
LoveReading Q&A 

 
1. The Soldier, the Gaoler, the Spy and Her Lover is a departure from your Abbot Peter 
murder mystery series. What made you decide to write historical fiction? 

Short answer: the story, it was just too good! When I came across the last eighteen 
months in the life of Charles 1, spent in various forms of captivity, my first thought was: 
‘Why has this never been told?’ 

And it struck me then: it’s a famous story that nobody knows. 

It has everything: political intrigue, religious ferment, an imprisoned king, a divided 
nation, escape plans, a royal affair, a remarkable spy mistress, the controversial figure of 
Cromwell, the unprecedented trial of a king and an unbelievable conclusion. 

You couldn’t make it up – so I haven’t. Here is the only English king to be executed. How 
did that happen?  

2. So the novel is set in the last days of the King Charles 1st. What drew you to this 
period of history and in particular to the character of Jane Whorwood? 

I have to say, the 17th century feels very topical. The era I describe reminds me of the UK 
since the Brexit vote: a divided nation in which everyone is quite certain that they’re 
right.  

Yesterday, for instance, I chatted to a man who doesn’t now speak with certain 
members of his church because of the way they voted in the referendum. And it’s the 
same in some families.   

Teresa May does not lead a united nation. But it was worse in the 17th century...with 
friends and families literally at war with each other. The English civil war had been 
brutal and bloody affair and all about how the country was to be governed. Was the 
king the only law – or did parliament have a voice? 

They were extraordinary times...and not so unlike our own. 

Jane Whorwood was right at the heart of this story. She was both the king’s spy mistress 
and lover and was written out of the records by royalists, who wanted a royal martyr 
not a royal adulterer... but she’s not written out of mine.  

Jane’s was a tragic life, in some ways. Her marriage was a nightmare. But Jane was a 
woman of remarkable energy, inventiveness and (perhaps misplaced) loyalty.  

Here was a female who lived a life full of adventures right at the heart of national 
politics... and it’s been a delight to give her centre stage. 

One day, she will be a film.  

 

3. How did you go about researching the novel and after you’d done your initial work 
did you find it difficult to distil that into a fictional narrative? 



 17th century England was a supremely literate time. It was a time of letters, (both 
political and romantic), three hour sermons, the poetry of Marvell and Milton and 
political fliers, which flooded the streets of London, full of conviction and fizz.  

Yes, this was the start of political journalism. 

 So there’s much written material to draw on. We know what these characters were 
thinking, feeling and planning. (Sadly, the king burned most of his letters to Jane 
Whorwood the night before his execution. But we do have some.)  

It was also a complex time, when, for the first time in English history, there was a 
serious republican movement. The Ranters, for instance, believed kings should be 
elected, which still sounds radical today. 

The research is enjoyable – and essential. You have to know the time better than you 
know your own. And then, yes, the challenge of distilling this vast warehouse of 
information into a narrative that is both coherent and simple – in the best sense of the 
word.  

It involves hard decisions. You choose characters and story lines you want to follow, 
which means saying goodbye to other characters and story lines...and this is difficult.  

I tell myself I’ll come back to them one day, like Robert Frost’s path not taken - though 
whether I will, who knows? 

 

 4. As you were writing the novel did you feel you were inhabiting the period and 
forming relationships with the characters? 

Yes, I’m right here with them. We’re like a dysfunctional family, with me keeping a diary. 

There comes a point in research when information becomes relationship, with the 
characters entirely four dimensional – their psychological colours clearly seen. 

I want readers to feel themselves not only into the same room as the protagonists but 
also in their minds and hearts. That’s where I write from. I start with who they are and 
move onto what they do.  

So there are two landscapes in the narrative. There’s the landscape of action – who’s 
doing what? 

And then there’s the landscape of consciousness – what do they know, think or feel 
about these events? 

 

5. You weave together the stories of four different characters. Did you find it 
challenging to focus on so many core characters at once? 

I simply tell the story through various people’s eyes, allowing the reader to choose their 
hero. 

I like this sort of story-telling. I’m sure you’ve noticed how different people can sound 
on the phone, depending on who they’re speaking with...tone of voice, content of 
conversation, even their accent sometimes! 



And it’s the same with Cromwell. He does not address his wife Elizabeth in the same 
way he speaks with the gaoler, Robert Hammond.  

So to work with a variety of characters feels natural, allowing a rainbow of perspectives 
into the room. The soldier, the gaoler, the spy and her lover reveal each other in the 
various twists and turns of the narrative, as friends fall out, marriages struggle, battles 
are won, fortunes shift and loyalties change...  

 

6. Were there any authors of historical fiction you drew inspiration from when writing 
The Soldier, the Gaoler, the Spy and Her Lover? 

 

Everyone will have their favourite historical writers. 

For myself, I don’t think anyone comes close to Hilary Mantel, who is at the top of her 
writing game in her Tudor narratives ‘Wolf Hall’ and ‘Bring up the bodies.’ 

She has a wonderful ability to inhabit characters, while her research, though extensive, 
wears a pleasing cloak of invisibility. 

She demands concentration, but the reader is repaid in full. 

 

7. Are you working on a new book at the moment? 

I’m just finishing the 5th Abbot Peter mystery, which will be out in September 2017. It’s 
called ‘The indecent death of a madam’. The Abbot resumes his 
successful/fraught/endearing partnership with DI Tamsin Shah in the seaside town of 
Stormhaven, where the crime statistics aren’t good.  

 

8. Will we see more historical fiction from you in the future? 

 

I hope so, if the right story and a willing publisher come along. I enjoy opening the 
window on former times and letting in light on the issues and personalities which drove 
them. I regard history as part of my family story and yours. The soldier, the gaoler, the 
spy and her lover are part of the past that brought us to now. I merely lift the cover on 
the well so we can drink. 

 


