 
while in this creepy dream, I was followed by a dark fi gure who never 
revealed himself, never became clear.  But I knew in the part of my 
mind that dreads that he somehow meant a hollow doom.

In Londontown

London in 1671 presented quite a spectacle as we rode down 
Holborn Street toward the center of the city.  I must have looked baffl  ed 
because Pryor took it upon himself to give me a running narrative of 
the scene.  I needed it too.  All the paintings and movies of London at 
around this time were fl at and pale compared to the city that presented 
itself.

At fi rst, the vast greenery of the land became increasingly fenced 
and divided into ever smaller lots and plots until, on the outskirts near 
St. Giles’s Fields and Lincoln’s Inn, small estates and landscaped lawns 
came into view.  At Southampton Market, buyers and sellers of goods 
of all shapes and sizes haggled over prices; a horse auction at Gray’s 
drew a huge crowd that spilled over into the lane.  

As the carriage pressed on to the right down toward the Strand, 
I could see the great houses that banked the Th ames River, immense 
estates called Arundel, Somerset, Worcester.  And then further on, the 
seat of the monarchy, the buildings of Whitehall Palace and Westminster.  
Th e crowds got larger, the carts bigger, the road wider as the carriage 
ran straight on along London Wall to the teeming part of the city.
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As soon as we passed over the Fleet River aqueduct, those images 
of a royal and regal metropolis faded into a darker reality.  True to 
the rumors I had heard in the countryside, a vast middle section of 
the capital was nothing more than charred ruins.  Grotesque spires of 
charcoal and columns of scorched brick rose like tombstones from the 
wreckage.  Th e wind seemed to howl through these remnants, carrying 
a roasty dust in its wake.  Th is was the site of the Great Fire of London 
of 1666 and it was still smoldering now, fi ve years later.

Yet here and there like ants in that fi repit, people were hammering 
and climbing and carrying, slowly rebuilding the ruins.  Above a scarred 
wall, a new wooden frame; between two black columns, a new window 
casement; atop the lonely stalk of a stone chimney, new fi nishing stones; 
despair only recently turning to repair.

At Bishopsgate Street, the carriage made a right turn and continued 
toward London Bridge.  Just as the towers of the bridge loomed ahead, 
familiar even to me from countless postcards on the other side of the 
centuries, the coachman made another turn up Fenchurch Street.  
Where it met with Leadenhall, we stopped still, stuck in a traffi  c jam 
that lasted some twenty minutes.  Th is was the bustling area of London 
known in the slang of the streets as Th e Crib.  Bounded on the south 
by the Th ames and all its busy wharfs, cut off  from the palaces to the 
west by the ruins of the Great Fire, it stood in the shadow, to the east, 
of the Tower of London, and included in its overcrowded square mile 
scores of inns and coff ee houses, factories, offi  ces, homes, and shops.  
A city within the city, with its own sounds, its own rhythms, its own 
intrigues.

A nobleman’s coach, preceded by a footman shouting a warning, 
came upon the congestion, its iron wheels grinding on the cobble.

“Stand clear!  Make way for the coach of Lord Prescott!” the 
footman announced, expecting the mob to part like a wake.

“Stand clear yerself and make way fer my foot up yer rump,” 
answered one of the draymen who was trying to maneuver his own 
passenger out of the crowd.

Other drivers shouted and jostled while also fi ghting off  beggars 
who were taking advantage of the situation by cleaning mud off  the 
wheels and asking for pennies.

Eventually we moved on but the closer we got to the heart of the 
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city the more we were mired in activity.  Th e lack of any sidewalks gave 
the impression that the crowds had spilled from the tightly packed 
buildings directly onto a great alleyway of civilization.  Th e avenue 
teemed with humanity, with hawkers and gawkers and walkers, with 
people pushing carts and carrying baskets and shoving wheelbarrows.  
Th rough the muddy streets they marched, this way and that, each with 
business to attend to, many lives to run.  Th e splash of mud from their 
feet etched a permanent splatter on the bases of all the buildings.  Only 
the few large streets paved with round cobblestones escaped the marks 
of this scurry.

Undone by Time

London was not big by modern measures but the center of the city 
seemed even more bustling.  Shouts and gongs and clatter and chatter 
fi lled the air.  Th e lovely light that had played on the grassy knolls 
throughout the countryside seemed to have skipped this section of 
England.  In some areas the buildings were so close together that lamps 
were needed even in the daytime.  And in the street…the crowds, the 
sewage, the dogs, pigs, and poultry.  Mud, crud, and fl ood.  Some man 
or woman always doing his or her business in some dank corner.

And the clothes!  
Th ose paintings I had seen were far too prim.  In fact, the colors 

and fabrics of the clothing blazed between the maroon walls and above 
the brown roads and there was a whole new glossary to know.  Th e 
men wore surcoats, waistcoats tied with a sash, cravats of lace, ribboned 
breeches, silk stockings, and high-heeled, buckled shoes.  Dark, curled 
periwigs were topped with low hats with bows.  Women were outfi tted 
with satin dresses, yellow petticoats, cloaks and waistcoats, and their 
own elaborate perakes with extra curls at the temples called puff s.  
Perfumed gloves and lace by the yard, overshoes with wooden soles 
known as pattens protected the slender foot from the muddy mire.  
Even the workers and servants dressed in layers of linen and leather.

It was all like some kind of Puritan-drag-queen-mardi-gras 
lollapalooza.

When the coach fi nally stopped, head spinning, I grabbed my bag 
and stepped out into the fray.  Everything on the street was in motion…
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shop signs swaying and creaking in the breeze, horses snorting, goats 
bleating, petticoats fl uttering, street singers asking for a pence to 
perform, even the invisible air was marked with soot from burning 
coal and took on movement.  Th e mixed scents of blossom and slop 
pail, cedar and sewage, twiddled my nose.

What was my chance of fi nding Blood in the midst of all this?
On Canning Street I bumped into a man with a wooden wheel 

instead of a foot who was rolling along the walkway carrying a bunch 
of dead rats by their tails.  Th e sign he was wearing said “Rats or Mice 
to Kill.  Guaranteed by M. Fiske, Prop.”  Th e street was all sludge and 
in trying to avoid this ratman I slipped, rammed into a wooden box, 
and went tumbling into the gutter.

“Farpluck!” said a toothless porter dumping some slop right near 
me.

“Farpluck you!” I shouted, thinking he was insulting me. 
“Ain’t you nevah seen one?” he said, pointing to the box I had 

tripped over.
I got up, muddied and miserable, and said that I had not.
“Connected up to that there sewer line runnin’ under Leadenhall it 

is.  So that if them sparks starts fl yin’ again our brave lads can get t’the 
water in time.” 

“Oh.  It’s a fi replug!  A hydrant,” I said, lunging at the concept like 
a lifesaver.

“You should’a seen ‘em in ‘66, the poor blokes.  Pumping on 
them fi resquirts and all what comes out’s a piddly bit o’ dribble.  Like 
leakin’ on the inferno it was.  Sad and sorry sight.  As yerself there yer 
honor.”

I stood there for a while as the commotion of the street spun 
around me, a sorry sight indeed, caked in brown goo, ill-at-ease in 
my costume, and staring at the hydrant dumbly.  Like the umbrella, 
something as common as a fi re hydrant had to have been invented 
once, made its fi rst appearance once, meant something new once.  But 
I was so alien on that street that it might just as well have been a cheese 
box on the moon.  

A woman walked by at that moment and smiled at me.  She bowed 
slightly then covered her mouth and laughed.  I tipped my hat to her 
to be polite which only made her laugh more.  But she kept turning 
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back as she walked away and I detected a slight jig in her giggle.  What 
did she want?  What was she trying to suggest?  Th en it hit me like 
a ton of bricks…this woman was fl irting with me.  How peculiar!  I 
recoiled from the thought, tripped over the fi replug a second time, and 
lost my bearings again.  Pushed and pulled, rebounding off  objects 
and people, avoiding horses and canes and slop pails and fi replugs, I 
stumbled down the lane like someone lost – as in fact I was – in the 
skelter of life abuzz.  

A Matter of Some Interest

As to the lady on the street, I should point out something that I 
have neglected to mention so far.  It explains my fl uster and should be 
of interest in any case.  I have not discussed it up to this point because 
I had bigger problems to deal with.  Yet there is no doubt that this little 
surprise had an impact on the whole adventure.

You see, in 2011, in my time – the present time or future time 
depending on how you look at it – I was a woman.  Yes, I was born a 
woman and lived my life as one.  But in 1671, the time into which I 
slipped – present time or past time, depending – I was a man.

In other words, I was a 40-year old woman who had timeslipped 
into the body of a 30-year old man.

Kinky, you might think, and I guess it is.  But it really made little 
diff erence to me at fi rst.  To the me living inside of that body, I mean.  
I was so caught up in the exploit that I hardly thought about it.  In fact, 
the shock of being inside another body – any other one – was far more 
jarring.  Other than a few obvious things like having to shave my face 
and pee standing up, there really was not that much to adjust to.  Th e 
occasional urge to huck on the street maybe.

Of course all of this changed later on as I got more immersed in the 
new world and more aware of my – that is, his – body.  Even so I lucked 
out in this regard because it soon became clear that for all the millennia 
before mine it was much easier to be a man than a woman.  I noticed 
this right away…the deference that people paid to what I wanted, the 
attention to what I said, the access to social situations, the unearned 
trust.  No woman mucking around in the 17th century would ever have 
been allowed such freedom of movement or inquiry.  
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And ultimately, Blood would never have taken me in.
Bear in mind that I never came to prefer the body itself.  It was 

useful to me but quite awful.  Th e dangling dingle down there, the 
dense frame, the annoying sweat.  Women’s bodies are far lighter, 
smoother, faster, leaner, sweeter.  Th e female form is art; the male is a 
mere machine.  But all that was outweighed by the upside, the esteem 
given simply because I had a fl at chest and a hairy lip.  It even made the 
agony of having to smoke the occasional pipe worthwhile.

Note to future bioengineers: what you want is a female body with 
a male sense of entitlement.  Figure out that little twist in the helix and 
you could make a fortune in the evolution biz.

At the Crutch & Hackett

At the end of the lane there was an open-air market where every 
item known to humanity seemed to be on sale.  Vendors of everything 
from spectacles that looped over your ears to cologne guaranteed to 
win the aff ections of any paramour to healing oils from the Near and 
Far East were being hawked.  Th e shouts and noises that assaulted me 
as I walked on felt like the waves of a roiling sea.

“What d’ye lack, sir?  What d’ye lack, madame?”
“Lily-white vinegar!  On sale special!”
“Small coals here, small coals!”
“Fresh mackerel, if you please.  Newly hook’d.”
“Have you any brass pots or skillets to mend?”
“Get your hose, while they last.  Brand new from the mills of 

Scotland.  Made in one piece! No seams, no straps.  Can’t rip or tear.  
Miracle of modern machinery!”

Eventually I stumbled into the Crutch & Hackett Publik House.  
Th e sight of a bed through one of the windows on the ground fl oor 
drew me like a magnet.  In a tiny entryway that held only a wooden 
desk and a canvas couch, I signed the register manned by Th addeus 
Crutch, all seventy-three years of him and showing every month of it.  

“I’m looking for someone here in London,” I said.
“Hey, hey?” said Crutch who was stone deaf. “You want to buy a 

barrel?”
“No, no, I want to fi nd a person,” I shouted.
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“You’re a Parson?  Welcome, welcome!”
“Find someone,” I screamed.
“Oh, oh,” Crutch answered,  “Wharf!  Wharf!”
“Not a dog, a person.  Find a person!”
Crutch raised an ancient bony fi nger and pointed it out the 

window.  
“Wharf, wharf,” he barked.  “Everyone goes there sooner or later.”
And then step by step and creak by creak, for longer than Einstein 

could even have imagined, Crutch led me up a narrow fl ight of stairs 
to the second fl oor.  Th e room was quite small with a low ceiling and a 
basin on a box, no more than a walk-in closet in my day.  And raw…
closer to the natural world than any room in my time with fl oors that 
recalled their trees, walls that knew their quarries, metal still rough and 
wrought.

He set my bag down and left and I collapsed onto the bed, hard as 
a plank, stared at the blank four walls, and listened to the clanking on 
the street below.

Th at’s when it hit me.  
All of it.
Th e words, the details, the sex change…all too much to handle.  

My head was aching, my stomach reeling.  Th e entire timeslip thing 
now seemed like a whirlpool from which I would never swim out.  And 
I still had no idea what I was supposed to do or why.  It was less than a 
week into the adventure and there were already too many possibilities: 
Blood the scoundrel and rogue out to make a fortune through some 
crime; Blood the Irish patriot trying to fi nd money for the cause; Blood 
calling himself John Mason and killed in a brawl at Millings Tavern; 
disguised as a gambler named Timothy Butler or pretending to be the 
highwayman Nicks.

I unpacked the clothes that I brought with me and discovered, 
hidden under a blouse, a sheaf of papers tied with a cord.  Th ese turned 
out to be notes and memos that amounted to a brief dossier on Colonel 
Blood.  I had no idea who put them there but read them with all the 
care of a monk in a monkery.  In the same way that you might, for 
example, focus on a crossword rather than blow your brains out.
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Th e Dossier

According to those papers, Th omas Blood had been born around 
1618 in County Clare in Ireland but he spent most of his early life in 
England.  His father was an ironmaster who also owned lands in Meath 
and Wicklow.  By the time he was twenty-one, he was active among the 
Fifth Monarchy Men, an extreme Puritan sect who believed that a fi fth 
monarchy of Christ was at hand.  Th e sect was led by Th omas Venner, 
a religious fanatic, who launched two abortive uprisings in 1657 and 
then in 1661.  Venner was captured and executed but Blood managed 
to get away.  

Later Blood joined the Covenanters; these were Scottish 
Presbyterians who opposed the imposition of Charles I’s religious 
policies on Scotland.  But days before a confrontation with the King's 
troops, Blood was suddenly nowhere to be seen.

Mr. Blood, it seemed, had an uncanny habit of joining causes right 
up until they were wiped out.

Other notes pointed to 1648 when Blood married a Miss Holcroft 
in Lancashire.  Shortly afterwards he returned to Ireland as an offi  cer in 
the Cromwellian army after receiving grants of land in lieu of payment 
for army service.  Th e author assumed that he was a double-spy during 
the entire English Civil War.  But when the Monarchy was restored in 
1660, Colonel Blood, as he now preferred to be known, again lost all 
his lands. 

Th en in 1663, perhaps for revenge, Blood conspired to capture 
James Butler, the Duke of Ormond who was the Lord Lieutenant of 
Ireland and living at Dublin Castle.  Th is was the incident mentioned 
to me by Sims the sailor on the boat to England.  In disguise, and with 
the help of accomplices, Blood tried to force his way into the castle 
but he failed and most of his gang was arrested.  And yet again Blood 
managed to escape.  Passing himself off  as a Quaker and then a Priest, 
he fl ed to Holland with a price on his head.

Other episodes followed, some rumored, some real, absurd or 
reckless.  Th e only conclusion I reached was that Blood alone knew 
where his allegiances lay during any adventure…and he always managed 
to get away.

In 1667, Blood tried to rescue an old friend of his named Captain 
Mason, who was being escorted by guards to York.  Th e plan succeeded 
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but during a skirmish several guardsmen were killed and the price 
for Blood’s capture was upped to a respectable fi ve hundred pounds.  
Assuming the name Th omas Allen, he lived quietly in Kent for a short 
while.

Th en in 1670, only last year, Colonel Blood took another stab at 
kidnapping the Duke of Ormond who was now in England.  Blood’s 
plans were never very fancy but this attempt bordered on the dumb.  
Even I could see that.  Blood simply rode up to the coach carrying the 
Duke and yanked open the door.  Th e terrifi ed Duke was pulled from 
the coach and thrown onto the horse of another henchman.  Th ey 
rode as far as Tyburn before the cry went up that the nobleman had 
been kidnapped.  Th e Duke was soon rescued but Blood – naturally – 
escaped without harm.

Ormond’s son accused George Villiers, the Second Duke of 
Buckingham, of hiring Blood to carry out the abduction.  Some 
thought that Blood was acting in revenge for the treatment of his gang 
in Dublin.  Th e author of the document was certain that Blood had 
intended to keep Ormond in custody until he agreed to restore his 
Irish Estates to him.

But he could not be sure.  
Of course not.
You could never be sure where Blood was concerned. 

And there the narrative ended.  No more notes or dates.  Whoever 
assembled this summary – I assumed it was the White Prince himself 
– had lost the trail.  Yet it all struck me as pretty idiotic.  Blood was 
audacious but not very clever and anything but a mastermind.  He 
took wild risks but was always out for himself, slipping in and out of 
intrigues as easily as I had slipped through the old ticktock.

Which brought me right back to the big question, my question, 
the only one that really mattered to me…how to get home?  What 
was I supposed to do about all this?  All I knew about the rules of 
timeslipping, fate lines, or destinies came from movies and TV shows 
about time tunnels and twilight zones.  Like that one about the guy 
who kept quantum leaping through the 1960s.  But there was a big 
diff erence there.  Th at was entertainment with nice looking actors and 
indoor sets and dramatic arcs, commercials every ten minutes.
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Th is was real life…no ads, no plot, no sets.
No script.
As you can imagine, this did nothing to relax me.  In fact, as the 

last lights faded on the street I began to feel terribly isolated and lost.  
It was deeply dark there; Edison was still six generations away and the 
rooms were lit only by candles.  Gloom ballooned.  Only one thing 
was clear…I knew for a fact that I would never be able to fall asleep no 
matter how exhausted I felt.

Never ever.
And soon…snoring loudly.

Th e Rot or the Rage

Th e morning light threw a grid pattern across the bed through the 
panes of the window but it struck me like a cage and I quickly got up 
and went out.  Th e street outside my window was already alive with 
activity since the workday in London began at dawn, broke at nine 
o’clock for highday, and ended by two in the afternoon.  Of course, I 
had a far worse case of jetlag than a few hours to the left of the early 
light.

Th ere was a small tavern next door to the Publik House where I 
went for breakfast.  But of course this would not be the fl apjacks with 
blueberry syrup of my desires.  Instead I was off ered a mug of warm ale 
with pickled oysters and radishes.  Seeing the sour twist of my lips, the 
taverner brought me a special treat…a thick, dark brown liquid with 
the consistency of mud and the taste of a cesspit.

“What’s this crap?” I asked through pinched lips.
“Have y’never had it before?  On th’house, so drink up and savor.  

Tell me if ya like it.”
“Does anyone?”
“Called jocolatte.”
“Because you choke a lot?”
“Drink of Montezuma himself, Prince of th’Aztecs.  Comes right 

from New Spain.  Th em Indians calls it chocolatl and drink it like we 
drink beer.  Just got a shipment in today.  Try some cinnamon with 
it.”

So it was good old hot chocolate…just minus the good.  I guessed 
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that the world was going to have to wait another century or so for some 
genius – the name Hans Sloane came to mind but only as a murmur – 
to mix it with milk and sugar and create something yummy.  I thought 
of suggesting this to him but stopped myself in time.

I mean that literally of course…the whole paradox thing.  Such a 
casual suggestion could have made me the inventor of hot chocolate.  
But how could I introduce the world to hot chocolate having already 
had hot chocolate, which was invented long before I was born?  Blah 
blah blah…and the end of existence as we know it.

I said nothing, but I didn’t swallow either.
“Are you unwell sir,” the taverner asked.
“I’m trying to locate someone here in London and I’ve been told to 

go down to the wharf.  Which way is that?“
“Old Crutch next door tell you that?” the taverner asked.  “Wharf 

wharf and all?  Wharf on the brain’s what he’s got.”
“Someone also mentioned a place called Milling’s Tavern.”
“I wouldn’t tally there, sir, if I were you.  Th at’s a low place, down 

by the Crank.  Wharf ’s to your right as you go out.”
I got up to leave but a man at the next table clamped his hand on 

my arm and pulled me back down.
“Th e rot or the rage, good man?” he asked me.
“Th e what or what?”
“Which was worse?  Give us your opinion and prove this stubborn 

ass wrong,” he said gesturing to his companion at the table.
“I’m sorry?” I said.
“Th e plague or the fi re!  Are you daft?  Which was worse?”
“I…can’t…really…”
“Th e plague of course!” the other man insisted.  Th en he turned his 

squint inwards.  “I kin see it like yesterday.  Th e pit of hell ‘twas and 
nothing less.”

“Th ere’s always a plague,” the fi rst man said.  “Comes in cycles…
1603 and again in 1625.”

“Aye but the 1665 was a true rot.  Ate away the very soul of London.   
Seven thousand gone in a single day at its worst!”

Th e two of them sat in silence out of respect for that number.  I, 
of course, was unmoved.   Th e number was piddling.  In my far more 
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progressive century victims were measured by the tonnage.  Mere 
thousands would hardly raise a brow.

“It began in St. Giles’s parish, in the slums,” the rotman said.  “Th e 
Poor’s Plague we called it at fi rst.  Damn fools we were.  Th ought it 
would pass us by thanks to the cut of our coats.”

“Amen to that!  It ate its deadly way through the city with no heed 
to land nor name.”

“Th e black rat bore it, from the fl eas it carried.  Can’t you just see 
it…rats and fl eas and boils!  A true plague it was.”

“Aye, the victims died in spasms of shivers and heaves.  Preachers 
said it was God’s will, warning to mend our evil ways.”

“And lucky were the ones who could survive the pain of lancing 
them sores in the groin that we called buboes.”

“How we prayed not to wake one morning with the rash…that 
rotted rash that were the sign yer days were done.  Roses we called 
them horry red spots.  Ring a-ring a-roses, a pocketful of posies, tishoo, 
tishoo, we all fall down!”

“I’ve heard that,” I said but meant would hear it in a few 
centuries.  

“A plaguesong it is…the ring of roses be the deadly rash, the posies 
the herbs to cure it.  But in the end 60,000 dead fell down to the rot.”

More silence and I thought they might be trying to impress me 
but it was useless.  If they wanted a plague I had a whopper for them 
in their distant dim.  An entire continent of it.  19 million dead from 
AIDS by the time I left.  Th ey were amateurs back then.

“Horror to be sure,” the fi rst man nodded.  “But the fi re, man, the 
rage of the fi re!  A true vision of the inferno that.  You could see the 
fl ames in broad day and the cloud of smoke obscured the sun at noon.  
Devil’s own breath.  Can you see it, aye?”

Th ere was a look of horror in his bloody eye as he spit this opinion 
in my face.

“Aye!” I ayed
“It started on Pudding Lane with the King’s own baker, Mr. 

Farynor.  And it spread and spread hour by hour like a curse.  Nothing 
could stop it.”

“London was all timber, y’see,” the other man added, “and packed 
like a lumberyard.”
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“Th e fl ames took on Th ames Street at the warehouses, all hemp and 
hay and tallow.  And the wind picked up and the howl of the fl ames 
was enough to wake those dead from the plague even.”

“Bad.  It was true bad,” the other man agreed.  
“Londoners packed their possibles into carts and lorries or fl oated 

them down the Th ames to escape.  Th e men were out with their 
fi resquirts.  Even the King himself carried buckets.  But it was no use.  
Th e fi re had grown into a raging storm devouring ten thousand homes 
in a day.  1666, the year of the rage.”

“Wow,” I said.
But I was only being polite.  
Th ey were rubes, babes in the woods.  Th ey had their past but I had 

future history on my side.  Enough fi res and hurricanes and earthquakes 
and tsunamis to chill them to the bone.  Numbing numbers in the 
millions.  Lives as cheap as rumors and whole countries on the run. 

“I was at St. Paul’s when the fi re hit,” the other man added.  “Once 
it caught good and through there was a burst of fl uid through the front 
like a tidal wave, splashing and cascading down through the streets.  
Weren’t water that fell, it was molten lead from the melted roof.  Six 
acres of it!  In three days, once it had cooled, you could pick up little 
kitties that had been coated by it like statues in the streets.”

“And recall the heat?  So hot the bricks burst like grenades.”
“Aye and when the heat reached the crypts, they burst too, sending 

the corpses fl ying into the street.  I saw the body of Bishop Robert de 
Braybroke, who hadn’t seen the light in two hundred and fi fty years, 
leap from its tomb.”

“How did it end?” I asked.
“By the will of God, like all.”
“Th e wind died and the fi re with it.  And now with the rebuilding, 

the fi re’s only a ghost ‘cept for the ruins.  But I tell you, it’s true what 
Evelyn said…London was but is no more.  Th e work of centuries was 
destroyed in four days!”

“Aye…and worse than any wars,” the other said.
“Aye worse than the wars, which kill beyond fathom.”
Th e fi rst man, the plague supporter, lifted his mug as a truce and 

off ered a toast.
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“May God’s will shine on us and ours evermore and may there be 
no more like terrors for humankind for here on.”

“Amen,” said the other man.  “No more terrors for humanity.”
No more terrors?  I had to laugh.  Th e Nazi camps and Hiroshima 

and Gettysburg and Rwanda and Bosnia rattled through my brain just 
for starters.  I lifted my mug and said amen but the word stuck in 
my throat.  If these poor saps could only get a slim glimpse of all the 
horrors beyond imagination that were to come as clearly as I could see 
them in my rear view mirror… 

But no.  
I knew right then and there that it was a blessing that the future 

was unknowable.  Th at life moved blind through time and that time 
had no vision.

It was the only way we could face the rots and the rages and all the 
rest.

Th e only way that we could ever go on.
To blindess, I toasted, but only to myself.
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CHAPTER FOUR

With a bit of clever fraudulence, and 
not a minor helping of good fortune, I 

unexpectedly blunder onto Blood himself 
and gain hope of returning to my rightful 

time and place.
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Down to Th e Wharf

London Wharf was a whole new galaxy and with pure commotion 
at its core.  Th ousands of people fi lled those docks, some toiling, some 
strolling, some sitting or running or eating, others grunting against 
the weight of crates and barrels.  Sugar from Jamaica, spices from the 
Levant, cotton from India were hauled onto the docks while tin and 
brass, woolens and leather were prepared for their long journeys to other 
shores.  Hundreds of ships, like pickles in a keg, were bobbing at the 
piers or anchored in the river, all vying for space in the muddy water.  
Th e sky was fi lled with their masts and spars.  And in the midst of these 
great ships smaller boats of every shape imaginable, from dinghies to 
canoes to broadboats to yachts, rolled and rocked in the water.

Crutch was right that sooner or later everyone went to the wharf 
but I was not expecting all of them at the same moment.  Th e living 
and the dead, it seemed to me, and all jostling for elbow room.  At the 
edge of the dock, a huge bell was suspended on a crane over the water.  
Two men climbed inside and the bell was slowly lowered deep into the 
murk; I stopped to look just as I might have done at a construction 
hole back on Broadway.

“D’ye swim?” one of the workers asked me.
“Only in pools,” I said.  “Why…whassup?”
He looked at me alien.
Asking questions was always a bit of a risk.  Th ere was no telling 

what kind of trouble I could stumble into with a misplaced word.  But 
being from a city myself, the habit of poking my nose overcame my 
tendency to cover my ass.

“Th at is to say…what transpires here, good fellow?”
“Th at there’s a diving bell,” the man answered.  “Th ere be air in that 

chamber.  If she works, we’ll user to salvage the Alutria capsized last 
year.  If not, we’ll need a swimmer.  Hoy there, Mr. Hawley.”

He was speaking to another man who had just arrived with a boy 
in tow.

“Hallo, Mr. Quick,” the man said.  “I’ve brought me son Edmund 
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down to see this device.  Edmund, this is Mr. Quick of the Naval 
Offi  ce.”

“How do you do, sir?” the boy said, shaking the offi  cial’s hand.
“Aye, Edmund, been hearin’ good things about you at St. Paul’s.  

Say you’re quite a calculator and know your languages too.” 
“He is just 14,” his father said proudly,  “and already reckoned 

the variation between magnetic and geographical north in London.  
Matriculate to Oxford soon he will.”

“When y’graduate, why not come to see me?” Quick said.  “Perhaps 
I can entice you to our offi  ces.  Could use a bright lad like your Edmund, 
eh Mr. Hawley?”

Edmund Hawley, I thought. 
Yes, it had to be.
Another of those kickbacks of memory, some crumb of info that 

I had forgotten swallowing but that now came hiccupping up.  It was 
Dr. Obermeier in that boring astronomy class talking about Edmund 
Halley, the comet guy.  He was obsessed, in the way that professors get, 
with the way we mispronounced his name as Hayley.  “It was Hawley,” 
Obermeier used to intone, ovalling his mouth into a toilet seat.

Right name, right time…this kid must have been that guy.  He 
would grow up to become one of the geniuses of the age.  A real 
smartypants.  I shook his hand and said: “Keep your eyes on the stars, 
young Mister Hawley, and you’ll not fail to make your mark.”

Corny as hell, I know, but I couldn’t resist.  It gave me a rare feeling 
of superiority and the fi rst glimmer that I might actually be able to 
use my vantage to my advantage.  Trivia as a tool or something like 
that.  Th en, trying not to lose the good will of the moment, I turned to 
Quick and asked: “Pardon me, but it is Mr. Quick of the Naval Offi  ce, 
isn’t it?”

“Aye indeed it is.  Do I know you?”
I coughed my name in reply and said; “Mr. Crutch said I might 

fi nd you here.  I am trying to locate someone…”
“Th e Clerk of Duties keeps track of all that.”
“Unless it’s black news you want,” the kid said.  
Th e comment caught his father off  guard.
“Edmund, mind yourself.”
“Black news?” I asked.
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“Th e boy means the comings and goings of thugs and thieves,” 
Quick explained.

“Perhaps I do,” I said.
“Th en ask Frisle,” the boy replied.  “I hear he’s got a good pair of 

ears.”
“Edmund, how would you know about such things?” his father 

demanded.
“I keep my wits sharp, papa, and my eyes open.  Just as you have 

told me to do.”
“About the heavens, lad, that’s what I meant.  Th e skies.  Not the 

mud below.”

Mister Frisle

Frisle…the sailor on the Heaveguts had mentioned him too.  He 
was the one who bungled Blood’s attempt to kidnap the Duke of 
Ormond and Blood may have come to London to kill him in revenge.  
I found him sitting in a tiny shack at the water’s edge, slurping down 
raw oysters with a bottle of whiskey.  His luncheon companions were a 
gaggle of cutthroats and cretins with similar contempt for couth.  As I 
approached, a large knife fl ew through the air and landed on the exact 
site of my next footfall.

“‘At’s right well far enuf,” one with half a nose said, licking rotten 
lips.

“Aye, stranger, I wouldn’t be steppin’ no closer’n that there knife, 
fye were ye.  Frisle here ‘as an ‘abit of eatin’ strangers raw.”

“What’s yore bizniz?” said the one with a seamed face.
“I’d like to ask Mr. Frisle a question,” I said, heart thumping.
Laughter burst like a sewery chorus.
“Mister Frisle! Well, hoddy-dah and hoot‘n hoot.  Ain’t this a swell 

day f ’maykin’ friends.  Oh, Mr. Frisle…’ave you got a free hour or 
so to receive this ‘ere traveler whot’s come a grayt distance to ‘ave an 
audience?”

Frisle continued to slurp and guzzle, never looking up.  He was 
a wiry little man with a bony skull, a wedge for a nose, and a strange 
green fungus instead of teeth.  Something about the way the fl uids 
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dribbled down his chin suggested that I did not have much time to 
make a good impression.

“It’s about a mutual acquaintance,” I said bluntly.
“Mewt chew…what?”
“Colonel Blood.”
Frisle’s tiny eyes suddenly popped open.  He dropped the oyster, 

belched out a mouthful of booze, and looked directly at me, his 
expression a combination of fi ght and fright.  My knees began to quake 
and I only hoped it was the tide coming in under the dock.

“Clear out!” he bellowed and in no time the others scurried into 
cracks and crevices and the two of us were alone.  I was terrifi ed that he 
might hurt me and it took me a moment to remember that in my new 
body I was probably more intimidating than he was.  Trying to think 
like a man, I straightened up and stood my ground.

“You know Blood?” he asked quietly.
“I’m looking for him.  I know he is somewhere in London and I 

thought you might know where.”
Th rough the slits of his eyes I could see two blue beads carefully 

scanning the crowds on the wharf before focusing back on me.
“Heard ‘e was killed.  At Millings Tavern.  Ainty dead?”
“Is he?”
“In London, you say?”
“Isn’t he?”
“How longsey been in Londontown?”
“Don’t know.  I thought you might…”
“Don’t know nuthin’,” Frisle said, losing some of his ruddy color to 

a pale green. 
“So he hasn't contacted you, then?”
“”ere now why would he?  Diddy say he would?  Say that, diddy?”
“Well, if you see him…”
“Ain’t gonna see him,” he answered and darted over to pull out the 

long knife sticking into the deck.  Holding it tight to his waist, he went 
inside the shed, which was about the size of an outhouse, closed the 
door, and peered out through a slit in the wall.  “Don’t know’m, never 
met’m.  And I ain't Frisle.”

“No?”
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“Yeah.  Frisle done got ‘imself drowned.  Tell him that.  You tell 
Blood that.  Iff y lives.”

A Dead End Ended

Th at was the second mention of Blood’s untimely demise at Millings 
Tavern, so I decided to check it out in spite of the taverner’s warning.  
He was right; it was a pitiful wreck of a place at the edge of the ruins, 
in a section called Dowgate.  Houses on either side of it destroyed by 
the fi re seemed barely able to support the walls of the building.  Th e 
front window had been replaced by a stained linen cover, the door had 
a large hole in it, and the signpost held only two empty iron rings.  It 
was an unsavory pit, a watering hole for rats and lice.  Inside there 
was one old drunken sot, a fl ea-bitten dog, and a pockmarked barman 
missing a few fi ngers on his left hand. 

“I’m looking for someone,” I said cautiously.
“Hain’t we awl,” the barman murmured.
“Someone in particular.  Named Blood,” I muttered.
Th e barman looked nervously at a woman mopping the fl oor in the 

corner, then turned back to me.
“Got beer, got sweat, got spit, got piss.  But no blood today.  So 

bloody sorry, your grace.”
“Th omas Blood.”
Th e slop woman moaned but the barman spoke again almost as if 

to drown her out.
“Our beloved Tommy?  Bit layte, friend.  Tommy was kilt not ten 

feet ‘ere last…when was it, Wrasp?” he asked turning to the old sot.
“Hie?”
“Nuthin’.  Don’t mind him, he’s been in the tankard for a week.  

Monday or thenabouts.”
“Are you sure?” I asked.  “Did you actually see it?”
“Not in and of me own eyes.  And thank the good Lord for it.  It’s 

dead man’s luck to watch someone give up the ghost.”
At that the woman dropped the mop and collapsed onto her pail, 

groaning.
“’Ere that’s enuf chat.  What’s yore fancy?”
“Did the police come?”
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“Th e hoy?”
“Th e…constables.  Th e…”
“Coppers?  Nah.  Th ey don’t come in ‘ere if they know what’s what.  

Aint’ that right, Wrasp?”
“Heh?”
“Nuthin’ you sack.  G’won back to yer soup.”
“And this was Colonel Th omas Blood who got killed?” I 

demanded.
And that was it.  Th e woman burst out into tears.
“Sorry mum,” the barman said.  “You oughn’t hear this.”
“Murthered he was,” the woman sobbed.  “My poor Tommy.  Lost 

all six of me babes now.  To the plague, the boils, the fi ts, and this, 
that, and the other thing.  But Tommy was the only one to make it to 
manhood.”

“He was your son?”
“Everyone in the Crank loved’m.  Such promise, he had.  Dodge 

‘imself said he’d make a bray grifter, my boy would.”
“A boy?”
“Such plans he had.  To join up with Nicks someday.  Or Will James 

in Scotland and rob a treasury or two.  Make his old mum proud.”
“Exactly how old was he?”
“Let’s see now,” she said, counting on her raw fi ngers, “my Tommy 

would’ve been…seventeen this June.”
“Th at’s what I thought,” I said.  “Wrong Blood.”
“Cut down in his prime,” she said, wiping her eye with a grimy 

thumb.
“Not Colonel Blood,” I concluded.
“Th e Colonel was sad to see him kilt,” she said.  “Tole me so 

hisself.”
“You saw Colonel Blood?  When?  Where?”
 “Over at the Lion’s on Th readneedle where I clean slop.  Th ese kids 

‘ere, what’ve they got?  A life in the Crank is what.  Can you blame ‘em 
for lookin’ to Blood and Nicks as heroes?  Can ye?”

But I was out the door and running before I could off er my 
opinion.
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At the Lion’s

Th readneedle Street was a busy avenue marking the boundary 
between the inner city and the outer markets and also running at the 
edge of the ruins.  Th ere was plenty of activity to avoid as I walked 
from the poultry bazaar, past the newly renovated Royal Exchange, 
up toward Bishopsgate and the jewelers’ shops, down the long row of 
overhanging bay windows, and then to the end of the block.

Lion’s Inn was a stately old building only parts of which had 
been destroyed by the fi re.  It stood out proudly from the patchwork 
architecture all around it.  In front, the familiar fl ag of England with 
the red cross of St. George and the white cross of St. Andrew were 
fl apping together on a blue fi eld.  Next to this was a newly carved sign 
showing a regal lioness holding a mug of ale.  I marched beneath this 
swaying emblem and entered.

Th e large main room of the inn was also a coff ee house.  On the 
coach I had heard of the great coff ee houses of London – more than 
a hundred of them – where money was lent, spent, invested and 
borrowed: business deals were made, gossip exchanged, and coff ees rich 
and aromatic warmed the chatter and the trade.  Coff ee houses like this 
one were at the center of commerce in Restoration London. 

Th e room was fi lled with oak tables at which people were eating, 
reading broadsides, signing papers, smoking on long pipes, and drinking 
ale from leaden steins.  A kind of Starbucks on steroids, minus the wi-
fi .  A young barmaid was running from table to table taking orders 
and slapping wandering hands from her ample rump.  A game of darts 
was in progress near the front door, and cats seem to be everywhere, 
darting, snoozing, or mewing.

A newssheet posted on one of the walls carried reports about imports 
arriving at the docks (“a large shipment of tobaccy and sugar wille 
arrive today”), disasters at sea (“the Meriddean of the Dutch East India 
Company hast foundered”), city gossip (“the Earl of Sandwich hast been 
found laine low by drink once agayne”), ads (“lande in Virginia put up 
for auction”), job notices (“a sober man who understands French and 
merchant accounts wants an employ”), even dating services (“I know of 
servall men & woemen whose friends wuld have them match’d, which 
I shalle endeavor to do as from time to time I hear of those whose 
circumstances might agree).
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Nobby Nobs, the proprietor, was a bear of a man with a hanging 
stomach wearing a loose linen shirt and woolen breeches.  He was 
sitting at a table with one of his patrons and using a large spoon to 
scoop up the maggots from a brick of Stilton on his lap.  Nobs belched 
out a grunt as I approached.  Th e two men were in the middle of a 
game of shovegroat.  Th e table at which they were sitting had been 
etched with a series of parallel lines and Nobs placed a one-shilling coin 
bearing the head of Charles II on the near edge and gave the coin a 
shove with his callused palm.  Th e coin slid across the fi eld and stopped 
on one of the far lines.

“Bad look, Nobby,” the other man said in a voice like rust, “yer on 
th’line.  Y’owe me tuppence.”

“Ach!” Nobby replied and slammed the table with his hand, sending 
coins and his opponent fl ying. 

“Hey, Nobby, have y’heard about the board they’ve done built at 
Whitehall?  It’s fi fty feet long and instead of shillings they use fl at round 
loaves of hardbread.”

“Cut the jiss and make yer bet.”
“Push them along, they do, with shovels.  Th ey call it shovel-board.  

Th e King himself plays, it’s said.  Th ink you could beat ‘im, Nobby?”
“Shut up and play, Pinch,” he grumbled.  And then in my direction: 

“And what the bleeding goose are you looming for?”
“I’m looking for someone.  A cousin of mine.  His name is Th omas.  

I was told he might be staying here.”
“Lots o’ folks come and go and come again at the Lion’s.  Leave 

your name with the barkeep.  He’ll pass the message along.”
“Oh no, this is a surprise,” I said.  “I don’t want my dear cousin to 

know I’m here yet.”
Nobs raised up his imposing hulk, huff ed his way to the bar, and 

poured himself a drink.
“Well now, that falls under the category of New News, don’t y’know.  

And the ruling here at the Lion’s is quite clear on that score.  If you 
want information you got to play for it.”  

I started to reach into my pocket but the innkeeper’s snarl stopped 
me abruptly.

“Money ain’t our exchange here.  Wits is.  You want information 
from me, you got to win a game?”
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“Game of what?”
“You pick it traveler.  Shovegroat, Hae Penny, Stinker, Darts, Willy 

Nilly, Bottom.  Play ‘em all.  Never lose.”
“Swell,” I said.
“Th en to fuck with you, mate,” he barked.  “I ain’t no fucking swell.  

I’m a working man.”  
Wrong word, more idiomatic idiocy.  A swell was a dandy.  I tried 

to apologize but the insult was apparently too great.  So I spent the rest 
of the day with my mouth shut, wandering the streets of London, and 
getting nowhere fast.

A Recipe for Oysters

Note to the reader who might happen to timeslip in just the way I 
did…a heads-up about eating.  Meals were on a diff erent schedule back 
on Olde England.  Food was not delivered with the same consistency 
that I was used to.  No trucks, no freezers.  No Fresh Direct.  Supper 
was eaten at midday and by the afternoon it was a matter of locating 
whatever food was left at any of the eateries.  

Dinner, in my case at least, was every woman for himself.
By dusk I made the rounds of the recommended establishments: the 

Sun on Fish Street, where only bread and cheese were left; Old Simon 
the King, which was serving only coff ee; the Dolphin on Seething 
Lane, off ering a day-old roast; Th ree Pigeons on Great Queen's Street, 
the Green Lettuce, the Trumpet, and the Sugar Loaf, all serving boiled 
salads.  Only Chatelin’s, a new French house in Covent Garden, had 
much left on the menu but this, unfortunately, turned out to be the 
most expensive restaurant in all Christendom.

And wherever you went…oysters.  
Th ey really loved oysters.  Raw, racked, boiled, fried, braised…

loved them.  Th ey even had a popular recipe posted that I memorized 
from having seen it so often.

To make a Fricasie of Oisters
Take a quart of Oisters and put them into a frying pan with 
some white Wine & their own Liquor, a little Salt, & some 
whole spice, and two or three Bay Leaves, when you think 
they be enough, lay them in a dish well warmed, then adde 
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to their Liquor two Anchovies, some Butter, and the yolks of 
four Eggs; Garnish your Dish with Barberries.

Yet there was something oddly familiar about this quest for a bite to 
eat.  It was not all that unlike Manhattan on a Saturday night without 
reservations.  I went about it systematically and fi nally, at Temple Bar, I 
found an entire meal and was joined by others who had taken a similar 
pilgrimage.  Before the gentle heat of an open fi repit, I shared one 
leg of mutton, one whole pheasant, two dozen larks, a tongue, and a 
tart.  Plus a large tankard of mum, a strong spiced ale.  Not as bad as it 
sounds but only because it is amazing what you can wolf down when 
you are on the far side of the universe from Lean Cuisine.

Found Objects

It was a fi tful night that night, without promise of sweet dreams.  
As soon as I fell asleep, I was awakened by the call of the night bellman, 
“Past one of a chilly, windy morning!”  Later, the coal I had taken to 
bed in the iron pot began to roast my big toe.  No electric blankets, of 
course, not until Faraday, Ampere, Edison.  

Awake at that wee hour, I got to thinking about my last moment in 
the future and that box of junk my Nana left me.  It was just a shoebox, 
a joke in the family, because we all knew that Nana, my grandmother, 
did not leave anything much behind.  Th at box was my only legacy 
from her; my mother had given it to me when Nana passed away the 
year before.  I never looked through it, never thought much about it 
before that day.

But something about 11/11/11 made me feel all goopy inside and 
so I got it down from the closet and went through it.  It was just a 
collection of trinkets and mementos, saved scraps of a life.  A small pin 
in the shape of a terrier, her old watch, a lottery ticket she never cashed, 
buttons from her anti-war days, a fancy compass in a silver case, a pile 
of photos in a rubber band.  Stuff  like that.

Just to commune with her in some small way, I picked up and 
examined each thing, then put it back in the box.  Th e last thing I 
remembered was holding that compass in my hand.  It was heavy and 
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the lid was etched with an intricate arabesque.  I had popped the lid 
open and was touching the needle to see if it still moved when…

Drifting off  into sleep, I immediately plunged back into that 
nightmare about being chased through a maze of streets by the dark 
fi gure.  Every turn seemed to place me back in his path.  My legs 
ached, my heart pounded.  Th e ground was strewn with old buttons 
and rubber bands and other debris and I still could not see my pursuer 
clearly.  He was nothing more than a shadow looming but this time, 
this dream, his name suddenly became clear as hell.  I was being stalked 
by Constable Hollodoom.

A Spot of Blood

When a strange pungent odor roused me, I went to the window 
and saw a bunch of men pushing carts through the street.  Th ese, I was 
later told, were the night-soil men, also known as shitmongers.  Th ey 
passed up the street each morning at four taking the contents of the 
neighborhood commodes and privies down to the cesspools. 

When dawn came I was relieved to give up the struggle for sleep 
and went back to the Lion’s Inn for a bowl of radishes and a mug of 
purl, a kind of warm beer spiced with herbs.  Th ere was absolutely no 
privacy at the common table and so when two men named Crainbeak 
and Portshugh sat down they immediately included me in their 
conversation.

“I was to a sermon Sunday last, Mr. Crainbeak, given by Mr. Richard 
Baxter.  A harrowing ordeal.  Him at the podium with his black frock 
and severe look, like a holy inquisitor full of eternal damnation.”

“Nothing less will bend people to goodness in this immoral age, 
Mr. Portshugh.”

“Th e King was in the audience too.  At one point one of the clerics 
had to jab a Peer sleeping in the fi rst row.  ‘Please awake, sir,’ says he, 
‘you’re snoring so loud you’ll wake the King in the next aisle!’”

“You enjoy such blasphemy a bit too freely, sir.”
“I can stomach some of it, Crainbeak.  But here’s a man, this 

minister, who would only allow sexual intercourse for the purpose of 
having off spring.  Frankly, I fi nd me passions highest when off spring 
are furthest from my mind.”
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“But never far from the mind of the Almighty, sir.  Th ese are the 
very sins that will spell destruction for man, Mr. Portshugh.”

“Good heavens, I can’t wait around for the love o’ God to hit me.  
Luckily there’s ample abundance of earthly enticements.  What do you 
say, stranger?”

“Ample,” I agreed.
“Wickedness, Portshugh.  And a certain road to damnation.  You 

should try cold baths, a vegetable diet, and the Old Testament for these 
desires of yours.”

“Lovely, man.  You go eat turnips in the frigid bath.  Tell me, 
Crainbeak, how did passion and worship come to be at war for the 
soul of man?”

“Because passion is the tool of the devil.  Mankind’s only salvation 
is through divine redemption, which is a pure and most perfect form 
of love.”

“Love?  Religion is no road to love in any form, Crainbeak.  Th ere’s 
been no greater cause of suff ering on this earth than religious strife.  
Am I not right, stranger?” he said to me.

“I can’t disagree with you there,” I said.
I couldn’t.  Th e same argument was still raging in my time.   What 

God wanted, what faith meant, which church you belonged to.  A 
never ending squabble.

“Suff ering is one of God’s tests for man,” Crainbeak said.
“Piffl  e.  Religion is nothing but a vast battlefi eld where all the 

armies of the world fi ght at once and in every direction.  No matter 
which way you turn, your back is always to the enemy.  My God, how 
the simple words of the gospel have been twisted to suit governments, 
politics, and rule.  Worship itself has become the most treacherous of 
all human endeavors.”

You boys ain’t seen nothing yet, I thought.  Just wait until the 
televangelists get hold of youtube.

“Th at is because men are depraved.  You yourself stand as a shining 
example.”

“Stuff , Crainbeak, and nonsense.  It’s the institutions that are 
depraved.  In England alone we have three churches warring for mind and 
heart these days…the Roman Catholic Church, the Anglican Church, 
and the church of the Puritans.  Back and forth they go, according 
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to who’s in power.  First the Anglicans persecute the Catholics and 
the Puritans, then the Puritans persecute the others.  And all, in their 
turn, persecute the Dissenters – Baptists, Quakers, and the rest – and 
the Presbyterians, Anabaptists, Brownists, Episcopalians, Sabbatarians, 
Libertines.  Who can keep up with this holy mess?  You’d think there’s 
not one God but one for every whim and quirk.”

 “T’aint a matter of thought, Portshugh, but faith.  Of which you 
seem to have precious little.”

“I have it all right, but my faith is both faint and feckless.”
“I take it then that you are a godless atheist?”
“Like any sensible man, sir, I am a deist.  I’ve faith in a supreme 

being, a guiding hand in the cosmos.  But all the rest of it – all the 
damn preaching and the hellfi re and the rituals – all that is but pomp 
without a twit of an infl uence on divine law.”

“Can you believe such deviltry?” Crainbeak said to me, looking for 
support.

“Well…I…”
“Have you not read your Spinoza?” Portshugh asked.
“Not if it wasn’t on the reading list,” I said.
“Faith in reason is the only hope for us.  Reason!  It is our right 

and our duty and we may not cede this right to the authority of either 
a church or a state.  No one can claim knowledge of the Creator’s 
partiality to his own beliefs, for reason equalizes us all.  And all are 
worth of ethical consideration.  Th at is Spinoza for you.”

“And he was dammed,” Crainbeak said, and then addressing me:  
“And you sir, what are your thoughts on these matters.”

“Blank as paper,” I said.
“Surely you and your fellows have examined the role of man before 

God in a world of free will.”
“No, we’ve got QVC instead,” I quipped.
A real chat killer that one and having no idea what I meant, they 

went back to their quibbling and I to my purl.  Which was fi ne with 
me.  Th eir debate was one I heard many times during my slip.  Reason 
or faith, religion or science, God’s laws or man’s.  Th ere was no answer.  
For myself, I had no position on it.  Like anyone else, I had inherited 
my father’s religious views, which were none at all.  If an atheist did 
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not believe and an agnostic was not sure, then he was an Ignorist and 
so was I.  

I simply did not think about it.
Worked fi ne for me and my Sundays were free forever.

Blood Himself

I could have been sitting there all day with my will dwindling 
except that the most extraordinary thing happened next.  Th ere, amid 
the odd food and the chitterchatter, a man suddenly appeared at the 
top of the main stairs.  He paused briefl y, looked quickly around the 
room, then descended and charged out through the front door.  I only 
saw him briefl y and he barely cast a shadow on my mind.  He was not 
familiar, not remarkable.  I had never seen him before and he did not 
seem outstanding now.

But I knew who it was.
Th e man was shorter than I imagined and pudgier.  Not at all as 

dashing.  But his movements were focused, stealthy.  I knew instantly 
and there was no doubt in my mind that this was Blood.  Colonel 
Th omas Blood himself!

What luck!  
By chance, the same fi ckle chance that had lost me so many 

lotteries, there he was.  But by the time I recovered from the shock of 
seeing him, he was already out the door.  And so, without a moment to 
lose, I dashed outside too.

Th e Trail Begins

Carefully, and as thinly as possible, I trailed the man I suspected to 
be Colonel Th omas Blood through the streets of London.  Th e city was 
twirling with the colorful clothing I have already mentioned.  Greens 
and reds with gold lace, varnished silvers, deep blues and pips of bright 
white…a kaleidoscope of fabrics.  But this turned out to be good for 
me since Blood himself was wearing a black cape with a blue velvet 
edge that was as easy to spot as a raven in a fl ower bed.

At the end of the block Blood turned left and walked towards the 
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poultry market.  I did likewise, keeping a distance, past the sounds of 
bargaining and cleavers falling at the market, and on down Cheapside 
into the center of the ruins.  I stopped when he stopped to examine a 
storefront showing golden trinkets, then began again when he did.  Up 
and down the crooked, narrow streets we walked, through courtyards 
and coves, past brick gardens and cobblestone walkways.  Crowds and 
carts and skirts occasionally hid him from view but he was easy to fi nd 
again as his black cape furled in the wind.

At the site of St. Paul’s Cathedral he paused – and so did I – to 
watch some men surveying the charred plot where that famous building 
once stood and to read the crude hand-drawn sign posted there.  He 
continued down Ludgate Hill and made a right onto Shoe Lane, along 
the row of neglected buildings, stepping over the fallen bricks and 
broken stone posts.  He stopped abruptly at one of the doorways to 
ask a question of an old woman sitting on the wooden stoop.  I made 
a mental note of that building in case I needed it later.

Our slow procession continued…Blood with careful measured 
paces like an undertaker, his cape billowing, and me his silent twin, 
marching step for step a few yards behind.  On Fleet Street near the 
offi  ces of the New London Gazette, Blood paused to read an article 
posted on the board from the morning edition.  As I passed the board 
myself moments later, I quickly surveyed the day’s news.  It seemed 
that Th e East India Company was hiring soldiers for its private army 
for twenty pounds higher than the Crown would off er.  But Blood and 
I both had apparently decided not to enlist.

At Ludgate, Blood stopped again to examine part of the old Roman 
wall surrounding the city. Th ere was a stone arch almost twenty feet 
high there.  Th is was one of the seven original gates along with Newgate, 
Aldersgate, and the others that once opened into ancient Londinium 
in Roman times.  Blood touched the stone as though off ering a prayer 
before he moved on.  I did too but got nothing new from the contact.

Next it was down to the Strand and the great houses like well-
heeled boots all in a line.  Th ere, the ordinary ruckus of the streets gave 
way to a fi ner sensibility.  Well-groomed sheep wandered from fence 
to fence, men in velvet surcoats, powdered periwigs, and buckled shoes 
stopped to discuss business and the King’s latest dalliance.  Women 
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in fl owing satin gowns with lace wristlets, mahogany canes, and hair 
coiff ed and piled like hives took in the morning sun.

At Charing Cross, Blood paused briefl y to peer into the window 
of the Golden Ram Inn, found nothing of interest, and continued on 
near the royal estate at Whitehall to King Street.  Th ere he approached 
a woman standing at the front gate of one of the fi ne residences.  She 
was a pretty woman with bright green eyes and long black hair held 
in back with a bone comb.  Her plain blue linen dress without a ruffl  e 
and her chamois apron indicated that she was not the mistress of the 
house but rather an employee on the staff .  Blood stood close to her, 
nodded his head, seemed to say a few words, then moved on.  Again 
I followed in his footsteps, hoping to discover something about the 
young woman, but she simply turned and walked back to the house 
before I could see her clearly.

In front of a church at the end of the street, Blood stopped by a 
small crowd of people.  Th ey were clustered around a young man with 
a wooden tray strapped around his waist.  On the tray were three cards 
that he skillfully fl ipped and tossed.

“Aright, aright,” he chanted.  “Here we go, same little story I been 
telling.  Th e broad here has two suitors, loves’m both, hep hep.”

He moved the cards, two black tens and a red queen, one over the 
other.  “Neither can win the young lady’s hand but if you can fi nd her, 
you can have her and a nice shilling for a new frock.  Hep hep.”

I tried to move in closer to get a better look at Blood’s face but 
the crowd was shifting and jostling.  Th e man with the tray, called a 
broadtosser, showed each card for the last time, then fl ipped them face 
down.  One of the bystanders off ered two shillings to fi nd the queen 
and promptly pointed to the wrong card.

Idiot, I thought.
“Aright, aright, we all make mistakes,” the broadtosser said and 

looked directly at me.  “How about you then?  Find me that red queen 
and I’ll give you two shillings for her dowry.”

I knew that game; it was Th ree Card Monte.  Th e same one they 
played on the streets of New York.  And I knew that you could not 
win.  But something about standing there with the rabble made me 
think I knew better.  After all, I was a landed squire not to mention a 
Manhattanite and that meant that I had an edge over all those jerks.  I 
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started to point to the right card but noticed a sign on the church that 
bore the daily message.  

It said:
 All will passe in this world deranged,
 Th is changing tempest, this fabric torn, 
 But one thing only remains unchanged, 
 A sucker each and every minute’s born.
I took that to be another omen, a direction written especially for 

me by the hand of fate, and I moved on.

Th e Trail Continues

A path at Cannon Row led down to the Th ames River where Blood 
hailed a water taxi.  Th ere were a lot of boats at this point and the 
drivers were shouting “Oars, oars for pay.”  I hopped into one of them 
and told the hack to follow Blood’s boat but unlike the Hollywood 
version, this turned into a slow-motion chase as the two taxis labored 
up the river, their drivers pushing the oars against the current.  Blood 
took a heroic stance at the prow of his boat and gazed ahead.  Flotsam 
from sewage, freight, and discarded trash fl oated by, creating a dense 
odor which no words can describe, and I understood why the hacks 
referred to the Th ames as the River Stynx.

Our tour proceeded from the wharf at Temple Stairs eastward along 
the shore to London Bridge.  Th e skyline of London slowly transformed 
as though the winds of fortune had blown along the riverbank east to 
west.  Behind me were the great houses and the King’s palace where 
I could see some children playing croquet on the grand lawn.  Near 
Dorset and Essex, men of business and ladies of leisure sat in the shade 
of the majestic oaks and fi rs and watched the swans.  But now as my 
taxi passed by the ruins, blackened huts and reconstructed shacks came 
into view.  Near Paul’s Wharf, a charwoman emptied a pail into the 
river and at Dowgate some drunken goons played dominoes in the 
wreck of a longboat.  Th e powder blues and pinks turned to charcoal 
and bloody red; life had gone from well-done to raw: beggars, cripples, 
and raggy crowds lined the embankment.

Traffi  c on the water changed too in the stretch from York House to 
Th e Crib.  Like an autumn jam of leaves in a stream, the river became 
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clogged with boats and vessels: sculls with single rowers battling the 
crosscurrents, liverymen taking malt and meat to town, skiff s with 
fruit, the gilded barges of the nobility, and, of course, the great ships 
moored and anchored.

London Bridge loomed ahead, its nineteen arches spanning the 
Th ames like a town built over the river.  I recalled that back in the 21st 
century – if back and recalled were the right words any more – that 
bridge was knocked down and reconstructed in Arizona as a tourist 
attraction.

Absurd of course, but I was used to that.  Marx said that history 
repeated itself, fi rst as tragedy, then as farce.  He was wrong.  From my 
long view of time, I can positively say that history never repeats…it is 
simply one long gallop into stupidity.

Blood’s taxi quickly veered to shore at Old Swan to avoid the violent 
rapids near the foundations of the bridge.  I instructed my boatsman to 
do the same and tossed him a two-shilling fee as I got out.  Th e whole 
money thing was a confusing mess by the way…there were shillings 
and pounds, tuppence and thruppence, fl orins and sovereigns.  And 
in the slang of the streets there were toothcrackers and mockers and 
joints and begs and triples.  At one point I actually had to make myself 
a little chart to keep track of all this so as not to either insult anyone or 
go broke too quickly.

I was now closer to Blood than ever and watched him jump 
gracefully onto the shore, a maneuver I tried but failed to ape, sopping 
my foot into the water instead.  I ran with a squish to catch up and 
followed him through the crowds to Tower Wharf by the river where he 
stopped to talk to a group of peddlers.  From his gestures I guessed that 
he was inquiring about something, but the men all shook their heads 
and whispered like schoolchildren as he turned his back and left.

Blood next walked up onto the bridge itself, a double row of shops 
and stalls six stories high that stretched across the span.  He wandered 
there for a while, the most casual of shoppers.  Belt buckles made of fi ne 
brass, cinnamon from the east, silk scarves, watches, hardware from an 
ironmonger.  At one booth he stopped to admire a small pearl-handled 
dagger and after some haggling, handed over some coins, then stuff ed 
the knife into his blouse.

He turned left, moved right, avoided a woman with a burlap sack, 
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and just like that – whoosh! – Colonel Th omas Blood vanished into the 
crowds strolling on London Bridge.

Pathways Th rough Time

In all that time I never actually saw his face clearly.  But I did not 
need to; I knew it was him.  Something about that cagey presence, his 
aura of containment, the sense of isolation.  Like a man with a plan.  
Th e black cape was a mere underline.  Yes, I was certain that this was 
Blood and that I had found him just as I was supposed to.  

But now what?
Was it good fortune or bad?  What was he looking for, setting up, 

working out?  And more importantly what was I to do about it?  Stop 
him, catch him, report him, ignore him?  Help him?

What was I supposed to do?
Suppose all those sci-fi  stories about alternative timelines were 

right?  What if the cosmos really was an infi nite number of fi nite slam-
dancing branes?  What if there were other futures?  You know…M 
theory, multiple dimensions, parallel universes and all that.  Th e Back 
to the Future movies for shitsake!  Suppose I made the wrong move.  
Could I stumble onto the wrong pathway, some crackpot future I 
never knew?  Could I get lost in the mazeworks of time, those endless 
beginagains of every new possibility?

But no, I could not think about it that way.
Because if that were the case, anything was possible and all 

possibilities were possible and there would be no way to make any 
decision about anything.

No.
Th e only thing that was clear to me at that moment was that time 

had to be forward, fi xed, and one-way.  It could not be changed.  Th e 
past was the past and history was this story and no other one.  Whatever 
had happened during these days in 1671 had already happened long 
before I was born.  It was written in the history books and could not 
be retyped.

I had to believe that or all was lost.
But if that were true, it followed that nothing I did would, 

or possibly could, alter destiny.  In fact, every action I took in this 



82

Following the Trail of Blood

borrowed identity was precisely what had been taken centuries ago.  I 
was meant to do whatever it was that this person did back then.  Th ere 
was no way to change that.  He was on a road that led somewhere and 
that somewhere was where I was going.

Stumble about, make choices, do this or that…it was all set out 
before me.  Whatever I did was the thing to do, precisely because it 
was what had been done.  I had no choice about this, no one does.  So 
much for free will.  All I could do was to follow the steppingstones and 
hope that they led back to my life.  

It was just too bad that I had absolutely no idea what that history, 
what that past, looked like.  I could not log onto Google to fi nd out.  
Th ose steppingstones – so perfect, so immobile – were completely 
invisible to me.  Like a detective using a magnifi er to fi nd clues in a 
pitch black room.  And knowing that a really bad stub of the toe was 
inevitable.

Yet my only choice was to follow my own nose and trust my 
instincts.

Yes, that was it.
I would do whatever seemed reasonable to me, whatever seemed 

right.  Use my intuition about people and their motives.  And I would 
simply assume – by an act of faith – that this would result in a viable 
past and a familiar future.

Ironically for me, the great Ignorist, it all came down to having 
a little faith.  Faith that just as I had slipped rearwards, so I could 
unslip forwards at the right moment.  All I had to do was go about my 
business and wait for the resolution.

Oh yes…and hope to hell that I was not screwing up the cosmos in 
some fantastic way while I was at it.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Passing myself off  as an intriguing stranger, I gain the confi dence 
of numerous well-placed men and certain ones of lower station, amid 

hints of a pathway back to my home in the unhappened future.
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Finding Blood did not solve my problem.  To stay on top of his 
movements, I had no better plan than having breakfast at the Lion’s 
Inn.  And he was erratic.  Sometimes he began his day early but at 
other times did not appear at the top of the stairs until almost noon.  
I was forced to spend most of my time sitting, eating oysters, reading 
the Gazette, waiting. 

Th e daily poem that morning was by the renowned and soon to be 
forgotten Edmund Bloke and read:

 What’s simple becomes convolute,
 like facets with’n a jewelle,
 and man’s fain hopes for truth,
 are but the refl ections of a fool.
Another omen perhaps but just then someone said “Blood!” and I 

dropped the paper.  It was the gentleman named Crainbeak from the 
day before.

“Blood?” said the man sitting with him.
“Yes, the surgeon said I was too full of blood,” Crainbeak responded.  

“So he let me of twelve ounces.”
“Did you feel better for it?”
“Not so much better as whiter.  I wonder, Dr. Cutter, is this bleeding 

business based on science or treachery?”
“Solidly grounded in scientifi c fact, you can rest assured, Mr. 

Crainbeak.  And in the theories of Galen.”
I laughed.  Not because there was no bloodletting in the future but 

because there was.  Doctors did it all the time.  Th ey just decided to call 
it “getting some tests.”  And we were supposed to feel better afterwards 
too.

“Our traveler here thinks this is amusing, Dr. Cutter.  I can’t say I 
disagree.”

“Well…” I stammered, “it’s just that…some things never change.”
“Th is is true,” Dr. Cutter said, “especially the basic facts of biology.  

Th e humors for example.  Blood and choler create heat and energy in 
the body.  Phlegm and melancholy create moisture and cold.  Your 
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physician was doing right by you in trying to keep the four in balance 
through reducing the heat through bleeding.  And how much were you 
charged for this service?”

“Th ree shillings.”
“Outrageous, sir.  Th ere you may have been unjustly let of that 

which I consider to be the fi fth humor…money.”
“Indeed.”
“In the future, I trust you will allow me to take care of your 

good health at a much reduced rate.  My offi  ce is at number thirteen 
Houndsditch.”

“I hope yesterday’s bleeding will last for a while, sir.  I do not intend 
to meet the Lord Maker pale as a ghost.”

“I’m afraid we will all meet the same end, Crainbeak, through the 
same vehicle.”

“And pray what is that, friend?”
“Th e answer lies in this riddle…the man who made it had no use 

for it; the man who bought it didn’t want it; the man who got it didn’t 
know it.”

I thought I knew that one from third grade but the answer vanished 
when I saw Blood – the real he – come down the stairs.  Before I could 
even plan what to do and to my total shock, he walked over and sat 
down at the table right behind me, across from a tall ornery-looking 
fellow with the twisted face of a child molester.  I still could not see him 
because he was sitting with his back to me, but I could hear him well 
enough.  His voice was soft and low, like a salesman selling.

“All’s well for our little game, once Frisle’s outta th’way, Colonel,” 
the Molester said in a voice like a grindstone.

“Mind your mouth, Parret!  It’s Mr. Mason,” Blood snapped.
“Sorry, m’lord.  It slipped out.”
“Mr. Frisle is taken care of then?” Blood asked.
Th ere was an ominous tone to his baritone.
“For sure.  He’ll not interfere with us.  I’ll warrant it.”
“Yes you will and with y’neck for collateral.”
“He’s done up permanent, like I say,” Parret said.  “And the horses 

is set up for the ninth o’ May.  I’ll see to that this morning.”
“Hush up, Parret.  Yer slobbering tongue’ll do us in.  And I’ll have 

it in me pocket if it does.  Where’s Frisle to be found then?”
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“In a place where he can’t cause no more trouble.”
“A coffi  n!” someone said and Blood grunted.  
But this was only Crainbeak next to me coming up with the answer 

to Doctor Cutter’s riddle.
“And where might that be?” Blood asked.
“Um…uh… Manchester.”
Th rough the corner of my eye I could see Blood grab Parret and 

draw him closer, but slowly, like a snake tightening its curl.
“What are y’saying, Parret?  He’s not dead?”
“Please Co…I mean, Mr. Mason.  Married to m’poor sis he is.  I 

couldn’t maker a widow at her age.  I sent’m up north for good and 
awl.  Along with Becky and th’kid.  It’ll do.  He’ll have no part of our 
plan.”

Blood whispered the next part so low that I could hardly hear it 
even though I was bending over painfully to try.

“Hear me good, Parret.  You and Frisle is as valuable to me as the 
boils.  Frisle’s your kin…all right.  You see he keeps out of it, then.  
Th at’s your piece of work.  Play your part in our game and you’ll live 
old and happy.  But cross me once more and I’ll see your chestnuts 
fl oating in the Th ames.  Am I clear?”

“Sure, sire,” Parret said, settling back into his seat but with a slight 
nervous tic.  “It’ll work fi ne, you’ll see.  I’ll do me job.  You’ll see.”

An Unexpected Invitation

Th eir plotting continued but a new group of travelers had entered 
the inn and drowned them out.  Included among them was Pryor, the 
rake from my coach ride, who made a big deal of recognizing me.  Nobs 
shoved some of the tables together, including mine, to accommodate 
them, and so I was quickly drawn into the conversation as Crainbeak 
went through the whole bloodletting story again, including my 
skepticism.

“Are you a natural philosopher like Wiggins here?” one of them 
asked me.

“Not at all…actually I’m not even …”
“An unnatural one then?”
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“Th e stranger’s an alchemist, I’d say, from the serious brow line,” 
said Wiggins, drawing his fi nger across his eyebrows like a painter.

“Nay, a microscopist.  Notice the squint from too much peering,” 
one of the ladies in the group off ered.

“Or an electricist, full of news of the fl ux.  Note the unkempt 
attire.”

An electricist!  Yes, I could do that.  I needed a profession anyway, 
to explain why I was in London.  I knew nothing about tallowmaking 
or ironmongering or any of that.  Electricist was perfect for me, having 
changed about a zillion light bulbs in my day.

“I am indeed that sir,” I said.  “A student of electricity.”
“Come now, y’don’t accept that babble into the truths of our 

science, dooya?” said Crainbeak to me.
“I certainly do.  Electricity is…well…well established.”
“Have y’not seen the demonstrations?” said another, coming to my 

rescue.  “Th ey’re most convincing.  Why, even the King himself has an 
electrical device, I’m told.”

“For satisfying Lady Castlemaine, to be sure!” Pryor said.
“For producing the magnetic fl ux.  Static electricity is the power of 

the future, Mr. Crainbeak.”
“I’m told it makes the ladies swoon,” said another of the women, 

casting a swoony glance at me.
“I’ve got a fi ne device for that, madam,” Pryor interjected.  “Tried 

and true.”
“Mark what I tell you,” Dr. Cutter added, “in one hundred years, 

all power on earth will come from electricity.  It is the very energy of 
life itself.  Heat, light, locomotion.”

“Ardor as well?” whispered the lady teasingly.
“Let us follow the example of Bacon,” said Pryor, “and fi nd out 

experimentally whether my tool or the King’s electrical one has the 
greater charge.”

“Would that I had the chance for comparison,” she added, fanning 
herself frantically.

“I’ve a better idea, my friend, let us follow the example of bacon 
and order some food!”

“Nay, Cutter, yer missing the point of it.  Th is electric power, like 
all others, will bring humankind to naught.  Give us fi re and we roast 
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each other.  Gunpowder and we blow ourselves to shards.  Electricity 
will be no diff erent.”

“Help me with these catastrophists,” Dr. Cutter said to me.  “Tell 
them about the power of electricity.”

“Come to think of it,” I said, “it’s probably one of the few forces we 
haven’t used to kill each other.  Except the electric chair.”

“An electric chair?  Th ey have this now?  What does it do?”
“Stimulates the organs of passion,” Pryor said.
“All for naught.  In the end, we’ll blow ourselves t’kingdom come 

and leave our dear earthly realm to better-organized stewards.  Namely, 
the cockroaches.”

“No, Mr. Crainbeak, I disagree,” said Cutter.  “Natural philosophy 
will save us from that and all else.  Th e one power greater than any in 
nature is the power of the creative intellect.  It is our greatest hope.”

“Science is a curse not a cure.”
“Cutter thinks to be a member of the Royal Society.”
“But I am indeed a member.  Or very nearly one.”
“Come now.  Next you’ll be tellin’ us y’ve corresponded with 

Boyle.”
“I have!  On the subject of the humors.”
“Fiddlesticks.”
“I’ll prove it to you.  Come tonight to a meeting.  All of you can 

come.  Truly, there’s a meeting of the Royal Society this very eve at 
Arundel House.  We can all go.”

“All of us?”
“Indeed,” Dr. Cutter said and he included me in his generous 

gesture.  “I’m certain Boyle will welcome all of us to the reception.  
He’ll be speaking and there will be demonstrations and intercourse 
aplenty to convince even the most skeptical mind.  Let us meet here 
tonight at sundown and take a hackney coach to Arundel.”

“To Arundel!” ran the toast.
“To science and the human possibility,” Cutter concluded and 

gulped down a tankard of ale.
“To intercourse!” Pryor said, of course.
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An Item of Interest

It was all so convivial that I almost did not notice Blood and Parret 
on their way out the door.  I excused myself quickly, threw some coins 
on the table, and went to pursue them.  But outside the inn they parted 
ways on the street and I had no idea which one to follow.  Yet sensing 
that if this memoir were a novel, its title would be something like 
Following the Trail of Blood, I made my choice.  

On Leadenhall Street, Blood entered a prim little building, a brand 
new structure bearing no scars from the fi re and no signs or registers 
outside to explain what it might contain.  I waited on the street for him 
until impatience got the better of caution, then went inside to fi nd the 
doors to two offi  ces.  Th e fi rst was locked but the next door had a fancy 
sign that read “Smith: Gladstone & Company” and it was open.

“Mr. Smith?” I asked, entering to fi nd a young man on a stool 
wearing a leather apron.  He was using some slender wooden tools to 
work a small chunk of clay.

“No,” he said without looking up.
“When will he be back?”
“Th ere is no Mr. Smith.”
“But the name on the door.”
“Mr. Gladstone is a smith.”
“Well is he a Gladstone or a Smith?”
“A tin and goldsmith, sir.”
“Ah I see.  Mr. Gladstone then?”
“No.”
“But you just said…”
“He’s out.”
“Mr. Company then?” I said trying for funny but I could see that 

my humor was a few epochs too smartass for this twit.
“Mr. Gladstone is up at the Tower today working on the State 

Salt.”
“He’s tasting the salt?”
“Th e State Salt?  It’s part of the royal collection.”
“A salt collection?”
“Sir, the State Salt is an eighteen-inch-high statue in solid gold,” 

he snipped.  “One of the rubies has fallen off  and Mr. Gladstone was 
called in to fi x it.  Do you understand now?”
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“No.”
“He won’t be back until nightfall.  Can I help you?”
“Th ere was a man in here a few minutes ago, with dark hair and 

complexion.”
“Yes but he did not tarry.  Looking for Mr. Gladstone too.”
“What did he want, if I may ask?”
“Th at would be his business, would it not?”
“And mine, my good fellow.  I should not like to bother Mr. 

Gladstone about this up at the Tower.”
I had discovered during my wanderings that men used their voices 

like women used shoes…to establish a presence.  Th eir voices were 
weapons if you knew how to wield them and I was learning fast.  To 
gain the trust of the upper crust, you spoke softly and with precision.  
Crooks snapped and snarled.  And if you spoke curtly and were snooty 
to shopkeepers, clerks, and assistants, they tended to answer. 

“And so?” I demanded.
“He purchased one of our fi nest Dutch telescopes.”
“You sell telescopes?”
He pointed to a shelf full of gorgeous wooden tubes on brass stands.  

“To see some of the ships in the harbor, he said.  I warned him but he 
took no heed.”

“Warned him of what?”
“Th e danger of going blind from excessive light in the eye.”
“Baloney.  I mean…piffl  e!”
“Th at is Mr. Gladstone’s opinion as well.  But I diff er.  If God 

Almighty had wanted far things near, He would not have created 
distance.  But since the book, no one will listen.”

“Th e Good Book?’
“Mr. Robert Hooke’s book Micrographia.  Since that, people cannot 

seem to get enough of peering into lenses to see the wee and grand.  
Strange times we live in.”

“All times are strange, buddyboy.  Trust me.”
“Everywhere you turn, new worlds pop up, worlds within worlds, 

worlds outside of worlds, worlds right next door.  I should not be a bit 
surprised to wake up one morning and fi nd other suns out there in the 
sky each with its own planets and cities and telescopes.”
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“And each with their own annoying little twits atwittering too I’ll 
wager.”

Insults were much more fun before email.

Of Horses and Clangs

Blood was long gone by the time I left that building so I retraced 
my steps back to Th readneedle and walked the other way down the 
street in the direction that his companion Parret had taken.  Nothing 
caught my eye except the usual line of merchant signs:  

Wheedle and Whee, Inkers to the King
Th e MaidenHead Tavern
Best Tobacco by Farr, M. Farr prop.
Far Better Tobacco than the Best Tobacco by Farr
Canning Stable
I recalled Parret saying something about horses, so I walked into 

that stable and demanded of the stablemaster in my new commanding 
voice: “Has Mr. Parret been in?” 

“Eh?” he asked while clanging a hammer against his anvil so loudly 
that I could barely hear him.

“Mr. Parret!  I’m looking for him.”
“Just missed him,” he shouted.  “He (clang) to ask about the (clang).  

Are you in (clang) with him?”
“Was he buying horses again, old Parret?”
“(Clang) in them two in the back there.  Ollie and Lizzie,” he 

shouted, pointing to two sorry looking nags in the rear of the shop.  
“(Clang) Named for Cromwell and his wife.  I fi gure they (clang) if 
you get my meaning.”

“He bought them?”
“(Clang) Speak up?”
“Bought them!  Purchased them?”
“Rented.  Ordered them up, he did, (clang).  Th ree shillings.  

Bloody strange you ask me (clang).”
“For when?”
“What??”
“For when!!!”
(Clang)
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I was shouting at the top of my lungs as he suddenly stopped, 
holding the hammer still in midair so that my words were suddenly 
hanging weightless like an echo.

“What’s it your duty?”
“I’d like to rent them too.  Not the same date I hope.”
“Can’t believe it.  Th em two’s been in that stall for three weeks 

humming dirges to each other.  Now they’re all the rage.  Bloody 
strange.”

“When did Mr. Parret want them for?”
“Mister now is he?  Fine and how-de-do then.  Well your Mister 

Parret wants them well-shod and watered and delivered to the Tower 
Wharf into the care of a Mr. Paulie, at ten o’clock in the morning of the 
ninth of May.  And what would your needs be, your royalty?”

And clang clang clang as he did not wait for an answer.  But I had 
mine.  Two horses to Tower Wharf on the ninth of May.  Two weeks 
from now.  Th at could only be part of some getaway plan.  It seemed 
that clues were coming together but only in pieces, snips of a thread.  
And the two horses were a sorry pair, all sway-backed and grungy.  No 
high-speed chase in the works.  I patted Ollie on the head and picked 
up a length of rope that was lying in the hay, walked back out onto 
Canning Street.  

Not knowing just what to do next, I stood there holding the rope 
and looking like someone who did not know if he had just found a 
rope or lost a horse.  Th en who should saunter by but Parret himself 
along with another lowlife.  I followed.

“Life’s a cruel mistress t’them’s like us,” the other man said, “poor 
of fate and pence.”

“Amen to that,” Parret barked.
“Will y’be comin’ to old Squinch’s hangin’?”
“When does the old bastard fl y?”
“On the twenty-eighth of April, his birthday.  Serves him right for 

tryin’ to cut Lady Castlemaine’s purse.  I told him he’d swing for it but 
he ups and off s her lieutenant tryin’ to escape.  Pitiful bizniz.”

“At least he’s going to hang on Tower Hill instead of at the fi elds.  
Nice honor in his old age.”

“Sure, upon the Hill where th’likes of Straff ord got the axe.  But I 
doubt old Squinch’ll be seein’ him in poor man’s hell.”
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“Amen and to fuck with’em all.”
“Should be a right cheery sight too with Squinch swayin’ in the 

breeze, crowd of thousands, the sun shinin’ like Judgment Day.”
“Aye…and all of us pickin’ coins like cherries in the Garden of 

Eden.  May the good Lord bless th’inventor of pockets.”
“God bless all what helps ‘emselves,” Parret added. 
“Frisle was ahere askin’ for you,” the other man said.
“Here?  Th e bloomin’ idiot!  Don’t he know Lord Blood’ll have his 

head?”
“Brains ain’t Frisle’s legacy.  Never will be.”
“I told that scriff  to git’mself out of town.  If ’n you see Frisle again, 

tell’m not to show his fatted head in London until June.  You tell him 
that!”

With that Parret stormed off  and walked down towards the river, 
with me as his stubborn shadow.  He walked to the rise near the 
Th ames called Tower Hill where he met up with Blood.  It was the 
very spot where most of the hangings and beheadings were held but at 
the moment was serving as a park and picnic area.  Th ere were enough 
people lolling about to give me cover as I got as close to the two men 
as possible without giving myself away.

Blood was posing on a mound there like a general holding what I 
presumed to be the small telescope that he bought from the goldsmith 
that morning, inspecting the terrain.  From my hidden post behind a 
tree I could not tell what he had in his sights: an area called Houndsditch 
to the north, Th ames Street running through the ruins to the west, 
Tower Wharf and the mass of masts and spars on the river to the south.  
Or the moat around London Tower to the southeast.  When he was 
done surveying the landscape, Blood tucked the glass into his blouse 
and headed down towards the wharf.

Laying Down with Th ieves

“It’s called a penicellus!” the dockmaster said.
“I beg your pardon?” I asked.
I was standing right next to him as he checked numbers off  a long 

list.  Th e dockmaster must have thought I was watching him, not 
Blood.  
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 “No need.  People ask me about it all day long.  Here, have a look 
yourself.”

He handed me the thin tube of wood that he was writing with.
“Picked it up in France last year,” he said.  “Marvelous tool.  It’s 

but a shaft of lead held in a piece of wood.  No inkpot, no blotter.  
When it gets itself dull, you hone it with a knife.  Do we not live in a 
magnifi cent age?”

“A pencil,” I said fl atly and twirled it in my fi ngers as I had done 
throughout high school.

“Cannot let you have it though,” he said plucking it from my 
hands.  “Cost me a full day’s labor it did.”

“Amazing,” I sighed, then realized that this minor clerk might 
be useful to me.  “I wonder if you might help me with some 
information.”

“Aye, information, is it?  Th e whole world wants that.  About 
money, about love, about God Almighty.  About the weather and 
the New World.  I know a thing or two about some of it but…ahoy 
Croupe, come and get this bag o’ nutmeg off  the lorry!”

“About some of the ships.”
“Interested in ships?  Come to the right place.  We’ve got ships and 

more ships.  Any kind you fancy.  We’ve got the ones all women love to 
take…that would be your courtship.  And there’s the one with no soft 
berths…that there’s a hardship.  And there’s one for men only…what 
you might call a fellowship.  All shipshape, as well.”

“Bullship,” I added.  “My situation, sir, is thusly.  I am expecting a 
shipment of silks and I am anxious to fi nd out when it might be due.”

“Well, let’s see then,” he frowned and turned a few pages of his 
ledger book.  “I’ve got three great ships docking within these three 
weeks.  I’ve got the Virgin Queene on April twenty-fi fth.  Th ere’s the 
Columbia coming in on the fi rst of May.  And the Good Samaritan on 
the fourth of May.  God, pirates, wind and surf willing, of course.”

“What’s their cargo?” I asked.
“Couldn’t say about that,” he said, covering the book with his hand.  

“Hie!  Git away from that crate, you little bastards!” 
Th ree dirty kids scampered out of one of the boxes, leaving behind 

them a trail of small, spongy fl owerettes.
“It’s a kind of Indian corn that pops in the heat.,” he explained.  
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“Use it to pack glassware and other breakables as it absorbs the shocks 
of travel better than pine needles.  But these wee beggars keep breaking 
into the crates to eat the damn stuff .”

“Add some butter and a movie and you’ve got a date.”
“Eh?”
“You were telling me about the cargoes of those ships?”
“Confi dential matter, my friend.  Some people would pay a lot to 

learn that.  Such knowledge might aff ect exchanges and trade rates.” 
Th e pitiful look on his face was one that I had come to know very 

well.  I reached into my pocket and dropped some coins on his book.
“Well, I suppose a brief look won’t harm anyone,” he said, turning 

a few pages of the book and twisting it awkwardly so that I could 
peruse the page. 

I read down the list: the Virgin Queene under Captain Rogers was 
coming in from Virginia Colony carrying tobacco, corn, and tea; the 
Columbia from Holland under Captain Peake had lace, pottery, and 
sack; the Good Samaritan under Captain Morgan came from Jamaica 
and listed turkeys, breadfruit, and silver.

I was thinking that one of them might have a cargo worthy of 
Blood’s interest but nothing on that list seemed worth the eff ort.

“What is sack?” I asked him.
“I see by the cut of your jib that you are not a drinker.  Sack’s 

a white wine made in Spain,” he explained as he slammed the book 
closed, almost catching my nose in its jaws.

“Are those all the ships docking here in the next few weeks?”
“Lord no!  Th is here is the Port of England, center of the fi ve seas.  

Th ose are the three biggest.  I’ve got cruisers and tankers and whalers 
and plotters and runs and skiff s and haulers pulling in and out all the 
time.  Hoy, Pegleg.”

“Hoy Boss,” said a man with a wooden stump pounding his way 
past the warehouse.

A Bit of Bribery

Th at was a name Blood and Parret had mentioned.  Pegleg was 
going to handle the horses Parret had rented and I fi gured that this had 
to be the guy.  Blood was gone by then, so I seized the moment.  By 
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the time I reached him, he was sitting on top of a pile of coiled rope, 
sucking on a lemon, and screwing his face into a pucker.

“Pegleg!” I demanded.  
With dock scum you had to cut the verbiage and get right down 

to the noun.
“Mr. Paulie to you,” he said straightening up.
“I heard about you.”
“‘E’s a liar, that one.”
“I heard you’re the man to see for news down here.”
“I don’t know nuthin’ ‘bout nuthin’ ‘cept suckin’ lemons.  ‘At’s how 

comes I lost me leg to the scurve.  Now I knows better.  It’s lemons for 
lunch and supper and dinner.  When I can get’m.”

“Hard to get, are they?”
“Spensive’s what.  Comes from them tropics.”
And here, like any good marketer, I saw an opportunity.  
“I can help pay for those lemons,” I said.  “As many lemons as you 

need.”
Pegleg looked me up and down and decided from the cut of my 

clothes that I could probably deliver on my pledge.
“Zat trite?”
“For information I can.”
Pegleg thought for a moment – his brand of thinking only took 

that long – and came up with a counter off er.
“Th ese ‘ere lips’re sealed tight as clams long as I owe Mr. Nobby 

Nobs of the Lion’s Inn tenpence in debt.”
“What’s Nobs got to do with it?”
“All I knows is a sharp blade’ll make mine run as red as th’next 

feller’s.”
“All right,” I said and handed him the equivalent of about a day’s 

wages which, under the circumstances, I considered to be a good 
investment.  “Now tell me what you know about Th omas Blood.”

“Nevah met the man.”
“John Mason then.”
“Can’t says so neither.”
I loomed in perilously close to Pegleg and glared down at him, 

which seemed to bully him.  I loved that.  It was something that, as a 
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woman, I had never done before and to tell the truth, I found it pretty 
cool.  

“I thought we had an arrangement,” I said.
“Ain’t settled the details, ‘ave we?”
I took a big fat gold coin out of my pocket, no idea which one, and 

held it up like a shining sun.
“Th e details,” I said, “are that you make money as long as you make 

me happy.  Drop dead of scurvy when you don’t.”
Pegleg looked around the dock cautiously and said:  “’Ere now, 

what’s it all to you in any wise?”
“I have my reasons.”
“Your reasons could get the likes a’me kilt.”
“Or keep you alive.  It’s up to you.”
“You ain’t workin’ on the sly for the coppers, is ya?  Or the 

Crown?”
“Let’s just say I’m the kind of woman…”
“Hoy?”
“Man!  Th e kind of man who likes to know what he likes to 

know.  I’ve got the paying and you’ve got the knowing.  Th at’s the 
arrangement.”

Pegleg hesitated but I tilted the coin and glinted the sunlight into 
his eyes, dazzling him.  Th en I tossed the coin at him and that did the 
trick.

“A’right then, this ‘ere’s the ruddy lowdown on your Th omas Blood.  
He’s stayin’ at the Lion’s Inn under the name of John Mason.”

“I know that.”
“He’s hooked up with members of his old gang like Peter Farrett, 

the one they call Parret.  And a piece of dock scum named Frisle.”
“I know them too.”
“Blood’s got a sonny boy too been known to join up with’m now 

and agin.  Formin’ a real nest they is.  Hired me to handle some horses 
for them.”

“Down here at the wharf.  On May ninth.”
“’Ere now, you’re bloody well knowledged.”
“What’s this all about?  What is Blood planning?”
“Somethin’s sure in th’works all righty-right.  But only the devil 

can say what.”
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“I heard he was planning to fi x Frisle for a bed in the hereafter,” 
I suggested but immediately sensed that I was overdoing the jargon.  
“Kill him, I mean.”

“Aye.  On account of Frisle fuckin’ up the Colonel’s plan to kidnap 
th’Duke of Ormonde.”

“Did Frisle rat on him?”
“Nah.  Th ey tied the Duke to Frisle on his horse but the runter 

couldn’t ride.  So old Frisle he fell off  and dragged the Duke down with 
him.”

“Why would Blood hire horses, and you to care of them, just to 
kill Frisle?”

“Wouldn’t.  All he’d need is a rapier.  And I don’t think Parret is 
likely to allow for it in any wise.  Him and Frisle bein’ brothers-in-law 
and all.  It’s somethin’ else them’s plannin’.”

“What else could it be?  Something at the Wharf?”
“’Ere you’d have t’ask Sandwich about that.”
“Ask what?”
“His Most Gracious Honor the Right Noble Edward Montagu.  

Th e First Earl of Sandwich.”
“Who is he?”
“One a’them naval commanders and tight as tar with the King 

‘imself.”
 “What’s Sandwich got that would be of interest to Blood?”
“Lord knows.  Mayhap another kidnap.  Now that’s the ‘ole story, 

I swear it before God or may I lose Lefty to the scurve as well,” Pegleg 
concluded, taking out a fi sh knife and throwing it idly into the wooden 
peg.

Preparing the Body

Back at my lodgings that afternoon, I prepared for my visit to the 
Royal Society.  If I had spent time getting ready for social events as a 
woman, that was nothing compared to what I had to do as a man.  You 
cannot grasp how much work it was to deal with what I began to call 
Th e Body.  Primping, prepping, dressing, undressing, oiling.  Th e layers 
of clothing.  And all foreign to me through both history and gender. 

What I would have imagined as the most diffi  cult part was actually 
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easier than I thought.  Namely, shaving.  As a woman, I never knew 
how men could put themselves through that ordeal every day.  But once 
you are inside Th e Body itself, it becomes fairly obvious since body hair 
is gross as hell.  How do men live in this world with that itchy, scratchy, 
hidey, measly scruff ?   Repulsive.  Once I had to deal with it myself I 
actually began to look forward to scraping it off  every day.

Th en there was the matter of the dingle.
Plenty of problems there.  For one thing, no matter how hard I 

tried, I simply could not pee standing up.  I understood the rationale, 
the physiology, and even the hydraulics of it but it still seemed wrong 
to me, out of whack with nature.  I’m sure the shrinks could explain 
this but I eventually gave up and just sat down.  Th ank God I was never 
called upon to piss out a fi re like Gulliver in his travels.  

One morning I awoke to the most painful and disturbing swelling 
in my groin.  I thought Th e Body had contracted some hideous disease 
because my whole crotch seemed stiff  and swollen.  Pulsing.  Th en I 
realized what it was…simply what my brother used to call a morning 
boner.  An erection.  I had to walk around for fi fteen minutes until the 
swelling went down.  

Note to all men: I ask you, how do you live with this miserable 
thing and still run your lives?

Yet even more diffi  cult to get used to was the issue of carriage, 
comportment.  I had to practice that in my refl ection in the window 
of my room.  How to walk, stand, and sit like a man.  And not just 
like a man but like the right kind of man, given the circumstances.  
At the coff ee houses, fl uidly but thickly like an honest gent.  With 
my hoodlum friends, looming and legs wide, grumbled and grunting.  
And at the court, standing tall and moving slowly, elegantly, all the 
time in the world.

But the hardest change to manage had nothing to do with any of 
that.  Not peeing or speaking or grooming.  To my surprise the biggest 
diff erence between being a woman and behaving like a man had to 
do with something else entirely.  Eye contact.  Th at’s right, something 
you never think twice about.  At least I never did.  I had to study it 
like a sociologist to get it right.  You cannot imagine the eff ect that a 
microsecond too much or too little of looking into someone else’s eyes 
can have.  It is the diff erence between a glance and a fl irtation, the 
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impression of honesty or of sleaze, the communication of interest or 
of perversity.  

For example, a woman gazing admiringly at another woman’s child 
is a sign of sisterhood.  A man gazing for the exact same instant at a 
woman’s child is a sign of sexual predation.  Yet if you are a man, as I 
was, and you hold the gaze of a woman, you are being suggestive.  Hold 
the gaze of a man and you are being rude.  Or gay.  And on and on it 
goes.  Not to mention the fact that the 17th century had a slower pace 
than mine by a factor of a zillion and therefore these measures were a 
zillion times more noticeable.

Hence the reason I began preparing for the evening by mid-
afternoon.  It took a lot of work.  Rehearsing, posing, practicing.  By 
the time I met the others at the Lion’s Inn, I was exhausted and ready 
to take a vacation from myself.

Postscript: while I’m on the subject, one more thing.  Th ere was no 
toilet paper back then.  Th ey used rags or tiny squares of newsprint with 
the texture of Medium Grade Sandpaper.  No Preparation H either.  

Enoof sayd.

At the Royal Society

It was a well-heeled, well-dressed, well-to-do group that traveled 
to Arundel House near the palace that night.  Th e men wore silk 
stockings and buckled shoes, with lace and ribbons and surcoats; the 
women wore fi ne petticoats, with silver buttons, perfumed hair, and 
patches, those black spots on the chin that were all the rage.  Having 
no fancy clothes with me, I did the best I could with some breeches and 
a shortcoat.  Th is actually helped my disguise.  I was accepted as some 
kind of scientist largely because it explained my low attire, awkward 
social skills, and odd language.

“Th e Invisible College, it used to be called,” said Dr. Cutter, our 
sponsor, on the way to the front door.  “But Charles is a member now 
and since they count the King among them, they’re quite visible.  Th ey 
are offi  cially known as the Royal Society of London for Improving 
Natural Knowledge.  Th ey usually meet each Wednesday at three 
o’clock.  Admission is ten shillings.  Tonight’s is a special reception.”

A doorman ushered us through the anteroom and into the great 
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hall where the members of the Society met.  Introductions were made, 
the men kissing each other on both cheeks and kissing the women on 
the lips, which was customary.  I bowed deeply to all and presented 
myself as a student of the electric fl uid and was welcomed heartily.

Th e hall was fi lled with tables displaying inventions, experiments, 
and presentations by the various members of the Society.  A science fair 
for the bewigged.  Impromptu debates and discussions were drawn to 
these tables through the potent magnetism of curiosity.  Did you ever 
have a dream of discovering a room full of fascinating gizmos?  Th is 
was that dream.  And they were lovely things, all polished wood and 
brass and glass.  Not at all the mute beige boxes that astonished my 
world.  I was inspecting an intricate device with wheels and sprockets 
when a nervous-looking fellow with ill-fi tting hair came up to me.

“A reckoning machine,” he said. “In a sense, y’might say it’s a model 
of that part of the brain which arithmetizes.”

“An early calculator!” I said without thinking.
“Indeed and well put.  It can add and subtract.  And multiply and 

divide as well, though a bit more slowly.”
“Awesome!” I said.  “I mean…astonishing.”
A descendent of that little baby would one day beat my pants at 

Texas Hold’em.
“Aye, but amazement is our hobby here.  Robert Hooke, at your 

service,” the man said, bowing low.  
I bowed even lower and introduced myself.  I was honored, really.  

I knew his name from the textbooks.  Hooke was a mechanical genius 
and one of the polymaths of this age.  Astronomer, mathematician, 
chemist, geographer, biologist, surveyor, architect, inventor, all-around 
whizbang.  Despite constant interruptions by members who wanted 
his opinions, Hooke was generous with his time and proudly showed 
me around: a model of the pineal gland, a monogram on insects, a 
fl ying machine using a screw mechanism, a water organ, an engraving 
from his new book of the eye of a fl y seen under his microscope that 
included the refl ection of two windows in his study in each teensy 
lens.

Amazing.
Th eir gizmos were trinkets compared to mine, of course, but this 

was the start, right then and there, the beginning of science and probing 
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and fi guring.  Birth of an age of reason that lasted all the way to mine 
when it was cut short by the ruling buff oons.

“So there you are, Robert, and with a guest, too.  Come and 
demonstrate your little toy again.  We’ve a new group gathered.”

Hooke escorted me to a table on which were displayed a collection 
of small hemispheres connected in pairs by long lengths of string.  He 
invited me to hold one of the hemispheres tight against my ear as he 
held the one at the other end to his mouth.  Th en, standing twenty 
paces away so that the string was held taut, he began to speak and of 
course I could hear every word.  No surprise.  I had made the same 
miraculous invention myself using string and soda cans.  I was twelve 
at the time and pretty blasé about it, but these folks were positively 
gaga.

“Would that nature could make herself as clear,” said a new voice 
in the group.

“Ah Isaac,” Hooke replied, “did you get my letter?”
“Yes,” the fellow answered. “It was very good.”
“Do you agree?”
“In part.”
“And to my point that all celestial bodies must have this attractive 

power of yours?”
“Th ere is no doubt that the phenomena obey the law.  Now if only 

the mathematics might behave.”
Mathematics?
Attraction?
17th century, Isaac, the Royal Society?
I may not be fast, but I am not completely half-assed either.  Th e 

man standing next to me was Newton.  
Sir Isaac Newton!
Th e same Newton who had invented calculus, discovered the 

laws of gravity, and created the fi eld of optics.  And all before he was 
thirty.  I had taken a whole course on him back at school but he always 
remained a ghost of the gone past, a phantom in the history of ideas.  
And there he was, standing right there next to me, all blush and fl ood.  
I mean, fl esh and blood.  Sorry, but I was blithering with awe.  He was 
one of the greatest minds of all time and he was standing right next to 
me.  Me!  Newton…real as life.  Real as the counterman at Zabar’s.
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A Civil Discourse

“We were at John Locke’s a few months ago,” Newton said.
“Th e tabula rasa guy!” I blurted.
Another tidbit upchucked.  But they looked at me like I was 

speaking Latin.  You have to understand that I was giddy with the idea 
that I knew some of the things these guys were talking about, though 
only as trivia.  And in any case, they were talking about them to me. 

“You know, the mind as a blank slate,” I explained.
Newton warmed to that.
“Our Mister Locke seems to believe that all knowledge comes from 

experience,” he said, “but I disagree.  Simple sensations perhaps, but 
complex ideas must be formed by a rational mind, would you not 
agree?”

“Certainly,” I said but only to be cordial.  
I had already shot my entire wad on the fi rst blurt and had nothing 

left, not even an opinion.
“You may experience the shape of this apple,” Newton said, taking 

one from a bowl, “as round.  Anyone would.  But its taste is a matter of 
rational knowledge.  Intuitive knowledge.”

“Perhaps language itself is a poor microscope for the complexities 
of thought,” said Hooke.   

“But worth the eff ort.  After all, it is our sacred duty to understand 
these things,” added Newton.

“You’d do better to dedicate yourselves to the workings of God,” 
said Crainbeak, the pious putz from the Lion’s.

“Trying to understand the universe through logic and law, is that 
not God’s will for man, sir?”

“Not when all that calculating undermines faith.  True knowledge 
stems from God, not the limits of human thought.  Th ese experiments 
are only the result of knowledge based on the imperfect senses.  Th e 
universe of God is one of perfect order and harmony.  It bends little to 
man’s vile probing.”

“I don’t disagree,” Newton said.  “And neither would Aristotle.  I 
merely assert that man’s only way of knowing this harmony is through 
experimentation and observation.”

“Faith…that is the way, sir.  All as writ in the divine book, which 
men of faith may read.  Th at is all we know and all we need to know.”
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 “Yet Christianity has failed to give us this type of understanding,” 
Hooke said.  “It is mechanics and laws that will explain the world.”

“Th e world is not a clock, Mr. Hooke, it is a vision in the eye of 
the Almighty.”

“Th at serves well for a Sunday sermon, sir, and perhaps even for 
right conduct.  But true understanding?  Nay, occult fantasies are the 
refuge of the ignorant.  Only the geometric spirit off ers salvation for 
the intellect.  Systematic doubt followed by clear and distinct ideas.  
And from this, premises and conclusions.”

“Take care you’re not fooled by your own pride, Mr. Hooke.  
Remember the scientist who thought he found a new critter on the 
moon but it was simply a roach caught in his new telescope!”

“Isaac, please explain to our faithful guest how the universe may 
reveal itself to the logic of mathematics.”

“Causa subsisto mihi ex sermo,” Newton said, bouncing the apple 
in his hand.  “It is a matter of forces which may in my view hold 
the universe in balance.  Th e celestial bodies as well.  Take the moon 
traveling about the earth as an example.  If we return to Heraclitus who 
considered the world in balance of opposing tendencies, we may think 
of a force…”

Newton droned on about this – the guy could be a real drear – the 
whole time holding the apple in his hand.  All I could think about was 
the famous story about him being bopped on the head and realizing 
that the force that pulled the apple down and that pulled on the moon 
were the same.  In a word…gravity.

I know what you’re thinking.  
I thought it too.
Take the apple, toss it in the air, and clunk him on the head with 

it.  Bimboombang!  Save the world some time.
But I didn’t do it.
How could I?  Imagine me – dippy sap of the future – with all 

the secret knowledge these geniuses would spend their whole lives 
struggling to unveil.  Like quarks or the periodic table, the structure 
of genes, tectonic plates.  Well maybe not the actual knowledge but at 
least the knowledge of the knowledge.  What would they have given 
for a brief explanation by me about how to stick some fi lament in a 
glass-encased vacuum and hook it up to electricity to light the room?  
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Or how to put a cloth at the end of a hollow plastic rod as a disposable 
mop.  Pump spray?  Bicycle?  Post–It notes?  

Of course I said nothing. 
After all, I was just rummaging around like a bum in the bin of the 

past.  Sure I had heard some tales about Newton and a falling apple but 
I didn’t know if they were true or not.  History was what made sense in 
the present, not what actually happened.  Th ose tales were all hearsay 
to me, tittle-tattle.  Th e stuff  of slide lectures.

Who knows if they were true?
Who knows what would have happened if I intervened?  I could 

have missed, he might have slipped, hit his head, died on the spot.  
Bimboombang…the end of gravity.  

Or worse.
Knowledge, I realized, was a treacherous toy in the hands of the 

bonehead.

Newton on Time

Standing near the window with Newton, all interest being self-
interest, it occurred to me that this Great Man might be able to help me 
with my little problem.  Newton in the fl esh, by the way, was not the 
jowly engraving with the fl owing locks and snit of a nose you see in the 
books.  He was a somewhat stiff  fellow with soft gray eyes and a fl eshy 
jaw.  Like the manager at the local Waldgreens.  And here’s something 
they don’t tell you…Newton smelled liked the dickens.  Like a can of 
sardines.  Not the sardines themselves, just the can.  Metallic, fi shy, 
oily.  Th is was probably a result of the chemicals he experimented with.  
He was a notorious alchemist who was trying to uncover the essential 
substance with which we might perform miracles.  Deodorant should 
have been one of them.

“I wonder what your opinion might be, Mr. Newton, of time,” I 
asked.

“Time is nothing more than God’s infi nite patience with our 
endless musings,” he said.

“I was thinking more in terms of time travel.”
“Time travel?” he repeated.
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“You know…travel,” I explained, wiggling my fi ngers across an 
imaginary sea.  “But through time.”

“You mean the ability to go from one period of time to another?”
“Yes, into the past for example.  And back.”
Newton thought for a very long time then said:
“No, I think not.  For if this were even a mere possibility then it 

would no doubt be a certainty.  As a certainty it would surely have 
happened.  And if this were so, then we should have ample evidence of 
it.  But we do not.”

“But if it were possible, what might trigger it?”
“Trigger?”
“What do you think the mechanism might be?”
“Th e una res perhaps.  Th e one thing by which the world was 

made.”
“Don’t happen to have any on you, do you?”
“It is not a substance but more probably an essence,” he said, and 

twisted his hand in the air to caress an invisible truth.
It was then that I noticed the medallion he had around his neck 

on a chain.  It was an amber stone engraved with an eight-pointed star.   
Th e same stone that I had noticed on the White Prince’s wristlet.

“Do you like it?” he asked, seeing me seeing it.
“An interesting stone,” I said.
“Are you familiar with it?”
“Th e White Prince has one.”
“Indeed?  And yet you know not what it is?” he said, holding it in 

his hand before me.  “A kind of touchstone.”
Starting to feel woozy, all I could get out was: “Tush…”
“In the dark arts, such a stone can also be used to open the mind 

to new possibilities.”
I recall reaching out but not quite touching the star with my 

forefi nger.  Just as I was about to make contact with it, Newton himself 
went slightly see-through.  Transparent.  Behind him – or rather 
through him – I could suddenly see my dresser with my orchid plant 
on it and the fl atscreen TV next to it and the corner of the Georgia 
O’Keeff e poster on the wall.  Th e thought vaguely occurred to me to 
mist the plant because it looked a little…

Flatscreen TV??
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I recoiled and held my head, swayed dangerously as Newton took 
my arm to prevent me from falling down.  

“All you all right sir?”
“I’m…not…sure.”
“Would you like to sit down?”
“No, my orchid plant needs misting.”
But by the time Newton went opaque again, even I had no idea 

what I was talking about.

Th ese Gentle Men

Th e visit to the Royal Society went on until dawn.  Every topic 
of interest to the new scientist was covered.  And not just in lapidary 
English but in French and Italian and Latin.  Boyle and his experiments 
with gases, Huygens and his pendulum clocks, Guericke and his 
generator.  And Leeuwenhoek and his microscopes and Steno who 
founded geology and Malpighi and his capillaries and Hevelius and his 
maps of the moon.

Th ey were fascinated by everything, these gentle men: the shape 
of the world, the structure of life, the temperature of the oceans, the 
calculus of shells, the meaning of the stars.  Th eir names were forever 
linked to the workings of the world: Boyle’s Law, Hooke’s Law, Newton’s 
Laws, Halley’s comet.

Smart in my day meant how rich you could get without getting 
caught but these guys knew everything; the whole whirling world 
was their area of expertise.  And when not busy talking about it or 
experimenting with it, they sat in on a series of impromptu trios and 
quartets playing viols and dulcimers, lutes, fl utes, and recorders since – 
big surprise – they were all musicians too.  

It was all so civil and intelligent and brimming with curiosity.  
For a moment there I was no longer adrift, no longer the shuffl  ing 
timeslipper.  On the contrary, I felt content, placed, anchored.  What a 
fi ne time to be alive, I thought, when music fi lled the air, when science 
was being born, when exploring ideas about life and the universe 
seemed a valuable way to spend the night.  When discourse was clever 
and cleverness charming.  When knowledge was hope and the world 
was fresh with mystery and possibility.
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I almost wept.  
So diff erent – light-years distant, eons away in my mind – from 

my own narrow-minded, hateful, suspicious, paranoid time.  My time, 
mean time.  With reason on the run, minds closed, hate raging, and 
rage spinning out of control.  My troubled time, my aching city, my 
wrenching world.  

Don’t get me wrong, I liked my century, loved it maybe.  But not 
the story of it, just the comforts.  And not the people, just the toys.  Yet 
at that moment I wanted to scurry from the future and hide, from all 
the wars and the bigotry and the fear and the tyranny of the believers.  
Th e lies we had accepted, the obsession with money, the neglect of the 
suff ering, the numbing images.

No, forget going home, I screamed but silently.  Forget Blood and 
his plans.  Let me stay here and pursue knowledge for its own sake, 
investigate some small corner of the natural world, write monographs 
about bright insights and draw things never before seen.  Discourse 
with Hooke and Boyle and Newton on matters scientifi c.  No, I will 
not go back, my future is unwritten.  I will stay here in this temperate 
time and plot my own destiny!

But I knew even as I was thinking this that in the very next chapter 
of my story, Blood would lead me down a diff erent path entirely.
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CHAPTER SIX

And deeper into the intrigue, I uncover some signifi cant 
new clues that encourage my fl ourishing thoughts

 of stopping Blood in his bloody tracks.





113

A Timely Break-In

It was April 26th.
Seventeen days into my adventure.  
To celebrate this milestone I made a list of everything I knew so 

far: Blood was staying at the Lion’s Inn under the name John Mason 
and was planning some gambit in London; his accomplice Parret had 
secured two horses to be delivered to the wharf at ten o’clock on the 
morning of the 9th of May; Pegleg, who was now in my employ too, 
was to receive them; Parret was supposed to have killed Frisle the dock 
rat, but he did not do it.  

Other facts: a thief named Squinch was to be hanged on the 
fi eld behind Th e Tower of London in two days; William Penn was 
imprisoned in London Tower; three large ships were coming into port 
in the next two weeks. 

In my scratchy script on a sheet of vellum, all these clues looked 
ready for publication but in reality they were no weightier than dust 
landing on a blank page.  At my usual breakfast at the Lion’s Inn that 
morning waiting for Blood to emerge, I drank a hefty mug of metheglin 
– a strong mead made with fermented honey – to drown the taste of all 
that dust.  And also as usual, I was yanked into another debate among 
the contentious patrons.

“What play did you see last night, Mr. Portshugh?” a young woman 
asked.

“Another remake of Macbeth, Madam Hale, or shall I say rehash.  
Tired old play it is too, full of witches and woes and cheap theatrics.  
Much overblown, if you ask me.  As is its author.”

“I presume, then, that you do not take him to be the greatest 
playwright since Sophocles?”

“Mark me, madam, in fi fty years no one will know the name of 
Shakespeare.  He will be chucked onto the dung heap of minor poets.  
He’s no Fletcher.”

“Fletcher!” I said giving the thumbs up.  “Immortal.”
“You may be correct,” Madam Hale replied, “but the theater is not 

likely to last in any case.  Th e language, the barbarity, one sees on the 
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stage these days.  I believe in freedom of expression as much as the next 
but these writers and actors have gone much too far with their liberties.  
Th e Roundheads would not have allowed it and the world was better for 
their strength of character.”

“Here, here,” I said but it was the mead talking.
“Why just last week I saw a play that left me so fl abbergasted I can 

barely speak of it.  Women on the stage!  What’s next?”
“You can thank King Charles for that, Madam Hale.  His penchant 

for young actresses has seeped into the public theater.  Th is certain 
Moll Davis for example.”

“Th is is the very one I saw last week, bellowing and prancing like a 
strumpet.  What happened to the other one…that Nell Gwyn?”

“Still around too but she won’t last.  She’s not the wits to outmaneuver 
the Queen and Lady Castlemaine.  Haven’t y’heard that poem: Hard 
by Pall Mall lives a wench called Nell, King Charles the Second he kept 
her.  She hath got a trick to handle his stick, but never lays hands on 
his scepter.”

“Mr. Portshugh, you forget yourself!”

I brayed like an ass at that.  Not because it was funny but because 
I was tanked.  It was one of those long mornings in which Blood had 
not made an appearance and I had way too much to drink.  I stood up 
unsteadily and teetered passed the stairs on my way out, hoping to get 
some air to clear my head.  I wasn’t looking, could barely see straight, 
and ran smack into a man leaving faster than me.  

Blood.
I couldn’t believe it. 
Th is man I had been secretly watching and following on the sly 

and in the shadows was there face-to-face with me, practically in my 
arms as we tried to undance ourselves.  I don’t know if I looked shocked 
or simply soused as he glared at me, pushed me back, then went out 
the door.  I could not move; I was totally dumbfooted.  I stood there 
holding onto the stairpost for the longest time trying to regain my 
composure.

I had fi nally gotten a good look at him in the clear light of day and 
realized that Blood did not look anything like that etching I was carrying.  
Nothing like it.  He was softer looking, fl abbier, with a dollop of a nose.  
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Kinder eyes and mushy lips.  Not the daring rake the artist had pictured 
at all.  His real face was closer to an offi  cial portrait of him that I saw 
much later (much much later!) in which he looked like a plumber with a 
big wig, a guy who would have been called Bernie in my world.

Or maybe I was just too drunk to see him clear.
Either way, the incident turned out to be fortunate because Blood 

was gone too quickly – and I was sobering up too slowly – to follow.  
Th at opened up another course of action.  It was risky but worth it and 
made me think of that line from Goethe: “be bold and great forces will 
come to your aid.”  

Note: See Dr. Creswald…I really was paying attention in class.
So boldly I walked to the stairs and up to the second fl oor.  Th e 

thick planks creaked terribly as I tried to tiptoe over the sounds of 
the ruckus below.  Th ere were four doors on this fl oor, none of them 
locked.  Th e very fi rst door I opened was the right one; I noticed that 
familiar black cape hanging on a hook.  Closing the door behind me, I 
noted the unmade bed, a commode, a washbasin, a stiff  wooden chair, 
and, on a desk near the small window, a leather satchel.  Th e satchel 
contained a few shirts, a linen towel, half a loaf of bread, some coins, a 
codpiece, a razor and comb, some ruff s and wristlets, a gray-haired wig, 
a dress hat with a feather, a writing tablet and pen and ink.

At the bottom of the case were that spyglass and the pearl-handled 
dagger.  Plus a piece of paper that I unfolded and turned this way and that 
in the light.  It was a hand-made drawing of something but its subject 
matter was impossible to decipher.  It looked like some kind of fl oor 
plan, outline of a building, or perhaps the layout of a street.  Not wanting 
to remove it, and with no Xerox for another 10 billion seconds into the 
future, I made a copy of it with Blood’s own pen and ink and paper.  
Th en I returned everything to its proper place, quietly walked back down 
the stairs, and blended in, just another bub in the hubbub.

Th e London Gazette

In my day the news came in small swift injections via some podcast 
with a snappy logo.  You could suck up the latest missing teenager, war 
casualties, natural disaster, and political scandal by barely breaking skin.  
Not so in the 17th.  While gossip was the mainstay of information, the 
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offi  cial news came from the various newssheets that were published 
each week.  Reading them was a fat pill to swallow; the paper was 
coarse, the ink was thick, and the spelling was a morass.  Yet I found 
that the ordeal was worth the eff ort because you never knew when 
something useful might turn up.

London Gazette: Late of Oxford – Now Newly 
Estab. In London
All News Fit for Th e Printing Th ereof, week of 26 
Apr. 1671

Bill of Mortality.  
One hundred and sixty from consumption, one from 
fryghte, twelve from wurms, ninety-three from decay 
of the teethe, two hundred from fevers, one from a 
stone…

On top of that, the sheets were mostly available at the coff ee houses 
and so you had to read them in the midst of all the arguments, deals, 
meals, and twitter going on all about you.

“Your brother’s problem is simple, Edmund.  He’s not wenching 
enough,” said one of the patrons.

“Oh come now, John,” said the other.
“It’s true.  Have y’read the pamphlet by Dr. James Connesay?  

Insuffi  cient wenching leads to blocked fl uids and lunacy.  It’s proven.”

Hear Ye-
Captain Henry Morgan of the Naval command, 
shalle enter to Tower Wharf aboard the Good 
Samaritan on the 4 day of May, wind and weather 
permitting, along with Sir Th omas Modyford, the 
Governour of Jamaica, to answer here charges of 
piracy in such as Panama, Maracaibo, Cuba, Santa 
Catalina of the Nue World. His shippe’s cargoe of 
tobacco and niggered slaves shalle be thereupon 
impound by the Naval Offi  ce and the Captain and 
Governour held at London Tower pending a hearing 
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before the Lord Keeper and the Naval Council.

“But my brother’s married with a family of six.  Th at should be 
enough to stave off  madness.”

“On the contrary, a family of six is enough to cause madness.”
“Truly stated, friend.”
“Besides, I’m not speaking of marriage but of intercourse.  Th e two 

are at odds.  A woman is as a horse…’tis better to enjoy a gay ride and 
let another be the stablemaster.”

Caution to all Travellers
Be warie of your purse and pocket-books due to 
the spayte of thieveries and robberies of the hot 
season. Report all such and like to the Offi  ces of the 
Constabulary.

Hear Ye–
Th e Lord Mayor by order of the Privy Council, 
hereby rekons that all purveyors of fi she and other 
aromatics shalle maintain a league distance from 
Whitehall and environs in the selling and displaying 
of their goods.

Mr. Lemuel Hogsbreth of Old Jewry Lane is 
intending to marrie and posts notice herewithe of his 
holdings of 12 acres of goodly lande in Colchester, 
six horses, a chest of oaken board.  Th e intended 
shall publicky indeem to be sound of tooth, free of 
liens and debts, of marriage-able age and dowry.  
Repondants may post notice at the Gazette.

“Believe y’not in devotion, my friend?”
“Leave that to the clergy.”
“Amen.”
“A man of means was meant for three recreations – gambling, whoring, 

and smoking.  A day at Madame Cresswell’s will cure your brother’s fi ts.”
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Warts, stones, bloats, belchings, and dyspeptical gas
See Th om. Cutter, surgeon and curer of all intestinal 
ills at 13 Houndsditch.

Notice to all is given of permission to Talbot 
Edwards, the Assistant Keeper of the Crown Jewels, 
for private showings of the royale collection to visitors 
for a fee of 8d. Please enquire at Martin Tower, 
Tower of London, mornings.

“A brothel?  Are y’mad, John?  Th at’ll more likely kill him.  We’re 
in the midst of a syphilis plague or haven’t y’heard?”

“Posh! If God had wanted intercourse to kill a man He wouldn’t 
have made it so delectable.  Tell your brother that!”

Hear Ye–
Christopher Wren, professor of astronomy at Oxford 
and architect of the renovations will speak to the 
Royal Society on the subject of Geometrical Principles 
of Cometary Travells at their temporary offi  ces at 
Arundel House on the coming Wednesday at 3 
a’clock.  A fee of 10d is requested.

Notice of Hunt.  Sir John Diddle, Esq. Will serve 
as Huntmaster in Epping forest on Sat. next. Ladies 
will be permitted to observe with spyglass from 
Waterfords.

Th e Faste Cook Shoppe on Pudding is now open 
and readdie for service.  Sirloin of roast on a wheat 
cracker w. French cheese amelted, 3d.  Beer by the 
bottle, 6d the doz.  M. MacDonald, prop.

God Save the King

Th e Morgan thing struck me as interesting.  I had seen the ship 
listed on the dockmaster’s log but did not realize that the captain was 
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Henry Morgan, the pirate I knew from some kid’s storybook.  Perhaps 
Blood was planning to spring him or steal his shipment or some other 
scam.  I quickly added Morgan to my plotline and returned to the 
wharf to fi nd out more about it.

Deeper into the Intrigue

Th e sun hung plumly over the tall masts of the ships bunched on 
the Th ames that day.  Long shadows were cast in indigo, then purple, 
then mauve as the morning light widened and rose, like an autumn 
forest slowly being lit.  Sounds deepened, the water stirred, shouts 
announced the conduct of business, and I was quickly once again lost in 
the chaos of the docks.  I planned to fi nd out about the cargoes coming 
in, especially on Morgan’s ship, but the dockmaster, who seemed so 
open to bribes before, was nowhere to be found.

“He’s out today, at home recovering.  Got trouble with the wind,” 
one of the clerks told me.

“Not enough wind for the sails?”
“Plenty of that.  It’s his own wind trouble,” he explained, pointing 

to his rump as a visual aid.
“Oh that!”
“Abed with stomach gas, don’t y’know.  Trying a new magnetic 

cure, too.  A shaft of lodestone goes right up the corkhole, sets them 
bowels aright, so they say.  We’ll bloody well see about that!”

“I’m interested in a cargo coming in.”
“Which ship?”
“Captain Morgan’s vessel.”
“Already posted,” he said and pointed to a board around which a 

number of merchants were standing.  But the board listed just what I 
had seen on the ledger.

“Th at can’t be everything,” I said.  
I knew that the shipment of slaves mentioned in the Gazette, for 

example, was not on the list.
“Certain items may be unlisted, at the Captain’s discretion.”
“Like slaves?”
“Yes.  And certain, shall we say, other valuables.”
“Precisely what I am searching for,” I said.  “My shipment of…”
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And here I paused and nodded knowingly to suggest that the clerk 
would be rude not to fi nish my sentence.  Th e ruse worked.

“Gold fl orins, perhap?”
“Exactly!”
“Th at would be coming in on the Columbia on the fi rst of May.” 
“And it will be safe, I trust?”
“Yes indeed.  Full guard, you may rest assured about that.”
“I’m sure that will be one of the more valuable treasures arriving,” 

I said. 
“Not at all, sir.  We’ve got treasures from the four corners of the 

world coming into this very port daily,” he said proudly.  “And besides, 
the most valuable items here cannot be stolen, no indeed.”

“What’s more valuable than a shipment of gold fl orins?”
“Th e ships themselves a’course.”
“Of course.  Has anyone ever tried to hijack a ship?”
“High jack?”
“Steal.  Make off  with.”
“Heavens no.  No one rightly minded would attempt such a thing, 

us being so close to the Tower where the militia stay.”
Except my dear Colonel Blood, I thought, who was anything but 

rightly minded.

Punch Judy

Elsewhere on the wharf a puppet play was being performed for a 
small crowd that soon included me.  A crude wooden dummy with a 
tall hat and a long nose was bounding around on the tiny stage and 
I knew immediately that I was watching an original Punch and Judy 
show.  

“Ahoy mate,” said a short man suddenly appearing next to me.  It 
was Pegleg Paulie.

“Squared yourself with Nobby Nobs?” I asked.
“A fair trade ‘twas,” he said.
 “Good.  And what’ve you got for me today?”
On the tiny stage and in a fi t of rage, Punch took his crying baby 

and tossed it out the window.  Th e children in the crowd applauded 
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and laughed.  Th en another fi gure appeared behind us, looming over 
Pegleg.  It was Blood’s cohort Parret.

“Sup, Pegleg?” he asked.
“Well, Mr. Parret is it?  Might I introduce…” and he told Parret 

my name.  
I knew not to shake his hand because that was a sign of class.  

Instead I nodded at him stiffl  y.  Th ere was no way to tell what Parret 
made of me but at least he did not seem to recognize me either from 
the Lion’s Inn or from the street.  And since I seemed to know Pegleg 
he must have assumed that I could be trusted…at least enough to stand 
near.

“Got somethin’ f ’me from the Colonel?” Pegleg asked.
“Shut oop, jackass.  It’s Mr. Mason today and henceforth.  I’ve a 

shiny half crown for you is what.  All y’got t’do is wot we discussed on 
th’day in question.”

“Th at’s the job?  All of it?  For due compensation, m’lord, I can be 
more help.”

When a second puppet representing his wife Judy came in to 
complain about the baby being tossed, Punch beat her senseless with a 
bat.  More laughter and applause.  And when a puppet policeman came 
to arrest him, Punch beat him too and threw him out into the crowd.  
Th ere was a fi ght among the kids to stomp on the cop.

“Ye’ll do wot yer told and eat the rest,” Parret said.  “Th at and keep 
yer damn yap shut.”

He winced at me as he said this.
“Don’t fretty our friend here,” Pegleg said.  “His interests 

co’ncide.”
At this Parret used his height to tower over both of us.
“We got no interests, mate.  You got a job’s all.  Do it right and I 

don’t feed yer good leg to the rats.  Got that?”
“Aye,” Pegleg said but he turned to me and nodded as he did it.  
It was a signal that I already owed him for being allowed to overhear 

this exchange.
When the hangman arrived on the puppet stage and tried to execute 

him, Punch slipped the noose and hanged the hangman instead.  And 
when the applause over that died down, a crocodile appeared and ate 
Punch.  Th ere was wild clapping and stomping at the end of the play 
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and a debate ensued that split the crowd into warring groups.  Th e 
Puritans present claimed that the crocodile stood for moral truth and 
that all would be punished for defying the will of God.  Th e freethinkers 
said that Punch stood for the state oppressing the natural order of life, 
which would triumph in the end.  Others argued that the crocodile 
represented opium consuming those with weak wills or the Jews buying 
up everything in sight.  And when, inevitably, these arguments got out 
of hand, constables were called in to stop it. 

I narrowly escaped the melee with my two new unsavory pals.

Th e Earl of Sandwich

And so the three of us began to stroll down the riverside together.
Can you imagine the scene?
I couldn’t have.  It was a new high point – or low one – of the whole 

slippage.  Th ere was Pegleg Paulie stumping along, Parret glowering, 
and me in the middle strolling as sweet as a window shopper.  How 
perfect!  In addition to my previous roles as a liar, burglar, spy, and 
thief, I had now become part of Blood’s own gang.  I was no longer just 
following the trail of Blood, I was on it.  And while not exactly trusting 
me, the two of them did seem to accept me.  Based, of course, on my 
willingness to continue to pay for the privilege, which I was perfectly 
willing to do.

After a time, we passed a street musician – known in slang as a 
busker – who was playing a fl ageolet and singing for the money tossed 
into his hat.  His ballad ran like this:

Many are they who would reach for a star 
Only to fi nd themselves right where they are.
Take one step, two steps, through any door 
And fi nd yourself back in the room before. 
Our world is round like a bead in a game
Where journeys lead back from whence you came.

I took that as good news and dumped some coins in his hat.  But 
the focus of the crowd suddenly shifted, drawn to a man walking like a 
celebrity down Fifth Avenue.  Th is turned out to be Edward Montagu, 
the Earl of Sandwich, on his daily constitutional.  He was a fancy-
schmancyman with gold chains around his waist who worked the crowd 
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like he was running for mayor.  Th e chains drew the rapt attention of 
my two associates but Pegleg, having trouble with his peg, could not 
keep up and left but not before relieving me of what he referred to as 
his “chatter money.”  Parret saw this exchange and became intrigued.

“Wot’s yer game?” he asked me after Pegleg had gone.
“Con, swindle, scam.  Whatever’s up,” I said.
“And you pay yer way in?”
“Pay well.  If the profi t’s there.”
As casually as possible, I fl ipped a sovereign into his dirty hand, 

never even looking him in the eye.  He snatched it mid-air, put it in his 
pocket, and thus united in greed and crime – not to mention creed and 
grime – we tailed Edward Montagu down the wharf.  Th e stroll turned 
into a serious hike all along the riverside down to the Strand, which 
gave me more time to dig for news.

“So what’s the scheme?” I asked.  “No more kidnappings, eh?”
“You know of that, do ye?”
“I know things.  Like that your brother-in-law Frisle is out on his 

butt.”
“His wha?”
“His ruddy arse.”
“You mean his ruddy corpse.”
“Corpse?  You mean Frisle’s dead?”
“Took you to know things, I did,” he said coldly.
“But he was your own…kin.”
“Aye…but no kin of Colonel…of Mason.”
He drew his fi ngers across his throat like a slow slice at the neck 

and I shuddered.  Blood must have killed Frisle or had someone else do 
it.  I had not realized until that moment how close I was to real actual 
murder.  Watch your step D., I thought, this is dangerous stuff .  Even 
a minor slip in my glance or stance could get me killed too.  And I was 
no kin to no one neither.

“So what is it?  Out to save the neck of Squinch?” I proposed, 
stabbing in the dark.

“Not even close, mate.  Th is drag is so big even you with your high 
horse can’t imagine it.”

“Gold fl orins?” I tried, fl ailing wildly.
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“I be sworn not to tell a soul.  But it’ll sure make the broadsheets.  
For a hundred years hence.  Hoy!  Th ere’s our Miss Taylor.”

We had followed the Earl of Sandwich to his fi ne residence on King 
Street and just as he entered the house, a pretty young woman wearing 
a chamois apron and long black hair held in back by a bone comb 
walked out accompanied by a footman.

“Our Miss Taylor?” I echoed.
“Make yerself useful and keep an eye on’er,” Parret said.
“Me?”
“You.  An’ maybe I give a nod to Mr. Mason, he don’t slit yer neck 

too,” Parret said and walked away.

Szilard

I followed my orders and watched Miss Taylor as she went down 
past the stores near Poultry and Cornhill and stopped in front of a small 
shop on Watling.  Th ere she met another woman, older and wider, 
wearing a plain gray dress and a kerchief over her hair.  Together they 
entered the shop beneath a swaying wooden sign that, like hundreds 
of others in the city, announced the business for the unreading public.  
Th is one showed a large needle and thread.  From my vantage point 
across the street I watched them, framed like a tableau by the window, 
pinning fabric to a wooden manikin.

Th e streets were dark by the time I returned to the Publik House, 
the lanterns having been extinguished at ten.  FYI: when I say dark I 
mean really dark.  So dark that I could not see even to the end of the 
street.  It was creepy dark and this took some getting used to.  Nighttime 
in New York in 2011 was really more an attitude than a shade since the 
city was always lit.  But when the lights went out in London then, the 
purple of nightmares set in.  Fortunately there was a linkboy at one of 
the corners holding a torch and announcing: “Would you like a light 
for tuppence?”  I hired him to accompany me the rest of the way and 
only wished that he could illuminate more than just the surrounding 
street.

On the bed in my room, listening to London doze, I got to 
thinking again about that box, the one I had been looking at when I 
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slipped.  Could that box somehow fi gure into all this and was my Nana 
somehow implicated?

It seemed ridiculous and yet…
I only knew her as a pleasant, slightly ornery old lady and in her 

family role as a wife and mother and nana.  But like all women, she 
had another life too and I knew a little about it.  She had given birth to 
my mom right after they dropped the bomb on Japan at the end of the 
Second World War.   She was horrifi ed by that event – the bomb not 
the birth – and it turned her into a peace activist. 

Our family album had photos of her demonstrating at anti-nuclear 
rallies, organizing protests, signing petitions…and there was that 
famous one from the 1950s of her posing and shaking hands with Leo 
Szilard.

Leo Szilard.
He was one of the physicists who developed the atom bomb.  I read 

up on him the fi rst time I saw the photo of them together.  He had 
been inspired by the fi ctional “atomic bombs” in H. G. Wells’ novel Th e 
World Set Free and became the fi rst to conceive of a bomb that would 
use a nuclear chain reaction as fuel.  He drafted a confi dential letter 
to President Roosevelt explaining the possibility of nuclear weapons 
and warning that the Nazis might be working on them.  He got Albert 
Einstein to co-sign it and that led to the establishment of research into 
nuclear fi ssion by the US government and the Manhattan Project.

But Szilard was a tragic fi gure.  He never expected the bomb to 
actually be used.  He wanted a test arranged that could be witnessed by 
Japanese observers who would then have the chance to surrender.  After 
the bombing he became an anti-nuclear advocate and it was under 
those circumstances that he met with my Nana.

I had Nana’s arms around me as I drifted off  to sleep but soon they 
became the wings of a black cape.  Th e wings carried me through a 
series of narrow alleyways and back streets, passed beggars and cripples 
living in forgotten spaces.  Th en there was a thick, carved, oaken door 
in front of me, teasingly ajar.  A sliver of light breaking through the 
opening marked the fl oor like a runway, a slender thread running 
straight ahead.  I followed this line into a bedroom with an elaborate 
four-poster and a night table covered with jigsaws and a dagger with a 
pearl handle, a gold doubloon, a telescope.
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Constable Hollodoom was lying in that bed, beckoning me.
Even inside that dream I knew there were clues but they did not 

reveal themselves.  I reached out to take the dagger, embarrassed to be 
stealing.  Th en the bed was empty and I turned quickly to see if anyone 
was watching, only to catch my own refl ection in a pitted mirror.  But 
it was not myself I saw nor even the body I was borrowing.  

It was Blood there and Blood was me.
I awoke with a start from that dream, sweat forming on my forehead, 

my throat dry, my will as creased and crimped as an old map.

A New Direction

“Times are hard, Mr. Portshugh.  A businessman can hardly make 
an honest profi t these days.”

“Amen, sir.”
“Bankers are paying six percent to borrowers and charging eight 

percent on loans.”
“An outrage!”
“If only I had bought stock in the East India Company six years 

ago…I’d be a rich man today instead of a debtor!”
“I see your point.  I’m in London to look for a house for my family.  

But thirty pounds a year to run it?  Where is money like that to come 
from?”

“From debt, Mr. Portshugh, debt deeper than the rings of hell 
itself.  I’ve heard the King himself owes out to the tune of over a million 
pounds.”

“But did not the Queen come with a grand dowry?  Else why the 
marriage?”

“King Charles has expensive tastes.  Lady Castlemaine alone must 
run up quite a bill.  No, sir, there’s only one way to solve the debt and 
that method is forthcoming, I guarantee it.  War with the Dutch!”

“But we’ve just had such a war and nothing’s improved.”
“Which is why we need another.  War’s a business, Mr. Portshugh, 

and a business must have its commerce.  Warfare hones the margins, 
raises the interest.  Th ere’s one thing certain in this world of woes and 
that is that there’ll always be a war.  Take reassurance in that!”
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“Th ere, at least, is one man who will always profi t,” Portshugh said, 
gesturing.

“And who might that be?”
“In the corner there, running his business from that very table.”
“A lawyer?”
“No, an insurer.  Whose fortunes are based on the chance of 

disaster.”
“Not a bad business model.”
“Indeed.  He will insure anything…real estate, shipments, products, 

deliveries, jewels…”
I had only been half listening to all that but the words “real estate” 

caught my attention.  Perhaps this insurance fellow might help me 
understand the map that I had made in Blood’s room.  In front of 
his table, before the ledgers and papers, was a large candle with a pin 
sticking out of the side. 

“A time-keeping device to limit auctions,” he said.  “Th e bidding 
ends when the candle burns down to the point when…”

“You can hear the pin drop!” I said.  “I always wondered where that 
came from.”

“Are you interested in underwriting?” he asked.
“No, in a building,” I said.
“Plenty of insurance in that area…construction risks, accident 

protection, and so on.”
“Th ose fellows near the window think you build your profi ts on 

misery.”
“You know your Milton, I trust?”
“Certainly,” I replied, but only if he meant Milton Pearlstein, my 

ophthalmologist.
“Th is world seems a lousy place to live in and the perfect place 

to die in,” he intoned.  “I simply off er some assurance along the way.  
Come sit down and share a pot of coff ee.  We’ll see what we can do.  
Th e name is Edward Lloyd.”

“Lloyd?  As in Lloyd’s of London?”
“As you say.”
“Amazing.  I never thought there was an actual…man.”
“And yet here I sit.  What’s your fancy?”
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“Does this look familiar to you?” I asked and showed him the 
drawing.

He studied it, scratched his wig, scratched under his wig, then 
handed it back to me.

“Sorry.  Th ough it does seem to represent the plan of a fl oor.  
You might inquire at the Lord Surveyor’s Offi  ce or at the Council of 
Buildings and Deeds.  But the answer might take years, I daresay.  If 
you could but ask Wren?”

“Who?”
“Christopher Wren, His Majesty’s architect.  He knows more 

about buildings than anyone on earth.  Rebuilding all of London, he 
is, since the Great Fire.  But an appointment to see him might take 
even longer.”

“Christopher Wren?  But I recently met him at a meeting of the 
Royal Society.”

“Well then, no need for an introduction.  Th at’s your best bet.”

Christopher Wren

Wren’s studio appeared to be nothing less than the entire universe 
stuff ed into a few rooms.  He was another of those multi-faceted 
geniuses that lived and thrived in London at the time and like the 
other Royal Society members, Wren was interested in…everything.  
Experiments, inventions, sketches, and projects fi lled every available 
nook and niche.  Th ere were charts on the walls, tools on every surface, 
and books on mathematics, optics, and astronomy fi lling the shelves.  
In the midst of all this, Wren’s assistants scampered back and forth 
with more drawings, notes, and questions.  His studio was emblematic 
of the age, its fl urry of movement standing for the vast energy of the 
whole century, and the profusion of objects was a dollhouse version of 
the unlimited curiosity of Restoration England.

It also proved that our moms were wrong…you really do not have 
to clean up your room.

Wren was a chubby man in his early forties, good-humored, and 
gentle of nature.  He was the funny neighbor on the TV sitcom.  Yet 
busy as he was, he seemed more than willing to share his time, even his 
ideas, with a visiting electricist.
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“Come in, come in.  Do you still have your spleen?” he asked as he 
guided me past a lens-grinding booth.

“My what?”
“Your spleen,” he repeated and jabbed at my ribs. “I can off er you 

ten shillings for it.  I urge you to consider.  It’s a good deal…thrice 
what you’ll get from the mortuary.  And by then you’ll not enjoy the 
money.”

“You want my spleen while I’m still alive?”
He paused before answering to instruct an assistant tinkering with 

a device to convert salt water into fresh using the power of the sun.
“Of course while you’re alive.  It’s of no use to me when the blood 

is dried.  Hop onto the table and you’ll be out of here by suppertime, 
ten shillings richer.  I’m out to prove that a healthy human being can 
do without the bloody thing.  You’ll be famous, as I shall mention you 
in my paper to the Royal Society.  You do want to advance the cause of 
English science, don’t you?”

“Not that much,” I said.
“Very well,” he replied, “that seems to be the prevailing opinion 

today of all my guests.  Now where were we?   We were discussing 
Beauty, were we not?”

“I don’t think so.”
“Well we should have been or we have lost valuable time.  I’d 

sincerely like your opinion on my theory that there are two distinct 
forms of Beauty…the natural beauty, which we appreciate because of 
the pristine logic of geometry, and customary beauty which is due to 
the habituation of the senses.”

“My fi eld is electronics…I mean, the electrical fl uid.”
“Even better…”
“Pardon me, Master,” one of his assistants interrupted, “but on the 

matter of Saturn’s rings.  Th e paper is written out.  Do you want to 
review it?”

“Not now, boy.  Can’t you see I’ve a visitor?  Now where were 
we?”

“I wanted to ask you about this…”
“Ah yes…this experiment is meant to show that bees actually 

exhibit an intelligence not unlike our own.”
“I meant this drawing,” I said, holding it limply.
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“I hope to prove that bees tell each other about their sources of 
honey by some form of communication.  Did you say that you were a 
beekeeper?”

“I’m sorry but you seem to have me con…”
“Master Wren, the sketch is done,” said yet another assistant who 

had just fi nished touching up the master’s sketches for the new St. 
Paul’s Cathedral.  

“Fine, Sidney, a fi ne job.  You’ll be an architect yet, my lad.  What 
do you think?” he asked me.  

It was a gorgeous, meticulous sketch, a familiar one from art 
history – the grand facade with noble lines and stately geometries – and 
far more imposing than in Art History 101 with that pompous crank 
Lumbauer droning in the dark.

“Excellent,” I said.
“Th anks so much.  I’m glad you like it.  Th is is my seventh church 

and the one I’m proudest of.  How many did you say that you have 
designed?”

“I’m not an architect.”
“No?  Well, you should be one.  You’ve a good eye for it.”
“But I would like to ask your opinion on an architectural matter,” 

I said, shoving the drawing in his hand.  “Would you happen to know 
what this might be?”

“Master, you’ve an appointment with Lely the Dutchman for a 
portrait.  You’ll have to hurry, there’s not much time,” said a man 
helping Wren fi t into his wide broadcoat.

“Ah, I do apologize.  I would love to stay and chat with you, but 
as you see, I must be on my way.  I’ve had to wait three weeks for 
this appointment.  My friends have convinced me that history only 
remembers those whose faces have been set down.”

“Th at’s probably true…but what about this?  Do you have any idea 
what it is?” I shouted after him as he raced towards the door.

“What is it, about the comet?” he shouted back, misunderstanding 
the question. “I’ve been arguing about it with Newton for weeks.  We’ll 
discuss it at the Society next Wednesday.”

And quicker than I could name the thirteen books of Euclid, 
which I could never do anyway, Wren was out the front door and 
gone.  I caught my breath and walked over to the window, staring at 
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the confusion in the street.  From a small carriage pulling out into the 
traffi  c, Wren suddenly stuck his head out the window and shouted up 
to me:

“Not a very good sketch.  Yours?”
“No!”
“Good.  A bit unclear, it is.”
“Th at’s just the problem.”
“But I’ll bet it is the layout of…” he shouted but I could barely 

hear him.
“Layout of what?”
“What?”
“Of what?”
And then at the farthest edge of earshot: “Taralunda!”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

New friends both high and low, and my own increasing 
mastery of the rules of engagement in this distant world, 

bring me tiny steps closer to the resolution of my adventure.
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A Tour of the Tower

I took me some time to fi gure out just what Wren had said.
Th e Tower of London.
I envisioned it as some kind of dungeon, which is why I never 

associated it with the sketch I had copied in Blood’s room.  Th e sketch 
was too basic…it only showed the large outer wall and the footprints of 
several structures inside.  It was crude but accurate because the Tower 
of London was no mere tower: it was a stone compound, a complex of 
several buildings set within two parallel rings of defensive walls and a 
moat.

Approaching from the south along the wharf, its walls rose like 
a citadel plunked down in the midst of the city.  From outside, all I 
could see were the outer walls and the four spires of a tall building 
within them.  I entered through a stone passway known as St. Th omas’ 
Tower, then through another gate called Bloody Tower.  A bleak outer 
hallway led into the large central courtyard called the Inner Ward.  All 
around was a second stone wall broken by a series of towers.  Th e ward 
was fi lled with buildings, sheds and other structures, as well as visitors, 
wayfarers, and guardsmen going about their business.  In the center of 
it all was the original fortress with the four tall spires I had seen from 
the outside…imposing, stark.

I soon joined a group of visitors following a portly man in a red vest 
who was leading a tour.

“Welcome to the Tower of London,” he said, “one of the greatest 
fortresses in the known world.  We are standing now on Tower Green, 
also known as the Inner Ward.  Surrounding us on all sides is the grand 
fortress itself.  It consists, as you can see, of three perimeters of defense.  
Outermost is a one-hundred-foot wide moat where many who would 
escape have died in the mud.  Within that you have the wall at the 
outer ward with two cannon mounts to the north and various and 
sundry towers and embattlements along its perimeter.  Still within and 
all about you are the forty-foot-high walls of the Inner Ward here.”

“Awesome it all truly is,” he continued, “consisting of twenty 
separate towers covering eighteen acres of land.  Now in the center 
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here is the most famous of the structures, the so-called White Tower.  
It is the oldest, having been built in 1078 by William the Conqueror 
as another link in the chain of Norman castles protecting London.  Its 
walls are limestone and ragstone fi fteen feet wide at the base, eleven 
feet wide at the top, and ruddy imposing if I may say so.  Called the 
White Tower due to its whitewashing during the reign of Henry III, it 
has been home to hundreds of state prisoners since the year of 1100, 
although that honor has passed to other towers in the complex as of 
late.”

“And following me as we walk on, the White Tower is now the 
home of the Royal Armoury and the world’s fi nest collection of armor, 
swords, and other instruments of war.  Please inquire at the Offi  ce 
of the Armoury for separate entry to view the collection, Th ursdays 
at noon.  Th e White Tower also houses the Chapel of St. John, built 
starting in 1080, a beautiful example of the Romanesque style.  Th at 
is where the Knights of the Bath bathed, as it were, in huge tubs in the 
Sword Room before being anointed by the new King in the chapel.  
Below this are a series of dungeons, the smallest called the Little Ease, 
measuring only four feet square, and housing, among many other 
poor souls, Guy Fawkes of the infamous Gunpowder Plot, who was so 
cramped from it he could not walk to his own execution.”

“As a confi dential matter,” the guide said in a whisper, “it is in 
the lowest of these dungeons where the traitors and heretics will fi nd 
the various instruments of ‘convincement’ such as the rack, for the 
pulling apart of the joints: the Scavenger’s Daughter, for the crushing 
of the body until blood spurts through the nostrils: the bilboes, for 
the anguished compression of the ankles: the brakes, which shatter 
the victim’s teeth beyond repair: the pilliwinks, for the squeezing of 
the fi ngers – very nasty, that one – and the caschie-laws, the purpose 
of which eludes me now but you may be certain there is some pain 
involved.”

“Also in this building is housed temporarily the Naval Stores and 
armaments.  Now if you follow me around to the right, I shall proceed 
to describe the various structures of the inner ward.  At this fi rst corner 
here we have the Bell Tower where Sir Th omas More languished.  
Beneath it is Queen’s House, a frequent home to many enemies of 
the Crown and is also called the Lieutenant’s Lodgings.  It is here that 
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the aforesaid Guy Fawkes was roughly interrogated.  Next around is 
the Gentleman Gaoler’s Lodgings, where Lady Jane Grey watched her 
husband’s execution on the Green here, followed by Beauchamp Tower, 
where numerous inscriptions on the stone walls tell of incarcerations 
too many to enumerate.  Adjacent to this is Tower Green, where we 
now stand, site of the memorable beheading of Anne Boleyn.  At the 
north wall – turn, turn – we fi nd Devereaux Tower, Flint Tower, and 
Bowyer Tower, home of the King’s bowmaker, then Brick Tower and 
Martin Tower where the Crown Jewels may be seen by appointment 
with Talbot Edwards.”

“Coming around then, we fi nd Constable Tower, Broad Arrow 
Tower and Salt Tower, and lastly Lanthorn Tower and Hall Tower, 
where the National Records are housed.  It is on the second fl oor there 
that Henry IV met his untimely death by murther.  Back at the front 
is the Bloody Tower, with its renowned sliding gate weighing two tons 
and needing thirty men to raise and lower it and signaling doom to 
many and sundry.  It is also there that Sir Walter Ralegh was held and 
Sir Th omas Overbury poisoned to death.”

“Other towers line the outer wall, which we will review upon entry 
to the White Tower for a better view.  I thank you for your attention in 
the hot sun and we will now move on to the White Tower.  And please 
watch your purses.”

A Peep of Pepys

At this point, the tour group got scrambled with another bunch 
of people leaving the grounds.  I instantly recognized the Earl of 
Sandwich surrounded by his entourage.  By then I knew that Blood’s 
plan centered on the Tower.  But whether it concerned William Penn, 
that shipment of gold fl orins, or Captain Morgan’s ship I had no clue.  
Since Sandwich was a big mucky-muck with the Navy, which had a 
garrison in the Tower, I decided to introduce myself.

Why not?  After all, was I not a landed squire?  A friend and 
colleague of Newton and Wren?  A VP of marketing?  I ran to catch 
up as he left the Ward, but just as I reached him, I was intercepted by 
a fanatic in rags.

“Repent, Ye Sinners and Whorers!  Judgment Day Is Near!”
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“Yes, I’ll do that,” I said, sidestepping.  But the madman took our 
collision as a sign from heaven and blocked my path.

“Seen the devil, have ye?  I can see his mark in your eyes.  Trust in 
the Lord, y’sinner!”

“Fine,” I said, trying to outstep him. “Just let me pass.”
“Y’can pass by me but can ye pass thro’ Peter’s Gates without 

shame?”
“S’cuse me,” I shouted and weaved and bobbed.
Th en he jumped at me and tried to give me the bearhug of 

salvation.
“I can save ye!  Look not to Satan but cast yer eyes above to Him 

who loves y’from this day forth!”
“I’m saved!” I cried. 
And I was but not by providence.  A troupe of circus performers 

came to my rescue.  Th ey were carrying a banner that said “Old Jacob’s 
Acts and Scenes” and I threw myself at them so that we all became 
ensnarled…prancers, madman, me.  A woman with no teeth and 
balloony breasts bounced up against me in the confusion; a man with 
a goat mask bebopped with the lunatic.  A round dance began to the 
tune of someone piping and soon I was spun out like a top, winding up 
almost directly at the feet of the Earl of Sandwich and his companion.

“Shall I keep the accounts of the Dutch shipment,” the other man 
said, “in my offi  ces or at the Naval Offi  ce?”

“Keep them safely in your house, Pepys,” Sandwich said.  “We’ll 
turn all that over to the High Admiral when the time is right.  We hope 
to see you for dinner Th ursday next with your wife.”

“Pepys!” I shouted, standing up and brushing myself off .
But the two men took me for some kind of fl ibbet and backed 

away.
I did not know him, of course, but I knew of him.  Th is was Samuel 

Pepys…he of the famous diary.  Although I never actually read it, I 
knew it was considered the greatest memoir of the age. A man worth 
knowing, I thought, but blurting out his name like that did not exactly 
get me into his book.

“It will be my pleasure, m’lord,” Pepys said, stepping by me sternly.  
“Now, if you will, I must return home shortly.  My wife has a roast for 
this eve and I fear it being overcooked.”
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“Fine, Pepys.  Our business is concluded.  But make sure that the 
Modyford preparations are taken care of.”

“As you say, sir.”

Th e area all around the Tower was starting to get mobbed with 
people.  Th at’s when I remembered that it was April 28th, the day of 
the hanging of Archie Squinch.  Sandwich and his group were heading 
to Tower Hill to watch it along with everyone else.  Among the people 
accompanying him was the young housemaid I had seen before who 
worked for him.  She was pretty and it suddenly occurred to me that I 
could take advantage of the situation.  After all, I had a secret weapon in 
my arsenal of spy tactics, but one that took me a long time to recognize.  
Th is was the simple fact that I was now a young man.  A reasonably 
attractive one too and of a certain station, too low to impress a queen 
but high enough to interest a maid.

A word of caution here.
Th e real problem with stories of time travel is not paradoxes or 

causality or even the gist of history.  Th e main problem is cliché.  No 
matter how the hero travels – by slipping or leaping or tunneling or 
shifting – he or she always seems to end up fi nding true love.  Th e 
search has always been about love.  Th is is the chief reason I rarely read 
science fi ction.

Well not this time.
I had been married twice, engaged twice, hopeful three times and 

crushed once.  I believe in love as much as the next person but not as a 
plot device.  Th e last thing I needed was to go through all this simply 
to fi nd my true love.  How boring!  For that I could have stayed home 
and logged onto eharmony.com.

Th erefore let me allay any fears you, dear reader, might have about 
the direction of this dalliance.  I would fl irt with the maid to get 
information but the scene goes no further than that, nor does any other 
scene, and love is not at the end of the trail.

Mayhem perhaps but not love.
You can rest easy on that score at least.
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A Small Flirtation

It was awkward at fi rst.  
Naturally I had used my feminine wiles back – that is, forward 

– in my day.  But what exactly were masculine wiles?  How were you 
supposed to seduce a woman?  What did men say or do?  

It turned out not to be as impossible as it sounds.  I said to myself, 
“just imagine that you are a woman, D., which in fact you are, talking 
to a man and simply reverse it and speak to this woman as though you 
were the man you are.”  

Well…that made a lot more sense at the time.  
What I meant was that men do just what women do…the coy 

smile, a soft glance, playful words.  Show some interest, linger gingerly, 
smile stupidly.  And remember not to twiddle your hair or lick your 
lips because all that is girly stuff .  I could not arch my back to infl ate 
my breasts because I did not have any, but other than that, it was a 
snap.  After a few minutes of my undivided attention, the young lady 
was all chip and chatter.

“His proper title is Admiral the Earl of Sandwich on account o’ his 
bein’ on the Navy Board.”

“So then he knows about ships coming into port.”
“Knows many things, to be sure, him a member of the King’s Privy 

Council and all.”
“Loaded, too.”
“Th e ships?”
“I mean…rather wealthy he.”
“We can sure aff ord our wheat.”
“Your what?”
“Stead of cheap barley or rye.  Th at’s why he’s nickered a member 

of the upper crust, don’t y’know.  Didn’t prevent him from taking sickly 
and come to have his liver ills.”

“Th at’s why he takes his long walks?”
“He’s to take a good long stroll twice a’week accompanied by his 

deputy sometimes.”
“You mean Samuel Pepys.”
“But if you ask me Lord Sandwich is doin’ nothin’ so much as 

paying for his sins with the ladies of the court.”
“A bit of a rake is our Earl then?”



Alan Robbins

141

“And with attentions to Julie, my ward and helper, who I think 
might have given him a touch of the warts too.  But he shoulda known 
better, him a peer and all and her nothin’ so much as street scum tryin’ 
to make her way up in the world.”

“I trust I shall be permitted to call on you,” I said brightly but she 
looked at me dim.  

A class thing, maybe.  Or maybe I was just overdoing it.  Come to 
think of it, I might have been quoting the wrong century…Charlotte 
Bronte maybe instead of the Earl of Rochester.

No matter.
Th e whole thing was getting pretty confusing since that was not 

really me, so to speak.  Or maybe because I really was me.  Not the me 
I had become, the me I still was.

Never mind…they were about to start the hanging.

Th e Hanging of Squinch

All of London, it seemed to me, had turned out for the event.  
Th e whole thing had the combined air of a circus, a demonstration, 
and a rally.  Well-dressed women in their petticoats and men in their 
polished boots, children in Sunday outfi ts, along with the rabble in 
their rabblery, all gathered at Tower Hill as though the Stones were 
playing their last gig.

I knew that public executions were big events; I had seen the 
movies. Th e condemned would dress in their fi nest clothes and tip the 
executioner to assure a clean cut.  Sir Walter Ralegh feeling the edge 
of the ax said, “Th is is a sharp medicine but it is a physician for all 
diseases.”  

I would have expected this turnout for a queen or a pretender, not 
a minor criminal.  A newsbook – a kind of weekly pamphlet published 
by the government that was being distributed at the Hill – gave a handy 
but grisly reminder of some of the penalties for common crimes:

 Striking of a person of the Court  Loss of right hand
 Larceny     Whipping
 Larceny in grand theft   Loss of an ear
 Murder, felony, counterfeiting  Hanging
 Treason     Torture and death
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In fact it was a simple twist of fate that accorded Squinch the honor 
of Tower Hill.  In a daring – or stupid – move Squinch had tried to 
rob Lady Castlemaine, the King’s mistress, from her moving coach.  
When one of her guards stepped in, Squinch killed him by slashing 
his throat with a broadknife.  Th e murder made it a capital off ense and 
Squinch was therefore sentenced to death.  But it turned out that Lady 
Castlemaine was having an aff air with the murdered guard and suff ered 
greatly to have his split neck oozing blood onto her yellow satin dress.  
Th e court decided that an example had to be set.  Th us it was that 
Archibald Squinch was to be hanged on Tower Hill where greater souls 
had gone before.

I thought Blood might try to save Squinch from the gallows but it 
would have been pointless because the crowds were too dense for me to 
see or even budge.  I was stuck there like any other bystander.  At one 
point in the procession a royal carriage passed by and angry jeers rose 
through the crowd.

“Who is it?” I asked.
“It’s Louise de Keroualle, the King’s newest whore.”
“Why is everyone jeering her?”
“She’s a damn Catholic, is why.  Here, have a tomato.”
I could barely lift my arms let alone throw it but at that moment 

the woman inside the carriage threw open the drape and stuck her head 
out. 

“Be silent, good people,” she shouted.  “It is I…Nell Gwyn.  Th e 
Protestant whore!”

Th e crowd burst into cheers.

Twelve thousand people lined Tower Hill and pressed toward the 
scaff old to get a good view.  Picnic lunches were disrupted by all the 
jostling.  Vendors off ering miniature replicas of the gallows worked the 
crowd, as did apple and cherry sellers, cutpurses and pickpockets.  At 
the appointed hour, the Lord Mayor of London, Sir Richard Gurney, 
and assorted other dignitaries made their speeches.  Th e priest gave his 
blessing, not to the condemned but to the executioner.  No fi nal words 
were elicited from the illiterate Squinch but as the rope was set and the 
leather hood placed, Squinch could be seen waving goodbye to one of 
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his cronies.  Th e door was dropped and the body fl ew to the end of the 
tether.  Th ere was a snap.  Th e corpse dangled.

Th ere had been a debate about whether to display the dead body before 
London Tower as an example to the lower classes or to have it drawn and 
quartered, which was hoity-toity.  Castlemaine insisted on the latter and 
horses were tied to the limbs by chains.  At a command, the body was 
wrenched apart and the Sheriff  – giving Squinch a fi nal honor also usually 
accorded only to the rich – held the heart and head aloft, blood dripping 
down his arms, to shouts of joy from the assembled masses.  I was appalled 
and sickened but clearly alone in that; I noticed only a few grimaces, some 
heads turned away, but nothing more.  Th ere was a surge at the base of the 
scaff old as people rushed under the fl oorboards to catch the gushing blood 
in rags and bottles, to be used to ward off  certain diseases.

Finally the crowds dispersed as the scaff old was taken down.  Tower 
Hill was returned to the birds.  Th e city went back to life as usual.  I 
stood on the hill alone for a long time after that.  Perhaps the only 
woman – man – in London that day to be troubled by the hanging.  
My high-minded views of this civilized time were shattered for that 
moment.  Was this what the great age of reason and science had to 
off er?  Barbarity, ruthlessness, superstition?

Th ey were amateurs compared to us in most things dreadful, but 
at least we did not have hangings like galas in Times Square.  At least 
we did not do that in my day.  We did not single people out for public 
execution; we would never put them on display like that.  

No, we slaughtered them wholesale, by the millions, as God 
intended.  

For the second time since the beginning I felt terribly alone.  Not 
isolated by time this time, but by compassion.  And by a deep sense of 
disgust for my fellow humans, whose cruelty is eternal.  Alone I stood 
by one o’clock on an unremarkable April day in 1671 as a forgotten 
murderer passed into the indiff erent stream of death on earth.

An Imago Mundi

I was famous for the Olympics.
It was an idea I had that became well-known in marketing circles, 

if I say so myself.



144

Following the Trail of Blood

You see our sneaker division had this shoe that not only took 
biomeasures but also electrically stimulated parts of your foot to 
compensate and correct.  I never understood the mechanics of it but 
the R&D people swore by it.  Something to do with refl exology and 
the zones of energy that run through the foot and all that.

I got the idea that this would be a great shoe for the Olympics.  But 
the committee said it would give an unfair advantage to the athletes and 
they compared it to enhancement drugs.  So I said that, in that case, 
make sure all the athletes wore them…then no one had an advantage.  
Th ey bought it.  All I had to do after that was convince every single 
Olympics committee in every one of the 230 countries participating 
to go along with it.  Th at, in turn, meant 230 separate marketing 
campaigns in all those languages and customs.

I pulled it off  with the help of the same tracking software that 
FedEx used to keep packages moving around the world.  It was all set 
to go for the 2012 Summer Games, which were going to be in London 
of all places.

I mention all this because I believe in the power of planning and 
still think that you can solve any problem by organizing your options.  
And so I set out to do just that in my tiny room at the Crutch & 
Hackett.

No tracking software, obviously, so I used pen and paper.  But the 
only paper readily available was the kind they used to wrap fi sh and I 
began to gather pieces whenever I could and glue them at the edges 
with the whites of eggs.  Ink was expensive but I found that blood from 
a nearby slaughterhouse worked just as well.

On this patchwork tapestry I began to write down every clue, name, 
or fact that seemed to matter in this matter and arrows joining them 
where they intersected.  Blood, Mason, Butler.  Parret, Pegleg, Frisle.  
Nicks, Penn, Morgan, Squinch.  Sandwich, Pepys, Taylor.  Th e Royal 
Society, the wharf, the Tower of London.  Th e map, the engraving, 
even a strange blotch of unknown origin that I reasoned might yet 
mean something.

I was looking for patterns, you see, connections.  Th e internal 
structure of the data.  An imago mundi, a map of my little world.  Th e 
more I worked on this, the more I thought something was beginning 
to emerge.
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Pryor, MacFee, Portshugh, Crainbeak.  Carnew and Wainrit and 
Lloyd.

Pretty soon I was adding everything I had overheard or misheard 
too.  Nell Gwyn, King Charles, Old Rowley.  Halley’s comet, the fi re, 
the fi replug.  Th e 9th of May, noonday, the word crimp.

As the chart began to take over the walls of the room I thought I 
was really getting somewhere.

My Nana, the Grateful Dead, the XXX Olympiad, a morning boner, 
that kid who tried to feel me up in fi fth grade….it was all implicated.  
How was one to know which details mattered and which did not?  You 
had to get it all down or risk missing something vital.

Punch and Judy, grape punch, punch on the cheek, punch drunk.
Th e words began to fi ll every square inch of the paper and the 

arrows looked like conduits on a major microchip.  I became obsessed 
with getting everything down, everything linked.  Hollodoom and the 
Knicks and a pubic hair I lost and stuck on with spit.  It was a complex 
web of incidence and accident in which anything pointed to everything 
else and the whole thing all together was the key.  Chaos theory, M 
Th eory, Th e Law of Unintended Consequences…I wrote them down 
too though I had no idea what they inferred.

You see what I was doing?
Losing my goddamn fucking mind is what!
After two days the room was gone, covered with paper and words 

and arrows of everything I could think of and all pointing in every 
direction.  A sea of red herrings.  A diagram of the psyche of the last 
madwoman in the asylum at the end of the world.

Made of dried blood and old fi shpaper, it did not smell too pink 
either.

My one-way path to the future had reached a dead end and I was 
standing at it.

Teetering, reeling, covered in blood and smelling like a slop pot, I 
gathered up my belongings, walked out, and left it all behind.

A Move to the Lion’s

Luckily, there was a room available at the Lion’s Inn, and it was 
right down the hall from Blood.  It meant that I had to beat Nobby 
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Nobs at a game of Crow’s Ass, but that just turned out to be a version 
of Go Fish, the same game I used to beat my brother at, so I had no 
problem with it.

Waiting for my room to be ready, I sat at the long table with some 
other patrons watching a dramatic-looking fellow wearing a lace shirt 
with ruffl  es at the wrist.  Th at was quite out of fashion and along with 
his mustache and feathered cap, it gave him the look of an Elizabethan 
actor in a stinko play.  He was standing on the table in a heroic pose 
near a cooked goose.

“Fair pledges of a fruitful tree,” he intoned, “why d’ye fall so fast?  
Your date is not so past.  But y’may stay yet here a while, to blush and 
gently smile, and go at last…”

“An ‘oo moyt this be?” asked one of the barmaids.
“Name’s Herrick,” said another.  “Fashions ‘imself the wordsman.”
“Pamphleteer?”
“Look at ‘im.  Does he look a Puritan?  He’s a monarchist, a poet 

of the high and mighty.”
“…but you are lovely leaves, where we may read how soon things 

have their end, though ne’er so brave.  And after they have shown their 
pride, like you a while, they glide into the grave.”

“Ooo, Gawd,” the barmaid exclaimed, “that’s bloody depressin’.  It 
truly is.”

“It’s always like that with our Mr. Herrick prattlin’ on about death, 
dyin’and decayin’.  Th e bloody passin’ of bloody youth and all.  He 
should get out more, if y’ask me.”

“Fine and dandy ‘e is.  Wouldn’t know a tureen from a latrine.”
“A noyce physic’ll chaynge his themes. ‘Oo was that other bloke in 

here last week?”
“Andy Marvell.”
“I loyked ‘im.  Sense o’ humor he had and loyked a good laugh.  

Gave me tuppence for a tip too.  Noyce fella and not full o’ all this 
sorry sorrow.”

At which point the barmaid erected herself on a nearby pail and 
delivered her own poem to the patrons.

“What ho, what’s ‘is in my ‘and?  Why it’s a bloody rose, dead as 
dead.  See it turnin’ all green and slimy?  Maykes y sick enough to puke 
y’guts.”
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And the two maids collapsed in laughter, and Herrick too, but in 
a drunken heap.

“Ah, look who’s here,” said the man sitting next to me.  “Hullo, 
Izaak, come and join us.  Friends, this is Mr. Izaak Walton, another 
man of letters.  Taking a break from the great war of the words?”

“Nay.  I was engaged in a much more noble pursuit, sir.  Namely…
fi shing.”

“Th e kind of fi shing in which one catches little fi shies on a hook?”
“Indeed,” he said, scowling at Herrick on the fl oor.  “Th ere is 

nothing so pure to the spirit as sitting at a lake and casting into the 
depths of mystery, my friend.  Sadly, the mystery today was in where 
all the fi sh were.”

“A strange and bizarre sport, if one may say so, Walton.  Now 
tennis, there is a man’s pastime.  Did you see last week’s match between 
the King and Bab May?”

“No, I was casting for trout.”
“Quite a tournament.  Th e King carried himself well but he could 

not overcome May’s exceeding good topspin on the forehand.”
“I saw that match!” said another man.  “‘T’was not the topspin that 

fouled the King’s game.  It was Castlemaine in the stands dallying with 
the Lord Treasurer!”

“Th at reminds me, Walton.  Come with us tonight.  We’re to the 
theater to see the season’s hit, Love in a Wood, by William Wycherley.”

“Th e connection escapes me.  It seems the topic was love at the 
court not in a wood.”

“Th e connection is that this Wycherley is said to be bedding Lady 
Castlemaine too.”

“Who isn’t?”
“Aye, am I the damn last man in London who hasn’t had her?”
“Th e King won’t even go to Wycherley’s plays.  He must fear how 

grand the playwright’s pen is.”
 “Gentlemen, I must decline,” Walton said but I noticed something 

strange in his manner.  He was looking at me the whole time even 
though I had not said a word.  Almost as though he knew me, which 
was obviously impossible.

“A deadline due?”
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“No,” Walton explained.  “I hardly ever go to the theater anymore.  
It’s a barren enterprise.”

“At least we’ve got theater again.  During the Puritan boycott you 
couldn’t pay to watch your own nose drip.”

“Yes, but four shillings for a box?  No comedy of manners is worth 
that tariff .  And certainly no tragedy.”

“So sit in the gallery with the students, Walton.  It’ll only cost a 
shilling.”

“I shall take a pass and work on my lures,” Walton said and then 
came over and took the seat right next to me.

“You are not from here, are you?” he asked quietly.
“Ireland,” I said.
“You don’t sound Irish.”
“I’m new to it.”
“Why are you in London?  If I may ask.”
“Sightseeing,” I said but of course he had no idea what that 

meant.

Hobnob with Hobbes

Th ere was a murmur among the patrons as a new guest arrived.  His 
bald head with its fringe of white hair gave him the look of an eggling 
in a nest as he settled into his seat with great eff ort.  Even Nobby Nobs 
came over to greet this illustrious visitor.

“Evening, Doctor,” Nobs said.  “How’s the gout?”
“Winning the battle.  And yours?”
“Winning and losing in equal parts.  Care for a game of draughts?”
“You know a rational man doesn’t gamble, Nobby.”
“But a selfi sh one does.  Said so yourself, y’did.”
“Did I?”
“Said all men is rational but selfi sh.”
“Sounds true.”
“Said it’s rationality makes ‘em amicable.  Selfi shness makes ‘em 

contrary.  Th at’s why they needs a sovereign.  And why they need 
gambling too, I might add.”

“Been reading too much, Nobby.  Stick to games of chance, you’ll 
be better off .”
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Th e man reminded me of a little of my father.  Not in the look but 
the pose.  Dad was also grand and gruff  and loved to make a smartass 
nuisance of himself.

“Who is he?” I asked, turning to Walton.
“Th ey call him Th e Bear,” Walton said.  “May I ask if you…”
“Th e Bear?”
“Name is Th omas Hobbes.  Friend, I think we have something in 

common.”
“Hobbes?”
“Th omas Hobbes.  I should very much like to talk to you 

about…”
Th omas Hobbes.
Zibzibzib…accessing cortical database. 
Oh yes, over there in the Philosophy of Politics course at eight in 

the morning in that smelly room with the annoying lights.  Th omas 
Hobbes, author of the Leviathan.  Something about the scarcity of 
things in the world, a constant war of all against all.  Hobbes.  Life in 
the state of nature was solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.  Man 
forms peaceful societies by entering into a social contract, ruled by a 
kindly monarch.

“May we talk privately,” Walton insisted.
“About what?”
“About your visit here.”
“What about it?”
“If I am not incorrect, I believe that we have a mutual interest.”
“Blood?” I asked.
“Let us simply say for the moment that…”
“Walton!” Nobs interrupted.  “How about a game of scuttles with 

me and the good Doctor?” 
“I thank you but no.  Th is traveler and I…”
“What about it Irish?  Care for a game?”
To be polite I consented.  I had no idea at all what a game of 

scuttles was, but I picked up the basic idea soon enough.  Walton, for 
some reason, seemed perturbed by this turn of events but Nobs was 
adamant and set the three of us up at a scuttles rack.

“Heard the King’s a good scuttles player,” Nobs said.  “You were his 
tutor, Dr. Hobbes.  Tell me, is that true?”
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“Haven’t had the pleasure of it.”
“I wonder what his play would be.”
“Ask him yourself.  I’m to Whitehall for the Russian ambassador’s 

reception.  You can come with me.  You both can.”
“Meet His Majesty?” Nobs said.  “I don’t relish the thought of that!  

Feel like a slimetoad in Eden, I would.”
“Th en what about you, sir,” Hobbes said to me.  “I could use the 

company and the reliance of a sturdy young arm.”
“Meet the King of England?” I said.  “Cool.”
“Eh?  Cool?  But what can you mean by that?”
“Um…it’s Gaelic.  Cuewel…it means excellent idea.  I would love 

to.”
And just like that, through the hippity-hop of happenstance, 

nothing more than a simple off hand remark over a game of scuttles, 
I went upstairs and prepped the body to meet King Charles II of 
England.

If that’s not cuewel, I don’t know what is.
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With the passage of events, more theories fall to the wayside
 and as the trail goes cold I lose hope of reaching a satisfactory

 conclusion until certain new clues revive my prospects.
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Th e Stuart Court

Whitehall Palace could have been on one of those TV shows about 
the drippingly rich and famous.  Th e estate went on for a half a mile 
beside the river, a complex arrangement of galleries, apartments, offi  ces, 
and gardens.  It was not only the home of the Stuart monarch but of 
his entire court and the center of government for all of England as 
well.  I entered the palace through a long gallery fi lled with paintings 
by Raphael, Titian, and Holbein, marble statues and tables.  Th e 
Banqueting Hall where the reception was being held was ornate and 
splendid, everything the palace of one’s dreams could be, the walls lined 
with lush tapestries, gilt mirrors, crystal chandeliers.

Around the perimeter of the room the Yeomen of the Guard 
stood like columns.  Th ey looked decorative in red knee breeches and 
stockings, fl at hats, lace collars, and black shoes with colorful rosettes.  
But their steel halberds were real weapons not fi xtures, and each of 
the guards cut an imposing fi gure.  It was this observation that caused 
the Duke of Tuscany to presume that they were fed on large rations 
of beef and led to their nickname…Beefeaters.  And thence, through 
the magic of cultural devolution, to the picture on the gin of the same 
name.

Servants were busy tidying up from the dinner that Charles already 
had with the Russian ambassador.  I watched the remains of the regal 
meal pass by on silver platters…sixteen dishes in the fi rst course of roasts 
and meats and boiled salads, seventeen dishes in the second course of 
every fowl imaginable from mallards to peacocks, and thirteen dishes 
in the third course of sweetmeats and pastries.

True, I counted them.
Th e tall chairs that had been arranged around the long table were 

removed as well, including the King’s, which was the only one with 
arms.  Th e knives and forks were taken away; there were no spoons 
since guests were expected to bring their own.  Soon, the army of royal 
attendants in their black-and-white skirts and vests had rearranged the 
room for the formal reception.

Th e group that gathered there was a Technicolor double-feature.  
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All reds and purples and scarlets and crimsons and gold, which I later 
found out were expensive dyes, worn to impress.  It was a virtual armada 
of extravagance, every guy a corsair, each gal a galleon.  And then the 
King made his entrance.

I was all set to hate King Charles.  
I did not like the idea of kings and I never did too well with 

Charleses either.  And I was no anglophile.  Frankly you could snort 
everything I knew about the entire English Monarchy and not even 
work up a decent sneeze.  Th e obvious stuff …Henry VIII with all 
the wives, Elizabeth I and the whole Elizabethan thing, William the 
Conqueror, Edward the Confessor, Bloody Mary.  King John and the 
Magna Carta.  King Richard III with the hump or was that II?  And all 
those other Edwards and Johns.  King Creole.

In other words, not much.
But Hobbes did not seem too nervous about me as I was a foreigner 

and a scientist to boot, so I followed his lead and tried to act normal.  
Or whatever a normal Irish marketing rep and spy would act like.

After a grand hoop-de-doo, the Merrie Monarch himself strode 
in, smiling and greeting everyone.  Charles was taller, much taller, and 
younger looking than I expected.  Kind of a foppish Howard Stern 
wearing a potato for a nose.  He was surprisingly approachable.  No 
guards or fences separated him from his guests.  He was gracious in his 
introductions, fl irtatious with the ladies present, gallant with the men.  
He was dressed opulently in gold-trimmed King Charles slippers, silk 
stockings with jeweled garters, lace shirt and scarf, satin robes, and 
velvet surcoat.  Long, rich black hair cascaded down to his shoulders.  
His dark complexion contrasted sparkling impish eyes.  His expression 
struck me as kindly as well as kingly and only moments away from a 
smirk.  As though he were playing a role just as surely as I was.

Perhaps I recalled a portrait of him posing with a scepter and two 
dogs.  But it was really the stories that I heard more recently about 
him that came to mind as I prepared for my introduction.  He was the 
people’s King, known to tip his hat to charwomen, helping with the 
buckets and the evacuations during the Fire.  Upon seeing a portrait of 
himself he was heard to remark, “Odds fi sh, I am an ugly fellow.”

Eventually my turn to meet him came as my sponsor, Dr. Th omas 
Hobbes, did the honors.  I bowed deeply as I had seen others do and 
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went to kiss his hand.  I had heard on the streets that this was known 
as the King’s touch, not only a sign of fealty and respect but it was also 
supposed to have healing powers.  Once a week the King appeared 
among his subjects and off ered his hand to cure scrofula, boils, warts, 
and other ailments.  

But could it cure timeslipping?  
I took his hand and noticed the dazzling set of rings: a golden 

eagle, a ruby set in silver, one with diamonds in a tiny crown.  And 
one with a honey-colored stone engraved with an eight-pointed star.  I 
stumbled when I saw that same stone again and almost fainted.  In fact, 
I practically collapsed and two valets had to rush over to help steady me.  
A bizarre sinking down and bobbing up sensation overcame me and I 
could swear that the world went translucent for a moment.  I shook my 
head to overcome it and for some reason began to sing “Casey Jones 
you better watch your speed…”

Th e King seemed quite concerned.
“Are you unwell sir?  Shall I call my physician?”
“No.  I’m fi ne…I think.”
“Perhaps a seat near the window?”
“Th ank you but I’m all right now.”
“Th en engage us, if you will, in the news from Ireland.”
Of course I could off er very little about that, having lived there 

for only two days before taking this journey.  I made up some drivel 
about never leaving my estate, which of course bored his Highness and 
everyone else to tears.  But when Charles was told that I was an electricist, 
he perked up and invited me to see the Royal Laboratory where he was 
conducting his own experiments in ether and magnetism.  In fact the 
King was anxious to discuss the latest developments in science and art: 
the new designs by Christopher Wren, the music of Purcell, Dryden’s 
work.  I knew none of it but easily deferred to the others who, after all, 
were not just any old blatherers but the glitterati of the English court.  
It worked.  Th ey took my idiocy for modesty.

Charles was most excited about an observatory he would soon 
establish to take more precise measures of the moon.  Th e moon, it 
seemed, was considered to be the key to navigation at sea.  He was 
going into great detail about this when we were interrupted by the 
Earl of Rochester, John Wilmot.  Wilmot was a kind of a nerdy-gurdy 
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kid with fl owing golden locks and a sleepy expression.  He was also 
the unoffi  cial trash-mouth poet laureate of the court.  A kind of court 
jester who could get away with insulting everyone because he was witty 
about it.  In a drunken stupor, he recited his latest elegy to Charles.

“Here lies our Sovereign Lord the King, 
Whose word no man relies on. 
Who never said a foolish thing, 
And never did a wise one.”

“Th e King likes scoundrels,” Hobbes explained, “else those words 
would have been his last.”

“Not scoundrels,” Charles said, overhearing.  “Rogues.  Th e 
diff erence is in the intent.”

“Th e diff erence being?”
“Scoundrels want to screw you, rogues to screw everyone but 

you.”
“Th ere are rumors, Your Majesty,” Hobbes said, “that your brother, 

the Duke of York, will declare himself Catholic soon.”
“Rumors fl y like fl ies, Th omas, you know that.  I try not to dither 

myself with matters of God.  Th ere’s damn too much here on earth that 
needs our attention.”

“I agree, Your Majesty.  Yet many say that belief is one of these 
matters.  And your brother’s action in this regard raises the question 
of your own commitment to the Church of England and hence to the 
throne.”

“And this matters why, Th omas?”
“Our Leviathan must be an absolute authority in all matters, Your 

Majesty.  Civil, military, judicial, even ecclesiastical.  Th e better to free 
citizens to pursue their harmless self-interests.”

“Odds fi sh, Th omas.  Have we no better topic than the dry issues 
of state?  Let us talk of natural science, pray.  Or of the ladies.  Just look 
at these splendid creatures.  Such thin ankles! Like young willows.”

“Splendid indeed, Your Majesty.”
“Tres charmante,” I added, my two words of French fi lm French 

fi nally coming in handy.
“Canterbury would say their souls too must be tended,” Hobbes 

teased.
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“You may leave their souls to the preachers and their bodies to 
me!”

Th ey laughed.  
I laughed.  
Everyone laughed.
We admired the women, spoke of desires, exchanged quips. 
Hey…what can I say?  It was just three buds hanging and 

bonding.   
Me, Hobbes, King of England.
Oh yeah.

Th e ladies’ bodies did not particularly interest me.  I mean, I 
admired them as much as the next fellow – or whatever  – but I had 
been pretty hetero in my real life and was not about to change now 
that I simply had a wingle.  On the other hand, since I was in a man’s 
body, I had to behave properly and that meant proper leering too.  One 
thing a quick sprint through the centuries had taught me was that 
styles change and technology changes and societies change…but men 
are always men.  

Which is to say horny jerks.
And although the King was a fop and a preen, he was still a manly 

man.  I found that if I stood stiff , kept my dialogue short, cast a leer 
towards the women, and did not raise my voice at the end of sentences, 
I could hold my ground with him and get by.  He confi ded in me, told 
me about his day.  Did you ever wonder what a king actually did all day 
long?  Me either.  But I found out anyway.  

Charles was up at fi ve for tennis at Pall Mall, carefully weighing 
himself before and after each match; then he had council and committee 
meetings all morning, signing documents, making decisions, listening 
to advisors; then he took a stroll in St. James’s Park, then a dalliance 
with Lady Castlemaine or his latest wench.  He had a large supper with 
his retinue, then a session in the laboratory in the afternoon performing 
chemical experiments, then visits by various luminaries, dignitaries, 
hotshots.  Th eater in the evening, dinner, more dalliance.  

Just like any offi  cial, I suppose, minus the Blackberry.
Besides the chitchat and the food – and music on a newfangled 

instrument from Spain called a guitarra – and more food, games were 
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being played throughout the hall.  Some of these were familiar ones 
like backgammon and poker, others were unknown to me like a dice 
game called Crown and Anchor and something with little red balls and 
tiny gates.  Whist was a popular card game of the period, the rage of 
Scotland and Ireland and now London.  I had never heard of it but it 
turned out to be enough like bridge that I was able to sit in on a game 
myself.

“I hear you are trying to marry off  your daughter, Simon,” said one 
of the women, throwing down a card.

“Aye, my eldest.  But it won’t be easy.  She wants to lope with this 
young troubadour from Bartholomew Fair.  Can y’imagine?  I’d sooner 
see her with one of the lunatics at Bedlam.”

“Do you not believe in love, Simon?  Th e youngsters these days talk 
of marrying for love and not just for family.”

“Love and marriage?  Th e two go together like a corpse and carriage.  
Marriage is not a matter of the heart but of property.  If love develops 
from it someday, so be it.”

“Love is more likely to sprout from the whist table than the 
matrimonial chamber anyway,” added another man, casting a glance at 
his partner and reaching under the table.

“I believe that is our hand,” his partner said as she gathered up the 
cards, “and I believe that is your hand reaching for something other 
than the next deal!”

“No my dear lady, the next deal is precisely what I have in mind.”

Th e Queen and her Cohort

As new guests arrived, the introductions continued.  Th ey included 
at one point the King’s closest advisers who were a kind of cabinet: 
Lord Cliff ord, the Earl of Arlington, the Duke of Buckingham, Lord 
Ashley, and the Duke of Lauderdale.  I mention them only because I 
was told sometime later that they were the original cabal.  In fact, the 
word cabal itself was created for them by King Charles who simply 
took the fi rst letters of each of their names.

I used that once – back in future time – during a game of Scrabble 
and was challenged.  As you can imagine, insisting that King Charles II 
himself had explained it to me did not win me the point.
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Th e Queen and her ladies arrived later and began receiving guests 
in a far corner of the hall.  Th ey were a glorious bunch, dressed in 
shimmering fabrics, pearls and gems, and gilt ribbons, their clothing as 
sumptuous as the palace gardens, as intricate as a German clock.  And 
the shoes!  Lace and jewels and tinted leather and gold eyelets and tiny 
bone heels.  Forget Manolo Blahnick.  Th ese were shoes to die for and 
far from admiring ankles all I really wanted was to take a pair back with 
me and strut the offi  ce.

Queen Catherine herself was small and frail, with protruding upper 
teeth, her hair in tight corkscrews projecting like saucers from her ears.  
Less like a queen than a gawky kid in a gaudy costume.  But the word 
was that she came to the kingdom with more important things than 
beauty.  To wit: Tangier, Bombay, and three hundred thousand pounds 
for the Treasury.  She was Portuguese and although she had lived in 
England for ten years, she still spoke haltingly and with a heavy accent.  
Our meeting was brief once I told her – I could not control myself – 
that I admired her shoes.  I don’t know if there were oddball girlymen 
back then but she sure looked at me like I was one of them.

Much truer to my queenly image was Barbara Villiers known 
better as Lady Castlemaine.  Long of face, alluring of eye, tall and 
erect, she looked more like an empress than Catherine herself and all 
glitter and glam from tiara to toe ring.  Offi  cially she was the Lady of 
the Bedchamber to the Queen but as everyone including Catherine 
herself apparently knew, she was also the Royal Mistress.  Once I was 
introduced she dismissed me quickly, sensing with a keen instinct that I 
was nobody, and she nimbly sent me on to meet some minor ministers 
and lords.

Among these were Th e Earl of Sandwich and Samuel Pepys and 
this time I was able to introduce myself.  A horde of dogs was roaming 
the Banqueting Hall looking for scraps and one of them yapped at 
Sandwich’s pocket eliciting this exchange:

“You must have remnants there, Edward,” Pepys said to him.
“I think not, Pepys.  Th is is newly from the pressers.”
“Th is dog thinks otherwise.”
“A sandwich!” I blurted and may even have done a jerky jig for 

having made the connection.  
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Both of them muted me with their eyes but I had just recalled that 
this was the very Sandwich for whom the sandwich was named.

“You know, meat and cheese between slices of bread,” I explained.  
“So you could eat with one hand and play cards with the other.”

Dead silence.
“A major invention,” I said, “we still use it.”
Th e look of morticians eyeing the deceased.
“Yum yum?” I mugged, pretending to munch a panini.
But I could see that I was only digging a deeper hole because they 

seemed to have no idea what I was talking about.  Was the story a 
myth or had it not yet taken place?  Had I just created a paradox and 
screwed up the continuum or was I sent back in time just to midwife 
the invention of the sandwich?  Did my corner deli somehow fi gure 
into the slippy fabric of space-time? 

A fast branle, a group dance, intervened and I was drawn into it 
by some princess or other.  It was all quite graceful and orderly and 
formal.  Until the Earl of Rochester, roaring drunk and behaving 
like an ass, fell down and passed out.  Th en the Russian ambassador, 
gleaming with gems, tripped over him and took several ladies down 
with him.  Th e dogs barked at the confusion and a pack of children – 
Lady Castlemaine’s kids by the King and known in Whitehall as the 
Blockheads – barked back at the dogs. 

Th e rest is a blur of color and motion and noise, but I am almost 
positive that I saw Blood there, well-turned and primped, talking to 
the King and using his hands to mold a captivating tale.

Th e Trail Goes Cold

I awoke the next morning with two things in mind…a booming 
headache and a conviction to confront Blood directly.  Up to that point 
I had been hovering about him like a gnat – at the Lion’s, at the Wharf, 
on the street– but it was time to land and take a bite.  So I dressed and 
marched directly down the hall to his room and knocked on his door.  
But the door opened to reveal the chambermaid tidying up the room.

“Blood!” I demanded.
“Oh!  You gayve me quite th’start, lurkin’ around loyke a ghost.”
“Wairdygo?”



Alan Robbins

161

“I beg pardon?”
“Where is the man who was staying here?” 
“Mr. Mason?”
“Yes him.  Where is he?”
“Left, he has.  Gone two mornings ago he was.”
“You mean he’s not staying here any more?”
“Signed out he has.  Paid ‘is bill and took ‘is bag.”
“Oh no!” I shouted and raced down the stairs.
I had gotten so caught up in my own hobnobbing that I had let 

Blood – the very Blood who was the whole focus and purpose of my 
journey – completely slip though my fi ngers.  It was already the end 
of April; there were less than two weeks left until the unfolding of 
whatever scheme Blood was planning.  No time to start again at square 
one!  Yet no one at the Lion’s seemed to have any idea where he had 
gone.

I spent the rest of the morning in the common room, all ears and 
hoping for a breakthrough.  But it was hard to separate the matter 
from the mutter.  A businessman with an unkempt periwig smoked a 
long pipe and made insurance arrangements with Edward Lloyd.  An 
enormous lady with a broad hat and round spectacles took China ale as 
her maid fanned her slowly with a starched lace fan.  An old clergyman 
leaning on two canes fought his arthritis to get out through the front 
door.  Two soldiers, scabbards and buckles gleaming over their leather 
vests, shared a pitcher of mum and fl irted with the barmaid.  Two 
patrons slurped their soups and bickered over the future.

“I’ve a brother sailing for New England next month,” said one of 
them.  “He’s hoping to fi nd peace there in the woods.”

“Th ere’ll never be peace among the children of God.  Not here, not 
there.  Wherever men go they take their strife with them.  While some 
have riches and others do not, there’ll always be war.”

“But in the New World they can start new.  Th ey can begin again 
without the full weight of our sad history on their backs.”

“Th at’s a dream, George, nothing more.  A goodly dream but as 
unreal as a vapor.  No land can escape the vexations of man.”

“My brother thinks there’s plenty of land there for all to own.  He 
says they’ll be no confl icts there except that between nature and will.”
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“Th ere is already a confl ict brewing, though most know it not.  ‘Tis 
a confl ict aided by the wind.”

“How is that?”
“When the Puritans were in power, the Royalists left for the New 

World.  Th ey were landowners and aristocrats and Catholics too.  
Th e winds blew them down to the south colonies, to Virginia, for 
example.”

“So?”
“Now, the eternal pendulum has swung back and the monarchy is 

back in power and the Puritans are leaving for the New World.  Mostly 
laborers and workers, true?  But the winds are blowing them to the 
north colonies.  You see?”

“I see that winds go ablowing, my friend.”
“I predict in eight generations the confl ict will rise again.  But our 

descendants will have forgotten Puritans and Catholics, rich landowners 
and poor workers.  Th ey’ll call it something else…Virginians against 
Yorkers or Northerners against Southerners.  But it will be the same 
war being fought over and over again.  It can’t be escaped.  History 
cannot be escaped!”

Amen, I thought, and worse.
History was a pokey and I was jailed in it.  My only chance for 

escape had fl own the coop.  I walked outside to fi nd that the wind was 
blowing the soot of the ruins into my eyes and that the trail had gone 
stone dead cold.

New Possibilities

At Millings Tavern I caught up with Parret and gave him his 
tribute, what I was beginning to think of as his allowance.  He no 
longer questioned my motives but simply accepted that I was a rich 
crook who wanted in.  Th e fee gave me the right to loiter if not get 
my questions answered.  And above all I was hoping that he would 
introduce me to Blood himself.

Maggie Taylor, the seamstress who worked for the Earl of Sandwich, 
walked in.  An attractive woman, she seemed out of place in that den 
but not at all surprised to see me sitting with Parret.  She handed Parret 
a parcel wrapped in a large rag and tied with twine.  He took it and 
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gave her a small leather pouch, like a change purse, that she stuff ed into 
her chamois apron.  I assumed Parret’s parcel contained the garment 
she had been working on in her shop.

“Good day, sir,” she said to me.
“You know our Miss Taylor?” Parret asked.
“Yes, we’ve already met.”
“You know lots of folks,” Parret said as a kind of challenge.
“I know thems that I wants to know,” I said.
“And Mr. Mason too?”
“Not yet.  But I should like to.  I think he and I…he and me…we 

got a lot in common.”
“Do y’now.”
“We might be able to help each other,” I teased.
“So we’ll see.”
We accompanied Miss Taylor out of the tavern, then left her and 

went down to Hart Street where there was a small church called St. 
Olave’s.  Parret asked me to wait outside for him while he went in to 
pray for his mum.  But after only a few minutes he emerged with a 
large bulge under his shirt.  Like a vending machine, I dropped coins 
into his hand to make his mouth work and it worked.  He opened his 
blouse to show me a large brass cross he had taken from the altar of 
the church.  It was not of any value, just a cheap cross used to hold 
open the pages of the church register, but he would not say why he had 
stolen it.

“Blood wants this?” I asked.
“So he says,” Parret said.
“What for?”
“Devil knows.  You can ask him yourself.  He wants to meet you.”
“He does?”
“Aye.  I told him about you and the money you have to kitter.  Our 

Colonel thinks you may be of use to us.”
“When do I meet him?”
“Soon.”
“Where?”
“He’ll tell me and then I’ll tell you.”
“Why doesn’t he just…”
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“Small word a’ caution here, friend.  Don’t run too much questions.  
You’ll be fl oating out to sea with the next tide if ’n you do.”

Parret left me standing there in front of the church but I had the 
distinct and prickly feeling that I was not alone.  I wheeled around 
and thought for sure that I caught a fi gure in the distance, around 
the corner, in the shadows.  It was not the Hollodoom of my dreams 
though because this one had on a peculiar leather cap worn like a wilted 
pancake on the tilt.  I was certain I had seen that cap before.

Th is terrifi ed me. 
All the time until that moment I assumed that I was unnoticed.  

Just another body in the city, another blip in time.  But now that Blood 
knew about me I suddenly felt like a target in his sights.  It occurred 
to me then like it had not before that I was in grave danger.   Th is 
was no virtual reality game.  No lark.  Th is person I was living inside 
might very well have come to a grisly end.  What would that mean for 
me – the real me in there – trapped in his body?  If I was killed while 
timeslipping how could I have a subsequent birth – or death for that 
matter – centuries later?

I did not know the answer to that riddle but I did know one thing…
it was not something I liked thinking about.

I walked around the corner slowly enough for the person shadowing 
me to take off  and, not surprisingly by the time I got there, he had.

Events at the Tower

My insane chart back at the Crutch & Hackett included a lot 
of arrows, connections between all the parts and pieces, indications, 
directions.  We are talking schizographics here but even so the drawing 
of the Tower grounds had gathered the most arrows.  Th at made it 
what they call in Chaos Th eory a strange attractor and what we call 
in marketing the locus of interest.  What is known in mysteries the 
macguffi  n.  What I began to think of as the epicenter of the crime.

And so back to the Tower.
Th ere were scores of people on Tower Green later that day, a bustle 

of activity that pushed and pulled in every direction. I eventually 
sat down on a crate near the entrance to Martin Tower where two 
deliverymen were arguing.
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“Hey, watch out you crip!  Almost caught m’damn foot under the 
wheel,”

“S’cause y’damn feets too big.”
“S’cause your damn brain’s too small.”
“How much damn brains y’need to push a damn cart?”
“More’n you got.”
“Who y’callin’ a moron?  Jess shut up and push.”
“It’s too damn heavy.  I need a break.”
“Let it rest here.”
“I thought they said this was just some powders.”
“Sure it’s powders.  Four hundred bloody pounds of powders.”
“What kind of powders they need four hundred pounds of?”
“Saltpeter.”
“Whassat for?”
“Th ere, see?  You’ve th’small brain, not me.  Don’t ya know what 

they uses saltpeter for?”
“Seasonin’ meats?”
“Y’bloody twit.  Y’takes thirteen parts o’ saltpeter, also called 

potassium nitrate, and mix it wit’ three parts o’ charcoal and two parts 
o’ sulfur.  And y’know what y’got?”

“How the fookin’ hell should I know?  I ain’t no damn alchemist.  
Whattaya get?”

“Boom!”
“Th e craps?”
“Kaboom!  Y’get a right big blast of an explosion, that’s what.  Th is 

‘ere powder is used to make gunpowder.  Th e Navy stores all this here 
for cannon.”

Jumping off  the crate, I bumped into Miss Gulielma Springett who 
was walking with a dour-looking gent with a biblical face dressed all 
in black.

“Miss Springett,” I said. 
“Enjoying your sojourn in London, sir?”
“Helluva trip,” I said.  “William okay?   I mean…I trust that your 

William fares well.”
“Well enough to continue his campaign against oppression.”
“And thank the good Lord for that,” said her companion.
“He has just completed a new pamphlet entitled Th e Great Case 
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of Liberty of Conscience.  We hope it will shed the light of toleration in 
this diffi  cult age.”

“We must be careful with any news, my dear,” her companion said.  
“Is this gentleman here a foe or a Friend?”

“A friend certainly and a great admirer,” I said.
I was.  I went to summer camp at Camp Navajo.  In Pennsylvania.  

It was a damn nice state.
At that moment Miss Springett’s companion nodded to another 

couple who were slowly approaching the wooden door to Martin Tower, 
directly behind where we were standing.  Th e woman was helping an 
old clergyman as he coughed his way through a jag.  He politely bowed 
to us and made the sign of the cross, all the while garfi ng into his scarf, 
a linen kerchief that he also used to wipe some of the spittle from 
his frock.  Eventually they made it all the way to the door and were 
welcomed in by a woman standing in the doorway.

“In that case, with a Friend,” said Miss Springett’s companion,  “we 
must share the good news.”

“I dare not speak for fear of hexing it, Brother Bumpers,” she said.
“Th en I shall speak for hope of fi xing it,” Bumpers said.
“If you think it wise.”
“John Robinson, the Lieutenant of the Tower, hath told us that 

William is to be released,” he said to me.  “Th ese stone walls shall lose 
from Queen’s House a greater prize than any in Martin Tower here.”

“A loss from which decency shall gain,” Miss Springett said.
“Nothing less than divine intervention can be the cause, amen.”
“Amen,” we agreed.
“We have only to pack his furniture and books and his cook’s 

utensils and he will be free again.  Free!” Miss Springett said.
“What a lovely word that is.”
“My William talked again today of going to the New World.  He 

dreams of a new land, unbound by Crown and kingdom, a land of 
equals where all men may worship as they please, where freedom will 
ring from every mountainside.  We will call it Sylvania, from the Latin 
word for woods, and liberty shall be its only ruler.”

And Scranton shall be its capital, I thought, and a Philly Steak its 
lunch.
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After a few minutes, a servant came bounding out through the 
door to Martin Tower and stopped before us.

“Are you a physician?” he asked me.
“Nope.”
“May we be of assistance?” Bumpers asked.
“It’s the Parson’s wife a’visiting.  She has developed a qualm upon 

her stomach from seeing the regalia.  I am in need of a doctor.”
“To the chemist on Old Bragg,” Miss Springett suggested.  “I have 

been there often for my William.”
“Indeed thanks.  And I’m off ,” he said and bolted out.
I must have been thinking about camp, that chilly lake or that fi rst 

kiss the summer of the bees, as we parted.  How else to explain my 
utter failure to notice the signifi cance of what had just taken place?

Th e Market

Down the street from the Lion’s at the end of the day, I came upon an 
enormous crowd gathered below a grand tree.  A stage had been erected 
there and at fi rst I assumed that this was another outdoor performance 
from one of the many troupes that traveled through London.  But 
even before I could see what was going on, I heard the shouts and the 
familiar sound of an auctioneer’s cadence.  

On the stage a hawker was jumping and cajoling.  Next to him a 
burly man in canvas breeches was holding a rope.  Th e other end of the 
rope was tied around the neck of a woman standing beside him.  She 
was wearing a dirty white smock.  Her feet were bare.  Her hands were 
bound behind her.  Her eyes downcast.

She was black.
Th is was a slave market.
I cringed.  No, I screamed inside, fought back the disgust.  My silly 

quest to stop a crime suddenly seemed juvenile and dumb.  Here was 
a history truly worth changing but what could I do?  I was just one 
person – man or woman it mattered little – out of sync, out of place, 
and out of time.  My protests would mean nothing, do nothing.

Still, I wondered…
What would happen if I bought her myself and set her free?  Or 

demanded an end to the auction?  I could enlist the aid of Locke and 
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Penn or even talk to King Charles himself about outlawing the trade.  
But it would be useless.  Th ere was slavery then, it was written in the 
books, etched into the black soul of humanity.  And this woman and 
all the others standing behind her waiting to be sold were part of that 
tragedy.  Nothing could change it then because nothing had.

All I could do was feel the shame and grit my teeth.  I was able to 
keep silent outside, but not within.  Th e expression on her face!  Th at 
mix of resignation and despair as she gazed at the ground.  It splattered 
me.  I cannot describe it; words are only paint but that look was the wall 
itself.  I put my hand to my head to contain the ache I was feeling.

“And will you bid, sir?” the auctioneer said.
I looked around to see what kind of fi end would answer.  Who 

would dare to buy a person like so much meat.  Who?  Cowards, 
bastards!  Go on, I dare you, I thought.  Make an off er and you will 
meet with the sharp end of my anger.  But no one spoke up.  All I 
caught were the sullen looks of those around me.  

Was this my species?  Were these fellow humans?  My ancestors 
who invented the very idea of democracy? 

Again the auctioneer spoke: “And sir, will you make a bid?”
And again, but only in my thoughts, I dared someone to make an 

off er.  But they were all looking in my direction and I realized that the 
auctioneer was asking the question of me.  He had taken my gesture 
as a bid.

Me!
Because in that moment I was one of them, no diff erent, no better.  

I was one of them.  I could not change things on that cloudy afternoon 
in 1671 and neither could they.  In that instant, without thinking about 
it, without planning or trying, I had become that most vile of things, 
the worst scourge the gentle earth had ever known.  A rapacious, selfi sh 
monster…an affl  uent white man with a sense of privilege.

I was him and he was me.
History had stuck me – stuck us all  – like a bugpin.
I left the market and walked up the street, found a quiet spot in an 

alleyway between two houses, and cursed and cried.
Make no mistake about it, slippers.  What once occurred may tug 

at your heart and the past may break it.  But history itself will rip it to 
screaming shreds.
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With various plots resolved, the fi nal scheme is revealed 
and I confront the issue of just what course of action 

to take to ensure my success and return home.
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Th e Florins Caper

On the fi rst of May I woke up early and headed directly to the 
estate belonging to the Earl of Sandwich.  I had fi nally made up my 
mind to stop just following the trail and actually do something on it.  
Stop observing and act!  I planned to warn Sandwich about Blood’s 
interest in the shipment of gold fl orins arriving at the wharf that day.  
But it was a lowly footman who greeted me at the door.  With the help 
of the house servants, he was busy loading a coach with baggage.

“Is the Earl of Sandwich at home?” I asked.
“He is not at home.”
“Where can I fi nd him?”
“You cannot fi nd him.”
“Where has he gone?  I have a very important message for him”
“And who is this message from?” he asked, looking at me down his 

snoot.
“From Lord Hamm,” I said.
Hamm Sandwich.  Rotten joke, I know, but I was getting desperate 

and pretty damn fed up with all the pussyfooting.
“Lord Montagu is out.  I shall take the message and give it to 

him.”
“No you shant,” I said.  “My instructions are to give it to him 

personally and to no one else.  When will he return?”
“He will not return,” the footman said.
“Why not?”
“Because he is at Whitehall”
“You’re picking him up at Whitehall Palace?”
“In a word, yes.”
“In two words, what for?”
“In four words, none of your damn business.”
“Th at’s fi ve and listen to me, you blibbet.  Lord Hamm will not 

take kindly to a footman who has made it impossible to deliver this 
vital message.”

“I’ve never heard of Lord Hamm.”



172

Following the Trail of Blood

“And he’s never heard of you…but you can be certain that he 
will!”

Th at bit of snot fi nally got his attention.
“We are to pick him up at Whitehall for our journey to his country 

estate.  Your Lord Hamm will simply have to wait for his return.  Now 
if you want to leave a message, please do so.  And if you do not…please 
remove yourself!”

Good, I thought.  Even better.  With Sandwich out of town, that 
killed off  the kidnap gambit once and for all.  One less thing to think 
about.  Th e fl orins looked better than ever and I still had to warn 
someone.

“What about Pepys,” I asked.
“I do not work for Mister Pepys,” the man pipped.  
He was at that moment carrying a large chest and by standing in 

his way I was making it impossible for him to keep his grip on it.
“Where might I fi nd him?”
“Ugh!’ he explained, struggling mightily.
“Where was that?”
“Docks!” he fi nally got out as he went down with the chest, spilling 

the contents all over the lawn.  
Inside was a lovely set of white lace underskirts that caught the 

wind and went billowing down the street like the clouds in a kid’s 
book.

Th e Columbia, the ship with the fl orins, was easy enough to fi nd 
but there was no sign of Pepys at the wharf.  Guards had been specially 
hired from the East India Company to accompany the shipment on 
its way from the wharf to a warehouse inside the Tower.  As we were 
waiting for the crates to be unloaded, I spoke to one of the guardsmen, 
an ex-soldier by the name of Cecil Pease, explaining that I was Lord 
Montagu’s personal appointee to ensure the safe delivery of the gold.

“We shored up th’decking here to take th’weight of the shipment,” 
he explained, pointing to some new timber at the water’s edge.

“So the crates arrive here and then go through the front gate of the 
Tower.”

“Th ey wanted to bring’er in through the water entrance down thar 
at Traitors’ Gate,” he said, referring to the stone archway that sat below 
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the wharf at the water level, “but the tide’s up and she’ll be fl ooded.  So 
it’s off  the ship and down the wharf on a lorry.”

“Safely guarded, I trust”
“Oh yessir.  Full tour of armed guards both private and Royal.”
Within an hour, sixteen militiamen dressed all in blue like an honor 

guard waiting for a parade, lined the ramp leading to the Columbia.  
On board, the eight naval guardsmen with drawn bayonets were ready 
to escort the treasure to the Tower.  Four other armed guards, on loan 
from the East India Company, were helping to move the two heavy 
crates from the ship to the ramp.  Plenty of people had gathered to 
watch but they were rewarded with nothing more than the unloading 
of some dull-looking wooden cargo crates.  I surveyed the dock but 
saw nothing unusual: a boy trying to spin a top in his hand, two ladies 
standing under a canopy, the dockmaster giving orders.

Once the crates were down the ramp, more soldiers pushed them 
onto a wheeled cart.  Th e various guards gathered around it to form a 
phalanx of lances and bayonets and this procession headed off  slowly 
toward the Tower.  Th e wind picked up, the sun ducked behind a cloud, 
gossip and yawns fi lled the vacancy, and I followed the somber march, 
almost hoping for some action.  

But there was none.
By the time the procession entered the Tower grounds, the crowds 

had dispersed and the tension dissipated.  It all went off  without a 
hitch.  A neat dead end and so much for the fl orins caper.

A Rather Curious Parson

With the disintegration of yet another crack theory, I went back 
into Tower Green and tried to get my bearings again.  What was left?  
Th e gunpowder stores, Captain Morgan’s arrival, something else?  I 
wandered around like a dolt without a bolt when, again near the door 
to Martin Tower, I observed the return of that elderly couple, the 
clergyman and his wife.  Th ey were met outside by the same woman 
who had welcomed them in the day before.

“Ah, the good Parson and the Mrs. again.  What a pleasant surprise,” 
she said.



174

Following the Trail of Blood

“We were just coming to see you, Mrs. Edwards,” said the older 
lady.

“All is well, I hope?”
“We were so thankful for your kind hospitality yesterday,” the old 

lady explained, “especially after the qualm of my stomach.  And so we 
have brought a present to show our gratitude.”

“With kind thanks and the blessings of an old couple,” the old 
man said.  He bowed slightly and his gray hair fell momentarily over 
his face.

He handed the woman a few pairs of white gloves, an expensive 
kind that I had seen at the markets for fi fteen shillings.

“Th is is so kind of you, Parson.  Both of you.”
“It’s the smallest of gestures,” the old man said.
“Please do come back with me to Martin Tower.  Mr. Edwards will 

be pleased to…”
“My dear lady, with apologies we must decline,” the Parson said.  

“Another time perhaps?”
“Yes, we were on our way to the chapel and simply thought we 

would drop these off  fi rst,” his wife explained.
“But now you must allow us to repay your kindness in turn.  Please 

join us for dinner.”
“We should be delighted to.”
“Shall we say tomorrow night?”
“Oh dear.  I am afraid that we can’t…”
“But I insist!”
“Insistence is the elixir of good intentions,” the old man intoned, 

“and of course we must then accept.”
You may fi nd it hard to believe but at the time I really did not know 

what I found so curious about this Parson fellow.  I like to think that 
I was developing some kind of intuition about which blips mattered 
and which did not, which individuals wandering around London were 
worth following and which were not.  In this case, however, I had no 
theory, no insight, not even a hint or a glint.  I simply thought the 
whole exchange was charming and devoid of all the deceit into which 
I had so deeply plunged.

But of course you – careful reader – no doubt already know more 
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than I did.  You see why this elderly man in a Parson’s gown was so key, 
why his visits to Martin Tower so crucial to the tale.

For myself…if I could have read this memoir before the adventure, 
rather than written it after, so much would have been obvious and 
evident to me too.

Th e Fateful Encounter

Later that afternoon I knew for sure that someone was following 
me.  I had seen that fl at leather cap on a bobbing head all the way from 
the Tower back to Th readneedle Street.  But the feeling of danger was 
slowly being displaced by another one, equally irky.  A familiar aching 
in my lower jaw.  I ordered a beer, hoping that it would numb but of 
course nothing could possibly have been that simple.

“Sure, but what kinda beer?“ Nobs asked.  “We’ve got stout for the 
stout, ale for the ailing, porter for them what’s carrying things…all for 
tuppence.  Got a nice New Amsterdam beer made from New World 
corn for half a crown.”

“Forget the beer,” I grouched.  “Give me anything strong.”
“Sure.  Got mum which is spiced ale made from wheat  ‘stead of 

hops for thruppence.  Got buttered ale, which is warmed and brewed 
with sugar, cinnamon, and butter.  Got lamb’s wool, that’s mixed with 
the pulp of apples.  Got brandy, got bitters, got…”

“Forget it!  I’ll just have wine.”
“Fine and dandy.  Got syllabub, which is sweet wine and cream, got 

hypocras, which is sugared and spiced red wine, got…”
“Never mind all that!  I’ll have coff ee!”
“Hokay but will that be brandied or plain, roasted or boiled, appled 

or berried or bitter…”
He droned on but I could not follow it.  Th ere was no doubt about 

it…I was getting a toothache.  It took a long time to dawn on me that 
this might be the case because I had excellent teeth.  Everyone did this 
side of fl uoride.  But then again these were not my teeth at all, they 
were his.  Th ey were the Body’s teeth.  Who knew what dental genes he 
had or whether he even fl ossed.  All I knew was that I was beginning 
to feel his pain.

Th e mere thought of having a toothache in the 17th century fi lled 
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me with dread.  As opposed to having one in the 21st which only fi lled 
me with abject terror.  At least we had Novocaine.  Not to mention 
sterilized tools, x-rays, and dentals schools.  But this was 1671 and I 
could easily imagine who would treat me…some barber with grungy 
pliers and a shot of whiskey.  And the pliers would not even be from 
Home Depot.

I asked some fellow patrons about a dentist but all I got back was 
a look of pity.

“I’m payin’ a visit to the physician’s this eve,” said Crainbeak.  “I 
believe you know’m too.  It’s Dr. Cutter who brought us to the Royal 
Society.  I believe he deals with teeth as well.”

“Cutter is nothing but a Dutch cadaver,” said another man sitting 
at the table.

“What’s that?” I asked.
“A Dutch cadaver is someone who is dead, but only from the neck 

up.”
“Is he that bad?” I asked, rubbing my jaw.
“Heed my warning, chum, stay away from doctors.  Th eir cures are 

more dangerous than the damn disease.  And y’pay for it.  Th e money 
spent on such quackery could pay off  the national debt.”

“Still, not worth the sourness and the pain,” Crainbeak said.
“Why not just go to the chemists and get yourself a physic?”
“It’s a toothache,” I said.
“No diff erence.  You’ll have one good run to the potty in the 

morning and you’ll be a new man.  Th ere, I’ll be your doctor and you 
won’t owe me three shillings for sticking my fi ngers up your chimney.  
Which they seem to do no matter which end is ailing.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Crainbeak said.  “Cutter is a good man.”
“I’m telling you, medicine is just common sense writ cheap.  For 

example…do you know what is the best place to have a boil?”
“I’m sure I do not know.”
“On someone else’s arse!  Common sense.  Now forget Cutter and 

let’s order more ale.”

And then the old man, the clergyman I had seen twice at Martin 
Tower, lumbered in.  He struggled with his canes and his limbs and the 
folds of his gown and took the seat directly across from me.
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I was astounded.
Flabbergasted.
Flabberstounded…you name it.
For as I am sure that you have gathered by now, this old clergyman 

was none other than Colonel Th omas Blood himself in the fl esh and 
in disguise.

I should have known it.  
I had been trailing his costume all week.  He was wearing a gray 

wig that I recalled seeing among his possessions in his room the day 
I broke in.  From his neck hung the large brass cross that Parret had 
stolen from the church as I stood watch.   He was dressed in a velvet 
frock that Miss Taylor had no doubt sewed for him in her shop on 
Watling.

Yet besides these minor contrivances, there was no mask, no 
elaborate make-up, no fake beard, no false nose, nothing.

I am quite sure that I laughed the moment he sat down.  Th e whole 
thing was ludicrous.  I had been chasing Blood across London, across 
the centuries you might even say, and here he was sitting in front of me 
all gussied up in some kind of idiotic clerical drag and passing himself 
off  as an old churchman.

I suppose that the whole idea of knowing a person by the face is 
a modern conceit.  In this era, more important were the clothes, the 
carriage, the manner, the signs of offi  ce.  How else to account for such 
a meager ruse that seemed to be working?

“What can I get for ye, Parson Blood?” Nobs asked him.
Parson Blood!
Th e gall of the man!  Th e chutzpah!  He did not even think he had 

to disguise his name.  Not Dr. Sang or Reverend Hemophil or Pastor 
Blut.  Not even Constable Hollodoom.  He was just Blood, always 
Blood.  Blood plain and pure.

“Have you seen my wife, Nobs?” Blood asked in between corrosive 
coughs. “I was to meet her here.”

“Not yet, Parson.  Some ale to fi ll the gap?”
“Aye, Nobs.  Warm and wet, if you please.  And over there, at the 

twoseat.”
He was pointing to a table in the corner with only two chairs.  It 

was normally empty since most patrons at the inn preferred to join 
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in the general commotion at the public tables.  With great ache and 
strain – badly overacting I thought – he got himself up on his canes 
and walked over to the smaller table.  I watched him in awe, admiring 
how he played the role so brazenly.  Almost as though he were doing 
it for his own amusement.  After all, if you knew that face – as I surely 
did – you knew that this was Blood and no one else.

After a few minutes, he gestured at the chair, indicting that I should 
join him.

I was so fl ummoxed by the whole thing that I felt disconnected, as 
though I were not in my own body.  And of course, I was not…which 
made it even stranger.  My body was out there in tomorrowland.  

And what was it doing?
It had not occurred to me – because I refused to think about it – 

that the timeslip thing might be reciprocal.  While my consciousness 
had been injected into this Body, my body might be similarly occupied 
by this Irishman’s awareness.  What a thought!  Somebody else running 
me at that very moment.  I realized with great urgency that I had to get 
back pronto…if only to check on my body!   Th at body – imperfect 
yes, but perfectly mine – that I had worked on, groomed, taken care 
of, checked obsessively.  Fed, clothed, washed.  Now maybe being run 
by some stranger born before there were good mirrors.  And a man to 
boot!  What was he doing to it?  Or with it.  Abusing it, probing it, 
risking it?  Did this idiot smoke?  

Was he having sex?
Needless to say, this whole notion yucked me out and I might have 

lost it right then and there but Blood was pounding his cane on the 
fl oor and waiting for me to join him.  So I did.

“Parret tells me we have mutual interests,” Blood said as I took the 
chair.

His voice was soft, melodious.  Like a lounge singer talking the 
lyrics.

“Uh…I…um…”
“Do we or do we not?”
“We do.  Yes.  Very mutual.  I am the kind of man who likes a man 

who likes having mutual interests.”
Don’t ask me what that meant.  I was fl oundering, fl imfl amming.
“You’ve money to invest in a profi table venture?”
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“I have.  And a careful mouth about it too.”
“And you are Irish,” Blood said.
Not knowing whether this would strike him as good news or not, 

I took a stab: “I am that.”
“What has a bed but never sleeps and has a mouth…”
“A river!”
“I see,” he said, smiling.  “Parret says that you know things.  Th en 

tell me something.”
He was testing me to see if I could be of any service to him.  If 

not, he might try to get me out of the way just like Frisle.  Of course 
everything I knew had been proven useless…about Frisle, about Penn, 
about Sandwich, the Florins.  I only had one card left and so I played 
it.

“I know that Captain Morgan arrives under arrest on the 4th and 
that he’ll be carrying treasures back from his sortees in the Carib.”

“Don’t get too clever for your own health,” Blood said.
“Sound advice.”
“I might be able to use you, if you’re game.  Parret and Pegleg 

vouch for you but I need someone with a tad more civility than them 
cutthroats.  Are you a man who can keep his guts level?”

“Th at I am and that I can,” I said. 
Pure bull but, then again, they weren’t my guts in any case.  And I 

was no man.
“Th en you’ll meet me at the Tower of London tomorrow night.  

You’ll call me Parson Blood.  And you’ll keep your tongue clean and 
your head sober.”

Nobs by then had brought Blood his ale and the old aching Parson 
drank the entire tankard down in one long glubbing gulp.

Dinner at Martin Tower

It was clear right from the start why Blood was willing to take 
a chance with me, a complete stranger, and it was not the money I 
seemed willing to dispense.  Th e reason was that I brought a certain 
degree of breeding to his plan, unlike his cohorts who had faces like 
farm animals.  Even so, he told me nothing about what I was meant to 
do besides going along with whatever he said.  As he deemed me a man 
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of some education, he was relying on my ability to listen and grasp and 
talk smart.

Th e following evening, as arranged, I met him in his guise as Parson 
Blood on Tower Green.  He was accompanied by the woman who was 
playing the role of his wife and up close I thought I recognized her 
from the troupe of performers from Old Jacobs.  Together we walked 
to Martin Tower at the far corner of the Green to be received by Talbot 
Edwards and his wife who had an apartment on the second fl oor of the 
tower.  Th e tower itself was a stone silo but the apartment was like any 
other in London, small with low ceilings and rather darkly lit.  

Blood passed me off  as a distant cousin for the purpose, I guess, of 
suggesting that he was a family man, a decent man, a man of honor.  I 
still had no idea what connection this minor offi  cial of London Tower 
had with the arrival of Captain Morgan but I played along thinking 
that this was the only way for me to fi nd out.

Blood himself acted the part of the old clergyman with great gusto.  
Gravely voice, stiff  joints, ecumenical pronouncements.  But other 
than this and his clerical garb, he made no attempt to disguise himself 
further.  He was a rogue, I suppose, and had a great sense of his own 
charm.  Eventually the conversation turned to a niece whom Mrs. 
Edwards thought was mad to have married a Catholic.

“Lost her mind, she has,” Mrs. Edwards said.
“Perhaps,” Blood’s wife said, “it was lost to the power of her 

passions.”
“What do passions have to do with marriage?”
“Perhaps it is true that we may in some wise be related to the lesser 

beasts,” Blood off ered.
“And what do you make of that?” Edwards asked me with a laugh.
What I thought was…you don’t know the half of it.  We’re not just 

related to the beasts…we’re the kiddiepoos of all manner of slimedung.  
I could have told him all about the theory of evolution, but that was 
the kind of news that could get your ass canned in Kansas, let alone 
Restoration England.

“I think that marriage is a mystery best left to those who commit 
to it,” I said.

“No, my niece is bewitched.  I believe it honestly, Parson.”
“Madam,” Blood replied, “I leave witch-hunting to the Puritans.”
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“But surely you accept of possession by evil spirits.”
“Th is is the age of natural philosophy,” Blood said, “which informs 

us that madness is no more than an illness, a catarrh of the mind.  
Th e human mind is no diff erent than a clock.  Once the workings are 
known, there’s no cause to resort to spirits and devils.”

“Whatever the cause of her affl  iction,” Mrs. Edwards said, “it is to 
her despair in the end.  It seems that her husband has beat her of late 
a little too often.”

“A man should certainly be able to beat his own wife, I daresay,” 
Edwards said.

“Th e law may well be changing on that, Talbot,” his wife replied.  
“Just last week a man was arrested for breaking the thumb law and he 
was prosecuted too.”

“Which law is that?” I asked.
“A man cannot beat his wife with a stick thicker than his thumb,” 

Mrs. Edwards explained.  “Commonly broken but rarely applied until 
recently.  I assign this to the leniency of our realm under good King 
Charles.”

“Parson Blood,” Edwards said.  “Let us return to this matter of your 
nephew.”

“Ah yes.  Young John arrives next week and I should like to come 
and introduce him,” Blood said.

“Th e Doctor sings the praises of this young man as you would 
expect,” Mrs. Edwards said, turning to me.  “But what do you say 
about him?”

“Whozzat?”
“Th is mysterious young man to whom my daughter shall be 

introduced in the hopes of forming an engagement?”
“My nephew John!” Blood growled at me.
“Ah…John.  Of course!  Never think of him that way.  Johnny I call 

him.  Or sometimes Jo-Jo or even just J…”
But a sharp sneer from Blood got me back in line.
“Wonderful fellow.  Decent and even more than that…most decent.  

Good-looking too,” I said.
“Well we certainly hope for a goodly match with our daughter, “Mrs. 

Edwards said, “and hoping as well to save the trouble of matchmakers 
and attorneys and agents.”
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“I guarantee that he will make a splendid intended for your 
daughter, young John will,” Blood’s wife said.

“We put our trust in the hope that our Susie feels the same way,” 
Edwards added.

And his wife added to that:  “We do not care to impose it upon 
her, though that is much the custom.  But if the two fi nd each other 
compatible, so much the better for our two families.”

We left Talbot Edwards and his wife under the most cordial of 
circumstances, vowing to return on the 9th with Blood’s nephew John.  
I did not really believe that he had a nephew but I recalled hearing that 
Blood had a son and I assumed, rightly as it turned out, that he would 
be playing the part of this nephew.

For the next two days, I heard nothing from Blood or any of his 
gang.  All I knew was that Blood wanted me to return with him to 
Martin Tower on the morning of May 9th to conclude the plan.  Of 
course, I guessed that this was all a diversion.  Simply meant to throw 
me – and Edwards too – off  course.  Morgan and his treasure arrived 
fi ve days before that and I thought no one was going to pull a fast one 
on D.  No way.  I arranged – very cleverly I thought – to have a note 
delivered to Samuel Pepys, secretary to the Earl of Sandwich, warning 
him that something sinister was afoot regarding Henry Morgan and 
the Good Samaritan.

A Most Extraordinary Meeting

Stubborn as a mule and dumb as an ox, I went to the wharf on May 
4th and waited for my chance to blow the whole scam sky high.  I was 
on the dock with the usual crowd when I saw it.  Not my chance but 
that damn leather cap, the pancake thing on the head of the man who 
had been following me.  I tried to run but the crowds on the wharf 
trapped me.  Two twists and a turn later, he was right next to me.  
Th en, bold as you please, he took a stance right there in front of me.  
For a moment I imagined that this was Constable Hollodoom stepping 
out of my nightmares but it was not.

Not Blood either, nor his son.
Not Parret.
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Someone else entirely.
It was Izaak Walton.
Walton, the writer of the book on fi shing that I had met at the 

Lion’s Inn a week earlier.  But why on earth had he been following me?  
Did he think I was stealing his bait?  Th e answer to that simple question 
proved to be one of the most boggling moments of all.  Standing a 
breath mint too close, to avoid being overheard, Walton very softly, 
very gently, leaned forward and asked me:

“Tell me true, traveler, what are you up to?”
“Mr. Walton, isn’t it?”
“How long have you been here?”
“Have you been following me?”
“How long?”
“Did we not meet at the Lion’s Inn just last week?”
“I am not referring to that, friend.”
“Fifteen days,” I said, thinking he meant here in London.
“And were do you hail from?”
“I came over from Ireland.”
“No,” he replied.  “Perhaps I should ask you…when.”
“Here at the dock?  I’ve only just arrived a few minutes ago.”
Walton took a deep breath and stepped even closer to me, which 

bordered on assault.  But his eyes were kind and his expression tender 
and he addressed me as though we were much more intimate than 
we were…which is to say not at all.  Th is time he spoke neatly and 
carefully, as you would to none-too-bright child.

“What I mean to ask you is…how long have you been in this 
time?”

“I beg your pardon?”
“How long have you been here in this capsule of time?”
I had no idea how to respond to that and stood there stooped and 

mute for a long time.  Was he really asking me what I thought he was?  
Or had I misunderstood him?

“I am not certain that I know exactly what you mean,” I said.
“I think you do.”
“I think I don’t.”
“I knew who you were the moment I saw you.  I have been watching 
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you just to make sure I was right.  And I know that I am.  But you, I 
think, did not recognize me.”

“As Izaak Walton?”
“As a fellow traveler.”
“You’re from Ireland too?”
“I take it that you have not been a slider for very long.  Because 

after a while, one begins to see the others.”
“A slider?”
“A time slider.”
I had not misunderstood him!
Which I guess is the same as understanding him.
He was asking me precisely what I thought.  My stomach jumped, 

my throat closed, and my tongue went cracker.  All this time I assumed 
that I alone in the universe had slipped through a rip and drifted.  Th e 
sudden realization that there could be others fi lled me with a sense of 
longing.

“I …I…don’t know,” I stuttered.  “What are you saying?”
“It is troubling at fi rst.”
“Are you saying that you too…”
“Yes.”
“How did you know about me?” I asked, my voice trembling.
“A look in your eyes perhaps.  Maybe a sense of dislocation, of 

separation.  It is a subtle thing but I am a writer and used to searching 
for frail truths.  I cannot quite put it into words.  May I ask you…when 
are you from?”

I was barely able to say the words, afraid that the syllables – and 
my future with them – would come shattering apart once they were 
spoken.

“2011,” I said.
“Th e 21st century?  My poor fellow…that was what my friends 

would have called that the Dark Epoch.  A painful age for the world.  
Are you glad to have slipped from it?”

“I don’t know.  Sometimes I am.  But I miss my home and my…
you know…”

“Yes, your own comfortable body.  I know very well how you 
feel.”

“Th is is nuts!”
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“Nuts?”
“Insane.  Crazy.  Buh-buh-buh.”
“I don’t quite…”
“What about you?  When are you from?”
“From the present.  Th is time and place.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You see I slipped forward into the far future.  Th ey accounted 

diff erently than we do but let me just say that it was many many many 
years after your lifetime.”

“You mean further into the future than the 21st century?”
“Yes, much further.”
And at that point, the emotions were too much and I almost began 

to sob.  How embarrassing!  I knew very well that men did not cry 
in public but the feelings overwhelmed me like a torrent.  Th e Body, 
being male, fought the tears that welled in my eyes.

“Oh…I have upset you and for that I deeply apologize.”
“No.  I am overwhelmed by what you say.  Relieved in fact.”
“Relieved?”
“It means that we have a future, humanity does.  We did not destroy 

ourselves.”
“Far from it, my friend.  I slid far into your future and saw a golden 

age, a time of abiding wisdom and great curiosity.  Th e triumph of 
intelligence.”

Th e blast of a horn indicated that one of the smaller boats was 
leaving port.  Walton looked over at it and his whole focus seemed to 
shift.

“I’m sorry but I cannot miss this boat.  My fi shing gear is already 
on board.”

“You can’t leave,” I insisted.  “I have so many questions.”
“You will fi nd your answers, my dear fellow.”
“But how does all this work?”
“I met a young woman who understood these things but I can 

scarcely conceive it let alone tell it.  Th is thing we call mind is part of 
the very geometry of the universe.  A kind of energy like light.  We do 
not create it, we attract it just as objects attract the fabric of space and 
time.”

“Great…but what am I meant to do?”
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“Whatever you do do,” he said.  “Be true to your choices and you 
will fi nd your way back.”

“What the hell does that mean?”
“You will see.”
“But I have no choices.  It doesn’t matter what I do.”
“Of course it does.”
“How can it matter what I do if I can’t change anything.”
“Because you are the one making it happen.  What you do is all 

that matters.”
“Th at’s impossible.  All this has already taken place.  In the 

future.”
He only smiled at that.
“Th ere is no such thing as the future,” he said.  “It is merely a 

conception in the mind, a story we tell ourselves.  Th e future never 
exists.  Only what happens now.”

“How could you have visited the future if it doesn’t exist?”
“In the same way that I cast for a trout even though there is no 

trout there.”
“What the hell does that mean?  What’s trout got to do with it?”
I could see that Walton was torn between leaving and comforting 

me but a second horn sounded and in that split second the tear was 
mended in his mind and he turned to go.

“You came back,” I insisted.  “Back to your own time.”
“Indeed I did and after quite an eff ort.”
“How did you do it?”
“You must fi nd the key.”
“What key?”
“Every portal has a door and every door has a key.  Th e key occurs 

at the intersection of mind and matter, the chance congruence of many 
factors.  It might be anything…an object, a sound, an image.  For me 
it was a melody.”

Walton began to hum a song that sounded to me like the theme 
for the new Toyota Hydro campaign.  Not very inspiring but it had a 
certain ring to it.

“It is very hard at fi rst, I know,” he said.  “But you have to fi nd your 
own answers.  Th at, after all, is the point of it all.”
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“Whose point?  Is someone behind all this?  Is there a God in 
charge?  A man behind the curtain?  Am I being tested?”

“All of life is a dream and the dreams of it are dreams within a 
dream.  And more inside those.”

“Skip the boojoo and tell me what to do!” I said nabbing him by 
the collar.

“Live your life,” he said touching my hand so lightly.
“What does that mean?”
“You’ll see soon enough.”
And with that Izaak Walton was off  to go fi shing and I was left 

stranded on the pier like a timelubber with only his words left lingering, 
an endless echo on a deserted isle.

I wiped my eyes and tried to compose myself. 

What was it about time? 
It got inside of you like a spindizzy and churned you into mush.
Like most people, I knew very well how to tell it, save it, have it, 

and make it.  I could waste it, kill it, and even do it if I got arrested.
Th e one thing I could not seem to do was accept it.  I was running 

from time, spooked to the core, shattered by it.  Not just now, but back 
there in the future where I was getting older by the minute, missing 
the moments as they happened, and watching every slender second 
slither through my fi ngers.  And I wondered as I stood there alone in 
the crowd whether this whole slip was just my penance for not being 
able to embrace the truth inside of time.

Walton turned once to me and waved before he boarded.  What 
was he suggesting?  Th at all I had to do was click my heels together and 
say that there was no place like home?  Believe me, I had already tried 
that.  Which was perfectly ironic for a reason that I did not mention 
before because it seemed too damn silly.

I guess that I should say it now.
I call myself D.
My name is Dorothy.
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Th e Arrival of Captain Henry Morgan

Hundreds of people waving banners and scarves lined the river-
banks on both sides of the Th ames on the morning of the 4th.  It was 
the kind of jubilee you would expect for a hero not a pirate.  But the 
conqueror of Panama had also captured the popular imagination with 
his daring exploits and a great cheer rose up when the masts of his ship, 
the Good Samaritan, appeared to the west.  What a sight!  Th e mas-
sive ship cruised slowly down the river under low rigging and when it 
reached the dock, long thick cables were thrown to shore to help pull 
it around and into port.  

Rumors passed through the crowd with growing excitement: that 
the ship was full of treasure taken from the Spanish towns Morgan had 
sacked, that the King would be bribed by all the booty and would free 
him, that Morgan had brought a dozen Caribbean native girls as a gift 
to the Cabal.  

“Ruddy true it is too, I tell you,” said a man pressed up against me.  
“Morgan won’t serve a day.”

“Why not?” I asked.
“Look around you, mate.  He’s a hero, he is.  Charlie’ll come to the 

same fi rmity.  Fact.”
“How do you know that?”
“I hears things.  Morgan was given a privateer’s license to cruise 

against them Spanish.  And by Th omas Modyford, the Governor of 
Jamaica, himself.”

“I thought Morgan was a pirate.”
“Just a word that is.  Pirate or privateer…you tell me the ruddy 

diff erence.”
“Th en why is he arrested?”
“Th ree years ago he sacked Portobello in Panama.“
“So?”
“Modyford had to register a complaint on that ‘cause Morgan was 

supposed to attack ships not cities.  Meanwhich, he and Morgan split 
the loot.  Th en two years ago Morgan sacks Maracaibo down Venezuela 
on the Spanish Main.  More cross words from Modyford even while 
he bumps Morgan to commander of all ships of war in Jamaica.  Dirty 
bizniz this.  Fact.”
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“So this is all a sham,” I suggested.  “Plenty of that where I come 
from, except we call it politics.”

“Th ese charges’ll be dropped in a week.  It’s all to show the Spanish 
we’ll honor our damn treaties to claims in the West Indies.  Meanwhich 
take their cities on the sly.”

“Modyford would love my century,” I off ered.
“Modyford’s a marionette…with strings all the way back to 

Whitehall.  You think Whitehall don’t know what Morgan’s up to?  
He’s got the ruddy blessings of the Crown for all of it.  Oh the King 
he loves rogues and rascals.  Loves the little adventure, Charlie does.  
Fact.”

A cannonade came from the ship, fi reworks went off , drums 
rumbled, and Henry Morgan stepped out onto the deck.  He looked 
enormous standing on the bridge, long black hair parted in the middle 
and fl owing like a waterfall down to his shoulders, a black wave of a 
mustache, curled at the ends, broad face with strong features and a 
thick, almost sensual mouth.  Th e pirate of boyhood dreams.  He lifted 
his massive arms to greet the crowds and bowed as they burst into 
cheers.

Four militiamen escorted him off  the ship, down the gangway, 
and onto the shore.  And four more led Modyford behind him.  But 
the dull-looking governor was lost in the melee; it was the dramatic 
Morgan that people had come to see.  Th e crowd parted as he walked 
across the wharf, but people close enough tried to touch him, women 
threw roses, and a group of men off ered him a special tribute of ale and 
clams.

A man dressed like a merchant in surcoat and cuff s stepped out 
of the crowd and blocked Morgan’s path, bowing deeply enough to 
be mocking.  He had an elaborate beard and mustache but he looked 
familiar to me right away.  Morgan scowled at him but, inspecting the 
face more closely, he bowed back.  Th is all happened very quickly but 
I immediately knew what was up.

“Welcome back to England, sire,” the man said. “Will you be 
needin’ a horse?”

“Didn’t recognize you,” Morgan answered in a rich whisper. 
But I did and in that instant, one of those moments that defi ne a 
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life, I suddenly knew what I had to do.  It was out of character, not at 
all the D. I knew myself to be, but emboldened by the Body and the 
choice, I suddenly leapt forward and pounced on the fellow. 

“Aha!” I cried.  “Got you now, you scoundrel!”
“Argh!” the man said, just like they do in the comic books.
Morgan, for his part, stepped back from the fray to let some of the 

guards through.  By the time they separated us, I had pulled off  the fake 
mustache and beard to reveal the man beneath.

But to my shock, it wasn’t Blood at all but some other crook trying 
to help Morgan escape.  Th ere was a huge commotion on the wharf 
as guardsmen and onlookers tussled.  Morgan was led away, the crook 
was shackled, and when I turned around I found myself facing Samuel 
Pepys.

“Good work young man,” he said to me.
“No, it isn’t,” I grumped.
“I believe you have nabbered Nicks, the highwayman,” he said.  

“Th e Crown will…”
“Forget Nicks, Pepys,” I shouted, again sounding deranged.  “Did 

you get my note?”
“Are you unwell?” he asked, brushing me off .
“I’m trying to warn you.”
“Step aside, you scambrel!”
“Th ere’s danger afoot,” I cried.
“I’ll have you arrested if you persist,” Pepys said and pushed past 

me.
“But in the matter of Blood…”
“Captain, remove this demented fellow from my path.”
“What’s the matter with you,” I shouted.  “Don’t you see what’s 

happening?  Th ey are trying to make off  with the treasures on board 
that ship.”

Pepys turned back and looked at me exactly the way a kind man 
would a raving nutcase.

“Fruits and sugarcane?”
“Th e treasure of the Indies!”
He laughed.
“If you’re so intent on seeking treasure,” he said, “then I suggest 

that you make an appointment with Talbot Edwards.”
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“What?  Who?  Edwards?  In Martin Tower?”
“Th e very man.”
“What he’s got to do with…”
“Mr. Edwards is the keeper of the Crown Jewels of England which, 

as a matter of fact, actually do exist.”
And off  he went.
A da-da-dum on the soundtrack in my head drowned out all other 

noise.
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CHAPTER TEN

In which Blood’s nefarious plan is concluded and 
this mystifying tale brought to an end including the 

explanation of the mechanism of my impromptu timeslip.
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Could it really be?  
Th e idea seemed nutsy-fagen even to me.
I had heard of them and even seen the jewels in some books.  Yet 

even as the survivor of countless heist movies, I could not imagine it.  
Th is was the Tower of London after all not some jewelry store on 47th 
Street.  It was a stone fortress with moats and walls and guards and gates 
and more walls.  A whole militia was stationed there.  Even if he could 
get in, how would he ever escape?  And even if he managed that, then 
what?  It would be considered an insult to the King and to the Kingdom 
itself.  No one would protect him.  Th e people themselves would rise 
up and hunt Blood down; he would have reached into the mythology 
of their hidden wealth and plundered their national legacy.  

It was madness!
And then once caught he would have been subject to disgrace, 

torture, beheading.
Could even Colonel Th omas Blood have been planning such an 

audacious crime? 
Yup.
Blood the schemer, Blood the intriguer, dark Blood playing everyone 

against each other.  Th e White Prince, Lady Carnew, Parret, Edwards, 
me.  Everything suddenly made sense from the spyglass he bought to 
survey his escape, to the horses for the getaway, to the costume made by 
the seamstress, to ingratiating himself to the Keeper of the Jewels with 
this ridiculous con about an engagement for his nephew.

Yes, it was not only sensible…it had to be.
Blood, my Blood, was planning nothing less than the greatest 

crime of this century.  He was planning to steal the Crown Jewels of 
England.  

It was unimaginable.  
But more than that I – lost slipper through the slipstream of time 

that I was – I was going to help him!

Th e following day I arranged for a showing of the Crown Jewels 
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by Talbot Edwards.  Edwards, of course, knew me as the old Parson’s 
cousin and was happy to let me in.  Even though Edwards was an older 
man – in his seventies which was a lot older then than now – he was 
still robust and talkative as he led me out of his apartment in Martin 
Tower and up a narrow stairway to a locked gate.

“Th e Jewels used to be housed in Westminster Abbey,” he explained, 
“but in 1303 robbers broke into the Royal Treasury and escaped with 
riches worth one hundred thousand pounds.  Th at was twice the annual 
revenue of England.  Th e Jewels were moved to the Tower soon after, 
fi rst to Jewel House at the White Tower, then here.”

On the other side of the gate there was a hallway that led to another 
set of stone stairs and I had the distinct feeling of going deeper into a 
castle keep.  It was damp there and dank and dark and all the other “d” 
words that come to mind when you suddenly realize that you might in 
fact have the claustrophobia that you only vaguely sensed before.

“A ragged history these treasures have had, too,” he went on.  “Th ey’ve 
been damaged in battle, pawned by Kings to fi nance adventures.  At 
the time of James I, the collection was immense and included crowns 
and rings and swords and all manner of rubies and such taken in wars, 
given as gifts of state, and so on.  But Cromwell tried to destroy all the 
insignia of royalty when he came into power in 1649 and sold most of 
it off  to pay for cannon.  Of all you will see downstairs, only the gold 
eagle called an Ampulla, the golden Spoon, the sapphire from the ring 
of Edward the Confessor, a large ruby given to the Black Prince in the 
14th century, and Queen Elizabeth’s pearl earrings are from the original 
collection.  Th e rest was added after King Charles’s restoration.”

We went down the stone stairway as it wound around a central 
pillar and into an antechamber.  Edwards opened another gate with 
a second key and led me into a dark inner room.  Th ere behind a 
wired grill in what was essentially a large cupboard were the Crown 
Jewels.  Gold glinted, gems sparkled, and silver gleamed in the light of 
the torch.  It was a dazzling dreamscape of blues and reds and pearly 
whites, and tantalizingly close.  Treasure more dizzying than any high 
seas tale and the history of the monarchy written in riches, and right 
there within arm’s reach.

“Th is,” Edwards said as he pointed to a crown laden with gems, “is 
one of the greatest treasures here.  It is the Imperial Crown of State and 
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contains the principal jewels that survived Cromwell’s sack including 
Edward the Confessor’s sapphire, Queen Elizabeth’s pearls, and the 
Black Prince’s ruby.  Note the ruby, good sir, for its facets have been 
etched in blood.  Kings have been murdered for it, killed for it, died 
in battle wearing it.  And the diamond below it is the Second Star of 
Africa, one of the biggest in the world, but it is only one of many in 
the crown, along with seventeen sapphires, eleven emeralds, fi ve rubies, 
and two hundred and seventy-seven pearls.”

All together, it was an overwhelming concoction of baubles.  
Priceless then, you could probably buy Bill Gates with it now and have 
some left over for a luxury yacht.

“Now on this shelf we have the Banqueting Plate, and the State 
Salt, which was a gift to the King from the city of Exeter.  As you can 
see, it resembles the White Tower made in gold.  We recently had to 
have it fi xed when one of the gems came loose…”

Edwards knew his stuff  about the regalia but as he droned on I 
began to drift away from the details.  Th is crime would not just sack 
the wealth of the English treasury, it would steal its history too.  Th at 
was the reason that there was no special vault.  It was inconceivable that 
anyone would dare do such a thing.  If Blood indeed pulled this off , 
they would hang him a second time for that audacity alone.

“Here also is St. Edward’s Crown, the one actually used for the 
coronations.  And farther along on that shelf you fi nd the various 
coronation regalia.  Th at golden globe with the diamond-studded cross 
is called the Orb.  Th en you have the Royal Sceptre with the Cross, 
which is three feet of solid gold studded with diamonds and rubies.  
Th at stone you see there is the largest cut diamond in the world and 
further along is the Rod and the Dove, the Armills, and so on…”

When the tour was over, I followed Edwards back to the main fl oor 
of Martin Tower, squinting at the light and sweating.  Along one of the 
walls there was a small display of pistols and armor that I stopped to 
admire.

“Merely some personal acquisitions,” Edwards said.  “Th e Royal 
Armoury has a true collection worthy of a museum.”

“Th ere are some missing,” I said, noticing an empty case.
“A fi ne pair of fl intlock pistols with portraits of King Charles 
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engraved on the handles.  Your cousin, Parson Blood, recently purchased 
them for a gift.”

“I guess we’re an armed gang now,” I murmured.
“Tell me truly,” Edwards said, “about this nephew.  He is to meet 

my daughter Susie with an eye to marriage.  D’ye know the lad?”
“Not well.”
“Is he not a cousin of yourn?”
“Distant.”
“I trust this fellow is as trustworthy as the good doctor himself.”
“You’d better trust for a lot more than that,” I said, but Edwards 

was fumbling with his keys and did not hear me.

Final Preparations

No word from Blood or his cohorts until a note at the Lion’s told 
me to go to the public square at Haymore.  It was late afternoon and a 
crowd of caretakers and workers had gathered around a man on a small 
platform who was preaching.

“History is the history of the haves, my friends,” he said. “No one 
knows or cares how the poor spend the eons.”

“True, true,” the crowd agreed.
“Th e record of our time will show fi ne clothes and manners, courtly 

lace and silk stockings. But these will pass into dust like bones.  Th e 
truth, friends, the truth is made of coarser stuff .”

“Amen, brother!”
“And yet it is we poor who work God’s will.  We work the land, 

tend to our fellows, draw nonce from existence itself, and all without 
benefi t of luxury.”

“Aye Wells, speak the truth!”
“Th is new invention, the factory, will only make matters worse.  

More goods made but in the end more enslavery.  Here in London we 
have children tilling for a shilling a day, wasting their life’s blood in 
wretchedness and labor.  Now I ask you, friends, is that a foundation 
for a good society?”

“It can’t be.”
“We need to change this for the good of all.”
“Let us dare to change it!”
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“Who is this fellow?” I asked one of the spectators.
“His name is Th om Wells.  He’s a Digger.  As am I.”
“What do you dig?”
“Th e truth, friend.  We Diggers are the spiritual children of Gerard 

Winstanley.”
I scanned all of Freshman year but came up blank.
“Never heard of him,” I said.
“Our beliefs are in the common ownership of land, in a just society 

with no rich, no poor, where all are equal in the wealth of labor and 
goods.”

“Socialists,” I summed.
“Come to our next meeting, brother.  You strike me as someone to 

whom justice would appeal.”
“I was, but that was in another century.  In this one I seem to be 

more interested in theft.”
“As I am in cutting out tongues,” said a man placing his hand on 

my shoulder.
It was Parret, who had been standing behind me.  I jumped when 

he touched me and made the face of someone who had been bitten by 
a bug.

“Blood says no jabbing of our venture.”
“I wasn’t.  What do you want?”
“Blood says yer to meet us at the Tower in the early morn a’morrow, 

dressed as a gentleman.”
“No more Mr. Mason then?”
“No more trickeries.  We’re down to the business at hand.”
“Tell him I’ll be there.”
“No need.  You’ll be there or you will be dead.”

Th at night I had another dream about Constable Hollodoom.  It 
was the usual rerun…running the through the streets, clawing my way 
through charred ruins, collecting unconnected objects, and eventually 
falling exhausted at his feet.  Th is time, however, he looked down at 
me with dead eyes then took out a fancy carved pistol.  I was staring 
directly into the barrel when the shot rang out.

I woke up in a clammy sweat and suddenly realized two things.  First, 
about that name.  How had I come up with Constable Hollodoom?  
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It turns out the name was a perfect anagram of the letters in Colonel 
Th omas Blood.  

Sad to say but I am really cleverest when fast asleep.
And second, I realized that I had to be very careful. Th e slightest 

mistake, the tiniest misstep, could get me killed.  Th is reminded me of 
a song they sang in the taverns about the Great Fire.

 John Farynor wast the baker royale and he a careful manne.
 On Pudding Lane mayd he his breades according to his planne
 But then one night he left a fl ayme still glowing in that playce
 And thusly was the Great Fire the cause of his disgrayce.
I could only hope that at the right instant, the moment of truth, I 

would be able to tell which step was right and which a miss.

On May the 9

Th e next morning, as instructed, I entered the Tower of London 
through the western gate at Byward Tower and made my way to Tower 
Green.  Th e Tower was mostly empty but at 7 o’clock precisely, my four 
partners in crime arrived.  Blood led the pack, walking briskly even 
though he was still in the disguise of the Parson with his cross, canes, 
and red frock.  Parret, looking almost presentable in a blue overcoat 
– like a ghoul’s butler – was behind him carrying a walking stick.  A 
handsome young man in his twenties was introduced to me as John.  I 
knew this to be Blood’s son ready to play the part of the marriageable 
nephew.  And there was a fourth, rough-looking man I had not seen 
before who was introduced as Tom Hunt.  

Without tarrying over the hellos, our quintet marched over to 
Martin Tower where we were received by Talbot Edwards answering 
the door.

“Ah, Mr. Edwards.  Good day to you,” Blood said, adopting the gruff  
tone of his clerical character.  “And here we are as planned.  I should 
like to introduce my nephew, John.  John, this is Talbot Edwards.”

“How do you do, sir?” Blood’s son said.
“Fine, just fi ne.  And you as well, I trust.  My daughter Susie’s 

upstairs getting herself ready for an introduction.  She and her mother 
will be down shortly.”
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“Mr. Edwards, I hope this is no inconvenience,” Blood said, “but my 
friends here would be most interested in seeing the Crown Jewels.”

Edwards looked at me with curiosity since he had just taken me on 
a tour of them the day before.

“Everyone is so fascinated to see them,” I said, nodding towards 
Parret and the other man.

“Well it is a might irregular.  We have standard viewing hours.”
“Yes, but these kinsman are only briefl y here from Ireland,” Blood 

explained.  “Perhaps we might bend the rules a weence while my 
nephew waits for your lovely wife and daughter?”

“Well, we might be waitin’ on Susie for a bit, I suppose.”
“If it is not too much trouble, we would be most thankful.”
“Indeed we would,” Parret rasped.  “Most tankful.”
“All right then, Parson.  Come inside whilst I get the keys and I 

shall take you down to see them.”
“Excellent.  And my John here can wait for your Susie.”
But the moment we walked inside the apartment, Blood dropped 

his canes, pulled off  his wig, stood up straight, and turned on his host.  
Th e old gatekeeper almost passed out from the shock to see that his 
honored guest was not a kindly old clergyman after all but rather a 
devil in disguise.  Blood tied a rag around Edwards’ mouth, picked him 
up physically and placed him on his feet, then forced Edwards to get 
his keys and lead us to the Crown Jewels. 

Th us began our deadly little procession through Martin Tower.  
Blood took the lead with Edwards in his grip and a knife at his throat, 
Tom followed holding a torch to light the way in the dark, then Parret 
who had pulled a short dagger from the walking stick and was holding 
it like a fl ashlight, and me bringing up the rear and shaking like a leaf, 
waiting for my moment.

Th at is how it began, what I later found out would be called the 
Greatest Crime of the 17th Century by one of the most daring scoundrels 
in history.  What a joke!  Th is was no mission impossible, there were no 
high-technics, not a fancy twist in sight.  No clever devilry.  Th is was 
a far simpler recipe for intrigue…a dash of deceit, a pinch of betrayal, 
and a fake frock.  Heat with desire.

Quiet as cats – alleycats, that is, who have no use for silence at all 
– we clambered down the winding stairway to the antechamber.  With 
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his arm in a twist, Edwards opened the second gate and Blood shoved 
him onto the fl oor.  We all entered the main room of the cellar.  Blood 
took the torch from Tom and fl ashed it in front of the cupboard and 
his eyes went all owly.  Th ere they were right before him.  Th e Crown 
Jewels.  Th e gems of the regalia glittered in the torchlight, all the rubies 
and pearls and gold fl irting and teasing him from the other side of the 
grill.

When Edwards, writhing on the fl oor, was able to shake off  the 
rag in his mouth, he began to wail.  “Treason! Murder!” he shouted.  
But Parret acted swiftly, taking out a plug of wood with a hole in the 
middle that he shoved into the old man’s mouth, securing it around 
his head with a leather strip.  Edwards continued to struggle and was 
still able to make muffl  ed sounds, so Parret took an iron hook from his 
pocket and attached it to Edward’s nose to stop the noise.  When the 
old man continued to make a fuss even after that, Blood calmly walked 
over and conked him on the head with a wooden mallet.  

I was horrifi ed but what could I do?  
I tried to intervene, suggesting that we pay less attention to Edwards 

and more to the jewels but Blood eyed me wickedly.  Edwards, seeing 
the treasure that was his responsibility threatened, kicked and screamed 
until Parret stabbed him in the belly with the rapier.  I almost passed 
out.  I had never been that close to real violence before but understood 
what it meant.

Th ey would all kill me just as readily if I wavered.
“Th ere, that’s it.  He’s dead, I’ll warrant him,” Parret said and the 

three men turned their attention to the treasure.

With the same mallet used to hit Edwards, Blood bashed in the grill 
on the front of the cupboard, creating a small opening.  Th eir attempts 
to reach in through this small hole and extract the jewels slowed them 
down.  In their haste they had forgotten that Edwards was holding the 
key to the cupboard in his hand.  I knew that but was I meant to tell 
them this or not?  Would slowing this down or speeding it up help me 
to stop the crime?  By the time I thought all this through, they had 
widened the hole with their hands and began to take out some of the 
treasure.

As Blood stamped on one of the crowns to fl atten it, Parret popped 
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the Black Prince’s ruby from the Crown of State and stuck it into his 
breeches.  Tom Hunt meanwhile began to fi le a scepter in half in order 
to better conceal it.  A pistol with an ivory handle containing an etching 
of King Charles fl ashed from Blood’s belt sash.

During all this time, I had done nothing to help them.  When 
Blood turned to me standing there like a dope, I thought for a moment 
that he might take out the pistol and shoot me for lack of initiative.  
But instead he shouted:

“You go check on my son.  Make sure our way is clear to the 
wharf.”

“Great idea,” I said.
“Hoy,” Tom said.  “Can this one be trusted?”
“Aye Parret,” Blood said.  “Can he be?”
Parret looked at me.  I nodded, meaning that I would pay him well 

for his answer.
He said that I could be.

Th e Escape

Outside Martin Tower, Blood’s son was facing the balcony window 
and talking to Edwards’ daughter.  It was a charming little scene right 
out of Romeo and Juliet.  In fact, Blood’s son was so caught up in his 
role that he did not notice me standing there and I knew immediately 
that this was my chance. 

 Th at was the instant that, without thinking it to death, I actually 
decided what to do.  It all became clear.  Th ere was a crime unfolding 
and crime was wrong and I was no criminal.  Simple as that.  It just was 
not in my nature; I was no thief.  Nothing to do with duty or fatelines 
or history or wormholes.  I just decided what I had to do…and what I 
had to do was the right thing.  

So I bolted across the Green and ran for help.  At the end of a 
colonnade I came upon a man in a soldier’s uniform talking to one of 
the gardeners.

“You must come quickly,” I shouted. 
“Must I?”
“A terrible crime is being committed!”
“Th en fi nd a guardsman.”
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“I found you!”
“I am but a soldier on my leave, which means that you may leave 

me alone.” 
“I need help!  Don’t you understand?”
“In a word, no.”
“Th ere’s a crime in progress.”
“Th en get of the Yeomen of the Guard.”
“It’s Blood, Blood!”
“Th en fi nd a doctor.”
“It’s Talbot Edwards.”
“But he is my father.  I am his son Wythe.”
“His life is in danger!”
“Danger you say?  I was just on my way to him.  What’s the 

matter?”
“Hurry, there isn’t much time!”
I shoved him in the direction of Martin Tower and then raced off  

toward the Lieutenant’s Lodgings at the other end of the Green where 
the militia was stationed.  But near the White Tower I stopped in my 
tracks.  

What was I doing? 
I had just sent Edwards’ son into the lion’s den!  Th ey would surely 

kill him the moment he arrived.  I did not want that on my conscience 
either, so I ran back to fi nd him confronting Blood’s son below the 
balcony.

“Stand aside, sir,” Wythe Edwards said, “and explain yourself.”
“Wythe is that you?” Edwards’ daughter Susie called from the 

balcony.
“So it is, Susie.  What is the meaning of this?”
“Mr. John Grayson there and I are meeting for the purpose 

of arranging to engage.  Mr. Grayson, may I introduce my brother 
Wythe.”

“Where is father, Susie?” Wythe demanded.
“Asleep I should imagine.”
“Th at we shall see about!” Wythe said and tried to walk inside 

Martin Tower.
“You cannot go in, not now…” Blood’s son said.
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“Indeed, sir?  Th is is my home,” Wythe said and swiftly pushed the 
other man aside.

 Wythe looked up at his sister, looked at me, then went inside to 
fi nd his father.

“What on earth is all this?  And who on earth are you sir?” Susie 
shouted to me.

“I have no idea!” I cried and raced back out the Lieutenant’s 
Lodgings where I found a guardsman washing his feet in a rain barrel.

“Come quickly,” I shouted.  “Th e Crown Jewels!”
“Seen’m last January,” he said blandly.  “Very noyce.”
“You fool, he’s taking the Crown Jewels!”
“Back to Jewel House?  Why would he do that?”
“He’s stealing them!”
“Now what everly would Talbot Edwards be stealin’ the Crown 

Jewels for?  He lives with’m night and day.”
I pretty much grabbed the dunce by his naked feet and barked like 

a dog:
“Th omas Blood is stealing the Crown Jewels, you fucking idiot!” 

But it was too late.
I could already see Blood and his gang running out of Martin 

Tower.  I dropped the dimwit’s foot and ran, catching up with the 
gang at Byward Tower just as a pistol shot rang out.  One of the guards 
chasing them faltered and fell.  Blood and the others were just ahead of 
me with rapiers and pistols drawn.  Guards were coming out from all 
corners.  One was knocked out with a fi st, another bashed with his own 
halberd.  I accidentally knocked one down myself by trying to avoid 
his lance.  I had no idea if I was chasing, running, thieving, or trying to 
save the day.  Soon the thieves were dashing down a causeway over the 
moat.  Th robbing and sweating, I chased them out to Middle Tower, 
fi nal step to freedom.

On Th ames Street avoiding carts and crates, they used the crowd 
itself for cover.  Th e guards following close behind refrained from 
shooting for fear of hitting innocent people.  Instead they chased the 
men with drawn swords.  I ran after them with no sense of the why, 
sucked into the whirlpool of motion I think, turned this way and that.  
Militiamen from the Tower, with long halberds and drawn pistols, were 
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in pursuit but in the bedlam they could just as well have been chasing 
themselves.

“Stop thief!” I shouted, only a lunge away from Blood.
“Stop thief!” echoed a guardsman right behind me.
And then: “Stop thief!” from everywhere like a manic chorus.  

Th is was Blood and his son and soon other guards and bystanders, all 
shouting and pointing every skelterway and causing massive confusion 
in the crowd.

Th e chase went on and back and around in circles for several 
minutes like that.  Fists and feet fl ew as the furious struggle continued.  
Bystanders, guards, crooks, me…all scrambled and screaming.  Th e 
crown that Blood had stashed under his cloak fell free and several of 
the gems went fl ying.  Th e hubbub caused the horses that Pegleg was 
holding to panic; one of them bolted and the other kicked frantically, 
splitting Pegleg’s wooden leg in two.  Th e fi rst horse pranced and 
slammed into a militiaman who went fl ying into Blood who fell down 
and was soon overwhelmed by guards.

I thought the others were caught too but I could not be sure.  It 
all became a blither of shouts and motion.  At one moment I thought 
I could see Blood and the others on their knees, their hands shackled 
behind them, chains around their necks.  But I cannot say for certain.  
All I know is that no one grabbed me and somehow in the midst of that 
madness I disappeared thinly into the throng.

A Short Summation

What happened after that was extraordinary, even to me after all 
my mazing.

Nothing.
Nothing happened. 
No one had spotted me.  No one chased me.  No one seemed to 

notice my disheveled look as I went up to my room at the Lion’s.  No 
guardsmen came to my lodgings and no coppers confronted me at my 
meals.  No one seemed to note or care about me.  Th ere was some buzz 
for a few days but pretty quickly the subject of Blood and his scheme 
was hardly retold, a vague echo of some legendary exploit.

Th e hours passed into days and weeks until, at the end of the 
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month, the only sign that anything at all had occurred appeared in the 
form of a short summation in the Gazette. 

It read as follows:

On the Manner in Which TH. BLOOD Attempted to 
Pilpher Th e Crown Jewels

Th omas Blood, also called John Mason and others, gain’d 
the confi dence of Talbot Edwards, Assistant Keeper of 
the Jewels, by dressing himself as an olde clergyman in 
grey wig and gowne.  An actress naym’d Dotty Hamcraft 
with the troupe of players from Old Jacob’s was enlisted to 
played the part of his wife.  On severall occasions did this 
couple, in full attire, enjoye suppers at the home of Mr 
Edwards in Martin Tower, including gifts and pietous 
prayers for the King & the Royale familie.  At such times 
was a match arranged to be mayde b’twixt  Mr Edwards’ 
daughter and the clergyman’s nephew.  
On May the 9, Blood, still in the guise of his clergyman, 
return’d to Martin Tower with his fellowes and with 
dagger, pistol & rapier, sette upon Talbot Edwards 
to release the cage in which the Jewels were kept.  He 
refusing, the villains bound and gagged Mr Edwards and 
delivered some unkind knocks to the head & stomach, 
and thrust him thro’ the belly with a blayde.
As the thieves began to rend the jewels, Mr Edwards’s 
son, a soldier on leave from the army, return’d home & 
the thieves left in a haste with what goodes & property 
they’d been able to stashe.  At the gate of Byward Tower 
one of the Guards was murther’d by pistol whyle trying 
to stop the escape.  Members of the Guard were reddy at 
Middle Tower but the thieves jump’d downe to Tower 
Wharfe instead to disappeare into the crowdes along the 
riverbank, in hopes of mounting two horses waiting.
Shouts of Stop Th ief on the parte of the thieves caus’d 
grayte confusion ev’rywhere and a robustious struggle 
ensue’d.  Guards were able to subdue the thieves and 
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the olde clergyman was seen to be a tall, beardless, 
rough-boned man with hollow blue eyes and villainous, 
unmerciful features.
Severall pearles & a diamond & the famous Black 
Prince’s Ruby were recovered.
Mr Talbot Edwards has been rewarded a grant of two 
hundred pounds for his gallantre.

And that was it.
Everything, in other words, that I knew to be the case…minus the 

striking absence of my own puss anywhere to be seen.
I was no footnote, not even a dust mote.
It was as though I had not taken part at all.
And for a while, before I got hold of myself, I felt justly and 

eversomore miff ed as hell about that.

Th e White Prince 

June bloomed in London and as I was swilling whiskey to numb 
the toothache that was now a constant throb in my jaw, I received a 
note saying that my presence was requested at a home on Coleman 
Street.  I had no idea what this was all about.  Was it a trap, a set-up, 
another scam?  Th ere was only one way to know and so, naturally, off  I 
went.  Th e address turned out to be a small townhouse with a garden in 
front.  I used the brass knocker on the front door and was led inside by 
a footman.  And there in the modest living room, standing before a neat 
little fi replace, was Th e White Prince.  I felt a surge of nostalgia seeing 
him again.  He greeted me warmly, even giving me an uncharacteristic 
bear hug as he ushered me to a seat.  He seemed much more chipper 
and lively, somehow younger, than when we last met back in Ireland 
and he off ered me a tall mug of porter.

“I ken congratulations are in order for ye, then?”
“Th ey are?”
“Y’ve doon splendidly and all’s worked out f ’the best.  Cheers and 

prayers.”
He raised his wooden goblet to toast me and although I hesitated, 

I did not bother to correct him.  He seemed pleased and so I suppose 
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that I should have been.  From a certain warp of the mind, you might 
even say that I had succeeded in my mission.  Against all odds I had 
found Blood, insinuated myself into his gang, thwarted the theft, and 
even eluded capture myself.  Th at had to count for something.

“Colonel Blood should be deep inside the Tower by now with a 
heavy guard and no visitors,” I said proudly.

“Ho ho!  Y’don’t know our good Colonel yet, d’ye?  Y’ve not heard 
the latest bit o’ news then.”

“Is there news?  Did he escape?”
“Not’t’all.  No need to.  Sit, have some fowl,” and he said and 

pointed to a winged thing roasting in the fi repit.
“No thanks,” I said.  “I’ve sworn off  bird.  What happened to 

Blood?”
“Th is very mornin’ fi nds our fi ne Colonel a free man.”
“What?  Blood is free??”
“Last seen walking about Tower Green in a handsome new suit and 

periwig, exceeding pleasant and jocose.  Waving to the people about.”
“But how?”
“It seems the King was great intrigued by the exploits of our dark 

Blood and wanted t’meet the scoundrel himself.  Charles is a fan of a 
man with daring in his soul.”

“King Charles went to see Blood at the Tower?”
“No.  Blood refused to answer all questions, you see.  Says he: ‘I’ll 

answer to none but the King himself.’  So off  it was to Whitehall for a 
fi ne supper and audience with his Majesty.  Quite an honor.  ‘What if I 
should give you your life?’ says the King. ‘I would endeavor to deserve 
it, Sire,’ says Blood.  Two scoundrels all cozy of a piece.”

“You mean to tell me that after all this – after all I went through! – 
Blood was freed by the King?  Th at’s…that’s…”

“Simply life in our complex age, m’friend.”
“I can’t believe it!  Why would the King do that?”
“Our Colonel’s legendary charm and impudence must’ve well 

impressed Charles.  In addition to his freedom he off ered Blood a 
return of his lands plus a pension of fi ve hundred pounds a year.”

“King Charles rewarded Blood for trying to steal the Crown Jewels 
of England?” I sputtered.

“Aye.  Strange world, eh?” the White Prince answered as a giggle 
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jiggled his long hair and the wrinkles around his chin bent into a 
crescent.

“Th is is completely nuts!”
“I also hear that our heroic Mr. Talbot Edwards never received his 

promised reward for valiance.  He’s had to sell his rights to it for a fi fty 
percent discount to pay his own doctor’s bills.  So all has worked out 
neatly, if not quite fairly.  Th e just are punished, the evil rewarded.  
Strange world.”

“I don’t get it,” I groused.  In fact I was pacing at that point and 
ready to rip a wing off  the bird just for spite.  “Why would the King 
reward Blood for his crime?  Just because he thinks Blood is a charming 
rogue?”

“Perhaps things are not what they seem.”
“Th en what are they?  I almost got killed…er…kilt.”
“In time you’ll hear rumors aplenty about this episode, t’be sure.  

As that King Charles hired Blood to steal the jewels, hoping to pawn 
them to pay off  his own debts.  Th at and more.”

“Is that true?”
“Don’t believe any of it.  Blood acted on his own.  But now that he’s 

caught, the King will no doubt use him as a spy for the Court.  I trust 
that his intrigues have barely begun.”

“A spy against whom?”
“We’ve many enemies in London and across Europe.  If our plan’s 

to succeed, we shall need someone like Blood with his talent for disguise 
and deceit in order to win the day.”

“We?” I repeated. 
“Even a scoundrel like Blood can be of use to us.  Once I heard he 

was in London, I saw the way clear for it.  And it worked…with your 
help of course.  We canna forget that.”

“What worked?”
“Now that Blood owes the Crown his life, he’ll be more agreeable 

to do what we ask.”
“You said we again.”
“Aye.”
“But I thought you hated the monarchy…and what they were doing 

to Ireland.  I thought you said Blood’s capture would help Ireland!”
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“Aye, and it has.  With Blood in our employ, we’ll be much better 
able to stop our enemies by fi ndin’ out their secrets.”

“Our enemies?  You’re on King Charles’s side!”
“I’m on whichever side befi ts Ireland.  And for now that side sides 

with the King.”
“But why?”
“Because the King is kinder to the Catholic cause than most suspect.  

He may one day turn his monarchy over to his brother James, himself 
a Catholic.  Ireland will always suff er at the hands of the English, so 
we must pick our evils to suit ourselves.  And a Catholic King is good 
for Ireland.”

“How do you know all this?  I was at court.  No one told me.”
“Let’s just say, my young friend, that the King and I are part of the 

same club,” he said and fl ashed that wristlet with the honey-colored 
stone in my direction.  Th e star that was cut into it caught the light and 
gleamed like Broadway.

“I’ve seen that before.”
“Have y’now?”
“Isaac Newton has one.  King Charles too.”
“Aye.  Bearers of this stone have a bond that goes deeper than 

accidents of birth and land and even worship,” he said, showing it 
again like an engagement gift.

“You all went to the same high school?”
“We’ve a bond that stretches through time and space, and touches 

the very soul of our troubled world.”
I was feeling woozy from the fi re and the chat and the pacing.  Th e 

plot was twisting all around me like a snake.  I couldn’t breathe.  I went 
to sit down again and almost missed the chair.

Bond?  Time?  Space?
Th e White Prince stepped closer to me, the stone before him.  Th e 

closer it got, the weaker I felt.  And the world went dimmer and I knew 
that the star on it was at the core of my disruption.

“Do I have yer word,” he said, “as a son of Ireland that our talk here 
today never shall pass to another?”

“Yes, of course,” I said, but I was just mouthing the words, waiting 
to throw up or pass out, whichever came fi rst.

“Our bond is through Magnetism.”
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“What…?”
“Aye,” and he held his wrist up so that the star hovered like a beacon 

in front of my face.
Everything was blurred around it, shimmering into some kind 

of tunnel of hazy light and I could almost see through it to another 
reality.

“We are all members of the Society of Magnetists.”
I lunged at the stone like a life raft, missed and grabbed his hand 

with all my might.  Th en pulled, stretched, warped.  Music was fi ltering 
in from somewhere but it was rocking and rolling and so was I.

 “Magnetism, my friend.  It is a tie closer than kith and kin.  We 
are bound by a force that holds all men together in truth.  Th e star of 
the compass is our symbol.  Magnetic amber is our sign and hope our 
byword.”

I yanked his arm around and the old man winced in pain.  But I 
was sure I knew what I was doing.  

Sort of.
“One day all men, king and beggar, pope and atheist, will join 

hands under the sign of the Amber Star.  We will have peace so that our 
scientists and poets and inventors can win back the world.  Join hands 
we will in fellowship, bound together by the will of God as manifest in 
the magnetic fl ux!”

“Yes the fl ux,” I said but it was a diff erent voice, a female voice, 
rising from the deep.  I had my hand on his wrist and I pressed my 
thumb into the amber as one would squoosh a bug.

“Th anks to you, we’re closer to that day now,” he said just the way 
you would expect from someone armwrestling with a maniac.  “And I 
should thereupon like to ask you t’join us…”

But the White Prince was barely there and Blood was free and 
Magnetists were plotting to save the world and my mind was swirling.  
Yet somehow it all made a kind of nonsensical sense.  Because I knew 
that the star on the stone was the crux of my slippage.  I tried to breathe, 
tried to slow down my racing heart, but all was in motion, tumbling 
out of control.

“Th ere’s a world to save from itself,” the White Prince intoned, 
“and we Magnetists are bound together by the force that binds the 
universe.  Will you join us?”
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My throat was burning and a chill came over the rest of me as the 
room went all backsy-frontsy.  I could suddenly see through it into a 
hidden world behind, another dimension.  My fl atscreen was there and 
my orchid, and that poster on the wall…

I was slipsliding backwards, being sucked down into the vortex, the 
tunnel through time and the vast enfolding, and the amber star was the 
door and touching it the key.

Body, clothes, words, questions…I left all of them behind in a 
swoop.

All I took with me as I plummeted was a riddle, told to me by Isaac 
Newton, that had been rattling around in my brain for days…what is 
it that is always before you but you can never see it?

An Exceptionally Long Pause

Note to the dear, patient reader: please take a break at this 
juncture.  

Put the book down, go for a walk, have a cup of coff ee, a stretch.  
Do errands.  
Anything to denote the instantaneously slow rewinding of 340 

years.
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EPILOGUE

And just like that, in the blink of an eon, I was back.
Back in my ticking time, back in my old apartment, in my cozy 

body.  
I was back in my bedroom near the orchid listening to an old 

Grateful Dead track.  Th e box fi lled with trinkets from my Nana was 
still there on the bed, as though time had not passed here at all.  So 
much for my fears, my body was intact.

I sat down again and again saw the gold lighter, the old photos, the 
social security card…and of course, that compass.  I opened the lid just 
as I had moons ago and saw just what I expected.  Th ere in the center 
of the face was another piece of amber, engraved with the same star I 
had been trailing in time.  Th e Amber Star of the Society of Magnetists.  
Right there in the middle of the compass.

But how did my Nana, of all people, end up with it?
I knew the answer to that too, or at least had a hunch.  Not with 

certainty but in the part of the mind that knows what without knowing 
how.  Th e photo I was looking for was in the pack with all the other 
snapshots of Nana’s life.  It was the one of her meeting Leo Szilard.  I 
had seen it many times but never actually studied it.  In fact, I needed 
a magnifying glass to confi rm my hunch.  Sure enough, Szilard was not 
just shaking her hand, he was handing her something.

Hard to make out just what but I was convinced that it was the 
compass.

Sure.
Isaac Newton to Edmund Halley maybe, to the inventor of the 

velocipede to some prig with a wig.  Th en to a stargazer, to a jeweler 
who set it into the compass, to a cousin who dabbled in wireless, and 
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on and on, down through the ages, to a visiting professor of elemental 
physics, to Leo Szilard, to my grandmother.  Magnetists all.

Absurd, of course.  But there it was.
Th ere was no denying the power of it.  Th at stone, after all, had 

caused my entire rip.  And why not?  It was well known that the universe 
dented around planets; that, after all, explained gravity.  And if time 
and space both bent around matter, as Einstein said they did, then 
any thing with mass and form and shape could alter the continuum.  
Planets in a big fat way, stones in a tiny thin one.  And if mind was part 
of that equation too, then with the perfect alignment of space and time 
and hole and rip and mind and thing, consciousness could slip in and 
go a-sliding.

Th e crazy part was that if one of these stones was the key to my way 
back, I could have touched the one the White Prince wore on the very 
fi rst day and made an instant u-turn.  But I accounted myself lucky 
that things did not turn out that way.  After all, there would have been 
no adventure in it.

Th at is when I came to the answer to Newton’s riddle: what is it 
that is always before you but that you can never see?

Th e future.
Walton was right, it was untouchable and unseen.  It would take 

care of itself.  Just a yarn made pretty while the present passed before 
our noses.  All those uncountable zillions of atoms in just those places 
at those precise instances.  Th at was all there was.  And despite the 
rules and laws and probability curves, everything was up for grabs.  Th e 
universe was always just now, right now, feeling its way through all that 
we desire.

It did not matter where you were or when you were or even who 
you were.  Life was not about what happened or might.  It was about 
living it.  In this moment, in the right here right now.  Th e rest is just 
a tale told tellingly.

But did possession of the Amber Star mean that I was now one of 
them?  Was there something I was supposed to do for them, for my 
Nana, for the world?  Did I have a task now that the sign had passed 
to me?  I had no idea then but one thing was clear…whatever was next 
for me sure as shit did not involve sneakers.

Being careful not to touch the stone, I put the compass back in the 



Alan Robbins

217

box and the box in the closet, then went to soak in a nice warm bath.  
Th at was something they did not do back there in the 17th and it was 
a habit that I missed.  Lovely.  It was, after all, my fi rst bath in three 
and a half centuries.  And almost without eff ort, I slipped back into my 
own moments.  Th e toothache was gone – it was never mine to begin 
with – and I was neat inside myself wall-to-wall.  Th e grime and grit of 
old London, the fortunes of Colonel Blood, and the weight and sweat 
of Th e Body, all dissolved in the water.

Lying there like that – safe and soft – I realized that the poets had it 
wrong.  Newton had it wrong.  Time was not like a river at all.  It was 
an ocean.  And our precious lives a bathtub fl oating.  We soak all warm 
and soothy and call it this and that.  While all around us the great all-
at-onceness heaves and surges far beyond our little snuggery.

For an instant like a dream I dangled a toe in it and touched the 
ageless waves.

New York, 2011
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Slipping Into History

Th is book is a novel.
It is a work of mystery science fi ction but that fi nal word is key.  

Th e encounters, episodes, dialogues, and time travel details are all 
speculative because I am a professional maker-upper, not a historian.  
Scholars of this period will no doubt fi nd many nits to pick but readers 
should know that I was not seduced by the historical details but rather 
by the romance of the heist that is at the center of this tale.

Yet as D. discovers in the course of this adventure, slipping into 
history has its own obligations and I have tried to include as many 
accurate facts as possible regarding famous characters, new inventions, 
and well-known events to create a dramatic and resonant background 
to the basic story. 

And that story is based on an actual event.  
In 1671, Colonel Th omas Blood did in fact attempt to steal the 

Crown Jewels of England from the Tower of London.  History being 
the contentious game that it is, there are diff ering accounts of this 
event yet the essential known details of it are the ones described in the 
last chapter, summarized in the Gazette, and concluded by the fi ctional 
White Prince at the end of the novel.

Months after this tale concludes, the English author and diarist 
John Evelyn was invited to dine at the Court.  When he arrived at the 
dinner, he was astounded to see Th omas Blood seated near the King, 
calling him “an impudent bold fellow… (with) a villainous unmerciful 
look, a false countenance, but very well spoken and dangerously 
insinuating.”  

Blood himself died in 1680 although, typically, it was suspected 
that the funeral might have been faked.  His epitaph read: 
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Here lies the man who boldly hath run through
More villanies than England ever knew;
And ne're to any friend he had was true.
Here let him then by all unpitied lie,
And let's rejoice his time was come to die.
In a fi nal twist, Talbot Edwards’ daughter married one of the Tower 

offi  cers who had assisted in Blood's capture.  He was promoted and 
eventually became Keeper of the Regalia himself.

Th e secret Society of Magnetists is, as far as I know, a complete 
concoction…though I continue to wish it were true.  We need them 
now more than ever.  Th e King’s motives for pardoning Blood were no 
doubt personal not mystical; he loved rogues and saw himself as one 
and thought that Blood’s talents might be valuable to the Crown.

For anyone interested in this tale and time, there are dozens of books 
and reports about Blood’s life and about the Crown Jewels incident, a 
novel or two, even a board game.  All of these and more can easily be 
found online so there is no point listing them here.  

In fact, a Google search for the name Colonel Th omas Blood 
yielded a coincidental 2309 sources as of 9:58 am on 1/23/09.

But, like everything, that is only true for the moment.






