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Gold and Diamonds

“Sam!” his master called. “Come – look at this!”

Sam was sweeping the passage. He put down his broom and went into Paul Giraud’s workshop.

André was already there. He gave Sam an unfriendly look – a look that said: I’m your master’s son. Don’t you come pushing in here.

But Master Giraud encouraged Sam to come in. “See! It’s finished.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Sam in delight.

On the table lay a necklace of gold, inlaid with blue enamel. From the chain, which sparkled with diamonds, hung a pendant in the shape of a ribbon bow, entwined with flowers. The folds of the blue ribbon were so lifelike that Sam almost believed it would drape across his hand if he picked it up. Tiny diamonds were set all along the ribbon edges and a larger one was set in the centre of each of the flowers. Sparks of light sprang from the diamonds and made everything glitter.

Sam had watched Master Giraud making the enamel, grinding granules of blue glass till they were a fine powder. Occasionally he would let Sam have a go. Sam liked feeling the glass crush and break and seeing the pure colour appear. And he enjoyed being in the workshop while André was out, at school.

“It’s perfect,” declared André.

“And it’s important,” said his father. “This is the most beautiful and expensive piece I have ever been asked to make. And Master Harrington’s friends will see it, and so more customers will want my work.”

Sam knew the necklace was for the new young wife of a wealthy merchant.

“Tonight I will finish and polish it, and place it in its casket,” said Paul Giraud. “Then tomorrow we will go to church and give thanks. And on Monday morning I will deliver it to Thomas Harrington. You shall come with me, André, before you go to school.”

André smiled.

Sam, of course, would not go to the merchant’s house. That honour was only for André, who was to follow his father into the family jewellery business.

Sam was a servant. His former master, William Kemp, had died of plague a year ago, and Sam, along with his dog, Budge, had been taken in by the Girauds.
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The Girauds had four children: thirteen-year-old Thérèse; two much younger girls, Marie and Anne; and André, who was eleven – a year older than Sam.

What Master and Mistress Giraud hadn’t known was that Sam and André already knew each other and that they were enemies. Sam and his friends used to bully André because he was scrawny, and French, and lame. Sam had pushed André over in the street and made him look a fool. Now André had Sam as a servant in his home and he took every opportunity to get his own back.

They left the workshop, and Sam returned to his sweeping. But soon he heard André call from upstairs: “Sam! Venez ici! Vite!”

André was London-born and had never been to France, but he spoke both English and French. He deliberately gave orders to Sam in French so that he could call Sam an idiot when he didn’t understand.

But Sam was learning. He’d been there long enough now to recognise some words, although he couldn’t read or write – even in English. He ran upstairs, to André’s bedchamber.

André rattled off another stream of French. Sam wanted to shout, “Speak English!” but he was only a servant, so he simply gave André a blank look and kept his mouth shut. It would do no good to get into trouble with the Girauds. Where would he go if they threw him out?
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“My prayer-book, stupid!” exclaimed André. “I can’t find it.”

Sam rummaged around. The small room had little enough in it, so the prayer-book should have been easy to find. He suspected that André had hidden it. “It’s not here,” he said.

“Oh! No, I remember now,” said André – and Sam knew he was doing this on purpose – “I left it in the kitchen. Go down and get it for me.”

Sam’s patience snapped. “Of course!” he said, glancing at André’s left leg, the one with the built-up shoe. “I can run down in no time.”

He was rewarded by a look of fury on André’s face, and scampered downstairs, grinning.

The kitchen was full of busy women – Mistress Giraud, Thérèse and the maid, Amy – preparing food for supper.

Budge was there, too, involved in a spat with Bijou, the cat. Bijou stood in front of the fire. There was a ridge of fur along her back and her round yellow eyes were fixed on Budge, who had slunk into a corner.

“Poor Budge,” muttered Sam, reaching to stroke his dog. “We both have enemies, don’t we?”

“Sam!” said Mistress Giraud. “Don’t waste time. Here – take out these scraps. And when you come back there are shoes to be cleaned.”

“I was looking for André’s prayer-book,” said Sam.

Mistress Giraud huffed with impatience. “Well, it’s not here!”

Sam took the peelings out, then went back upstairs.

André lay on the bed, reading his prayer-book.

“It was under the coverlet,” he said, with a malicious glint in his eyes.

This is stupid, Sam thought. I’ve said sorry – sort of. But he never leaves me alone.

* * *

Later that evening Sam went to bed in his little curtained alcove on the first-floor landing. It was a tiny space, but he liked it. Budge was allowed to sleep there too. And there was a window on the landing that was left open in hot weather.

The window faced east, and a strong wind was blowing in – as warm as the blast from an oven. All over the house, doors rattled and banged, and the curtain across Sam’s alcove billowed like a ship’s sail. Despite all this, he slept.

He woke in the dead of night. Budge was whimpering, and Sam could hear, in the distance, the discordant sound of church bells ringing the chimes backwards. He knew this was the alarm signal.

Sam got up and went to the window. He stared out over the yard and rooftops.

It was probably a fire. There were always fires, especially in this hot summer when the old wooden houses were as dry as tinder. But he couldn’t see anything. It must be a long way off.

He went back to bed, and fell asleep.
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Fire!

When Sam woke again it was light. The wind was still banging the shutters, and he could hear footsteps along the passage and on the stairs.

He sprang up, feeling guilty. He should be downstairs by now, clearing the ashes, feeding Bijou and Budge, and doing any other jobs Amy or Mistress Giraud gave him.

In a room nearby Mistress Giraud and Thérèse were dressing the younger girls for church. He could hear six-year-old Marie chattering, and the little one, Anne, being chased and caught. All the church bells were ringing this morning, and he could no longer make out an alarm peal.

Sam pulled on his clothes and ran downstairs, Budge racing ahead of him.

Amy was already in the kitchen, cutting bread.

“You’re late!” she said. “Get the fire raked out. And have you cleaned the shoes?”

There were five pairs of Giraud shoes to clean each day. There would have been six, but André would not let Sam touch his shoes, and insisted on cleaning them himself.

“I did them last night,” said Sam. “Amy, did you hear the alarm peal in the night?”

“No.” Amy frowned, and opened the back door. There was a faint smell of smoke.

“Probably a fire down east,” said Amy. “It’s a long way off. So many fires we’ve had this summer.”

“Miaou!” interrupted Bijou. She wound herself around Sam’s legs.

Sam found yesterday’s meat scraps and divided them between Bijou’s bowl and Budge’s. The two animals ate warily, watching each other.

Sam went into the scullery and splashed water from a pail over his face and hands.

“And put a clean shirt on for the Lord’s day!” called Amy.

Soon after, they were on their way to church.

The Girauds lived in Foster Lane, off Cheapside, and their church was further east, in Threadneedle Street. As they walked along Cheapside the smell of smoke became stronger, and now they could hear the alarm peal. People in the street were talking about a fire blazing all down Fish Street Hill that had spread to the houses on London Bridge.

Inside the church they were shut off from whatever was happening outside. Most of the service was in French, so Sam daydreamed and gazed around. He had learned when to stand up, sit down, kneel, or murmur, “Amen”.

I wonder if we can go and see the fire, he thought. I’d like to see the bridge on fire!

When they came out of the church they saw people running up the street shouting that the bridge was half burned and the fire was spreading westwards along the wharfage.

“There’s a gale blowing from the east,” said Paul Giraud. He looked concerned.

“Shall we go and see the fire?” asked André, his eyes bright with interest.

Marie exclaimed, “Oh, please, Papa! Please!”

To Sam’s delight Paul Giraud said, “We’ll go down here a little way…”

Many people had the same idea, and the street was crowded. As they drew nearer the river Sam saw smoke ahead.

At the bottom of the hill a group of men passed by, hauling a fire-squirt on its cart, and then some more rushed past with fire-hooks and ladders. Cries of alarm rose faintly from lower down, by the river.

Mistress Giraud exclaimed, “No further! Husband – Amy and I will take the children home. The fire is spreading. It’s dangerous. And we should not block the streets.”

“Yes, you go straight home with the girls,” agreed Master Giraud. “I must find out what is happening. André will be safe with me.”

Sam attached himself quickly to Master Giraud and André. He was eager to see the fire. The two groups separated, and Sam heard Marie complaining as she was hustled away.

At the bottom of the hill they came suddenly on a view of the waterfront – and there, to their left, was a terrible and thrilling scene. On their side, the northern bank, the bridge was blazing. Several of the houses built along its length were already blackened shells, and flames were shooting up to the sky, sending smoke and burning sparks along the waterfront.
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Paul Giraud looked shocked. “The timber warehouses will catch fire,” he said. “It will only take one spark.”

When the smoke briefly cleared they saw a stream of people moving along the wharfage with bundles and bags and handcarts full of possessions – even chairs and cabinets, Sam noticed
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