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            PRAISE FOR JACK JEWERS

         

         
            “Impressive… a lively historical thriller.”

            The Times

            “Book of the month… A zestful imagining of the lost late memoirs of one of Britain’s great historical chronicles.”

            The Independent

            “Jewers excels in both his assiduous research and the characterisation of his hero… this is a splendid adventure with the promise of more to come.”

            The Financial Times

            “The genius of Samuel Pepys brilliantly channelled by the genius of Jack Jewers in an exciting, heartfelt 17th century adventure.”

            Greg Mosse

            “Outstanding. Wonderfully researched and rich in period detail, Seething Lane is absorbing and moving, as both a crime novel and as a portrait of the times.”

            Philip Gwynne Jones

            “A page-turning crime thriller… Jewers, like the best historical novelists, has done his research.”

            The Sunday Independent

            “Combines historical depth with dazzling story-telling and introduces the reader to a rich tapestry of actors, beggars, nobility - and Mr Samuel Pepys. All-absorbing.”
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            Cast of Characters

         

         At Seething Lane

         
            
               	Samuel Pepys
            
                        
                        	Clerk of the Acts to the Navy Board and (secret) diarist
	Elisabeth Pepys
            
                        
                        	Wife of Samuel Pepys
	Will Hewer
            
                        
                        	Assistant and friend to Samuel Pepys
	Barnaby Goodman
            
                        
                        	Young desk clerk at the Navy Office
	Mary Simkin
            
                        
                        	Maid in the Pepys household
	Mrs Hughes
            
                        
                        	Cook in the Pepys household (not resident)
	Paget
            
                        
                        	Stableman at the Navy Office
	‘Cesario’
            
                        
                        	A poor visitor with a secret



         

         At White Hall Palace

         
            
               	King Charles II
            
                        
                        	The king of England, Scotland and Ireland
	Thomas Marshall
            
                        
                        	Secretary to the old Duke of Albemarle (recently deceased); administrator for the most secret Order of the Royal Oak
	James Scott, Duke of Monmouth
            
                        
                        	Eldest and favourite (illegitimate) son of King Charles
	Barbara Palmer, the Lady Castlemaine
            
                        
                        	The king’s longest-standing mistress, now falling out of favour
	Doctor Greatrex
            
                        
                        	One of the king’s most senior physicians
	Mr Broadcastle
            
                        
                        	Steward in the Duke of Monmouth’s household
	Margery Hunter
            
                        
                        	Maidservant in the Duke of Monmouth’s household
	Johnny Hunter
            
                        
                        	Page boy in the Duke of Monmouth’s household
	Captain William Tanner
            
                        
                        	A member of the King’s Guard
	Isabelle Tanner
            
                        
                        	Captain Tanner’s wife
	Ned Peterson
            
                        
                        	Servant to Secretary Thomas Marshall
	Sir Ralph Marbury
            
                        
                        	Itinerant beggar, often seen near the palace gates
	Polly
            
                        
                        	Maidservant to Lady Castlemaine 11



         

         At the Theatre

         
            
               	Nell Gwyn
            
                        
                        	Famous actress and the king’s (current) favourite mistress
	Titus Condell
            
                        
                        	Veteran actor and manager of the theatre on Drury Lane
	Abie
            
                        
                        	Mr Condell’s weary but ambitious assistant, known within the company by her nickname (her initials being A.B.)
	Peter Medbourne
            
                        
                        	Veteran stage actor, known to the company as ‘Ginger’
	Kate Medbourne
            
                        
                        	Talented young actress and daughter of Peter Medbourne
	Hannah Godwinstone
            
                        
                        	Another young actress; well-liked, but not as talented as Kate
	Edmund Sharpe
            
                        
                        	Actor, rake, and womanizer
	Hugh Corey
            
                        
                        	An actor, temporarily engaged by the company
	Tom Corey
            
                        
                        	Hugh Corey’s brother, also an actor
	Emily Wrekin
            
                        
                        	Servant, stage hand and general theatre dogsbody



         

         The People of London

         
            
               	Inigo Wrath
            
                        
                        	Charismatic street preacher and sect leader
	Mr Kitt
            
                        
                        	Right-hand man to Inigo Wrath; a fellow of violent temper
	Mistress Abby
            
                        
                        	Searcher of the Dead, also known as the Billingsgate Witch
	Abe Jericho
            
                        
                        	A tailor
	Mademoiselle Desmoulins
            
                        
                        	Assistant to Mr Jericho
	Henryk Dendoncker
            
                        
                        	A printer
	Francis Jessop
            
                        
                        	Another printer
	Peter
            
                        
                        	Apprentice to Mr Dendoncker
	Edward Hunter
            
                        
                        	Father of Margery and Johnny Hunter
	Ada Hunter
            
                        
                        	Mother of Margery and Johnny Hunter
	Mr Burke
            
                        
                        	Landlord at the Bull’s Head
	Dilly
            
                        
                        	Serving girl at the Bull’s Head 12
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            The Heretics
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            “Then is it sin

            To rush into the secret house of death

            Ere death dare come to us?”

             

            William Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra

         

      
   


   
      
         15
            1670

         

      
   


   
      
         16
            January 8th

         

         I

         It was a freezing midwinter day and the snow blanketed White Hall like a shroud.

         I had been at the palace all morning, attending to the probate of my lord, the late Duke of Albemarle. The tedious meeting, in which I played only a minor part, ran so long I began to fear that I would be late. As it happened, the committee broke up with just enough time for me to get to Covent Garden by noon. The roads being what they are at the moment, I decided it would be quickest to go on foot, but as I stepped out of the building onto Horse Guards Yard I let out a little sigh of dismay. This was poor weather indeed for a long walk, but I had no choice.

         I had an appointment to keep.

         I have been somewhat remiss in keeping this diary for the last few weeks, but suffice it to say, London is in the grip of the worst winter I can remember in years. When first the snows came, shortly before Christmas, there was at least a novelty to it – the white rooftops and children playing on sleds; spiced possets and hot honey cakes next to a roaring fire. For a few days, the Thames even froze over and there was a frost fair. Oh Lord, what a pretty sight that was, the stalls draped with coloured lanterns of red and green, gypsy fiddlers playing their jigs, and young lovers skating arm in arm on the ice. But it did not take long for winter to outstay its welcome, and now I think I would trade my soul for a pair of warm feet.

         ‘Bit of weather again, I see, Mr Pepys?’ A familiar voice stopped me in my tracks.

         17‘Sir Ralph,’ I called to the rotund man standing at the edge of the park opposite. ‘Keeping warm I hope?’

         ‘Can you spare a few coins for a drink, sir?’ he replied, hopefully.

         I had little time to spare, but an encounter with Sir Ralph Marbury always brings light to my day, so I crossed the road to meet him. Sir Ralph first appeared outside the main gates to the palace a month or two ago, and has been back almost daily since, begging for change. He claims to have been an officer in Cromwell’s army. He certainly looks the part, dressed in a tattered old uniform with a drooping hat. However, I am not sure that I believe him – any more than I believe he is really a knight. What is beyond doubt, though, is that he is a vagabond. I fear that he has not been treated with much in the way of kindness. Rarely does he seem to have more than a handful of pennies to show for his trouble. Perhaps it is his unkempt and filthy Roundhead uniform, or perhaps just the mean spirit of our age, but I have seen him insulted, sworn at, spat upon and even kicked by some of the less tolerant men who live and work within the palace grounds.

         ‘You must be frozen, Sir Ralph,’ I said.

         ‘Oh, you know me, Mr Pepys. I can’t stand to complain. Besides, I have a little more padding than you.’ He patted his belly.

         ‘I swear, Sir Ralph, you are the only man I know who does not feel the cold.’

         ‘The problem with you young people is that you’re all soft. Now, if you’d been at the Battle of Alton in ’43, you’d know what cold felt like, I can tell you.’

         I had to smile. At the age of nearly thirty-seven, it has been a long time since anybody described me as young. In truth, I do not know how this garrulous old man stays alive, leading an itinerant life in these dreadful conditions. He swears that he has no roof of his own, but I cannot believe he really sleeps in the open, or he would surely freeze to death. Perhaps a friendly innkeeper lets him bed down next to the embers of his fire – who knows?

         18I removed my glove and fished into my purse. Even the metal of the coins felt like chips of ice on my fingers. I handed over a sixpence but his hand remained outstretched, a hopeful expression on his scarlet-cheeked face. I gave him another, and another, then put my purse away, trying not to feel too cozened.

         ‘Thank you, sir,’ he said, appreciatively.

         I sighed and my breath all but froze in the air. ‘I must be going. I am late already.’

         ‘What is it today then, Mr Clerk of the Acts? What acts of chivalrous manhood occupy your afternoon?’

         ‘Would you believe I have an appointment with a fire-and-brimstone preacher?’

         He grimaced. ‘I had my fill of Bible-thumpers in the war. As far as I’m concerned, the lot of them can go nine times to hell.’

         ‘I shall keep that in mind. Take care, Sir Ralph.’

         ‘Sure you wouldn’t prefer a cup of ale at the Silver Cross?’

         He always ends our encounters with an invitation like this. Of course, I knew that he didn’t seriously expect me to say yes.

         ‘Another time, perhaps.’

         ‘Good day to you then, Mr Pepys.’ He bowed. ‘I’ll drink to your health and mine – if the Devil doesn’t take us first.’

         II

         Halfway through the sermon, I found myself wishing I’d taken that drink with Sir Ralph after all. The thought of a warm inn and a cup of ale was preferable to the small room above Fox’s Coffee House in Covent Garden, in which I found myself squeezed onto a hard wooden bench along with two dozen penitents with nothing better to do on a Wednesday afternoon but receive the word of a vengeful God.

         Before us stood Inigo Wrath – radical preacher, nonconformist, and quite possibly an enemy of the state. ‘“And I saw a beast rise out of the sea,’” he bellowed in his strong Lancastrian accent. 19‘“Having seven heads and ten horns. And upon his horns were ten crowns. And upon his heads the name of blasphemy…”’

         I stifled a yawn. It was not that Wrath’s delivery lacked theatricality, but this was the eighth time I had heard him preach the Book of Revelation in half as many weeks. There are only so many times one can hear about lakes of fire and Death on a pale horse before it starts to get a little stale.

         Perhaps I should recall something of what led me to this position. It has been more than half a year since I was summoned by the king and asked to join the Order of the Royal Oak – His Majesty’s group of secret operatives, working outside the law to protect the Crown from enemies at home and abroad. Members of the Order are even forbidden to discuss its business with those outside, on pain of death.

         I had expected the life of a king’s man to be filled with adventure, but I have been sorely disappointed. The reality has been far more mundane – a message here, a discreet interrogation there. I certainly did not anticipate being sent to keep watch on a renegade preacher – especially one who, for all his talk of fire and brimstone, hardly attracts a large crowd.

         A known dissenter in matters of religion, Wrath rails against the sins and evils of the modern world. My task has been to keep an eye on him, while also befriending him and gaining his trust. This I have accomplished quite well – but never once have I heard him speak anything like treason. So why, then, does he attract the attentions of the king?

         The sermon went on until a nearby church bell struck two, at which point the crowd of maybe a dozen people began to wrap themselves in their heavy clothes and shuffle unwillingly out into the cold. Wrath’s deep voice cut across the dim little room.

         ‘Mr Pepys. Stay awhile. I would talk with you.’

         We sat down by the modest fire that was the room’s main source of light as well as heat, so encased with ice was the tiny window overlooking Brydges Street. We were alone now. The crackling of 20the flames mingled with the noise and traffic of Covent Garden outside. I did my best imitation of piety, sitting with my hands folded in my lap and my eyes downcast. Every inch the penitent, or so I fancied.

         Wrath lit a pipe, sucking the blue smoke with a contented nod. ‘How did you find the sermon today, Mr Pepys?’

         ‘Fine indeed, Mr Wrath,’ I replied. ‘Your zeal gives me hope.’

         ‘I thank you, brother. We live in wicked times but there is hope as long as good folk such as you choose to seek the righteous path.’ He took a puff on his pipe. ‘You’ve been coming to my sermons for several weeks now.’

         ‘That is right, sir.’

         ‘And you continue to find them instructive?’

         ‘Very much.’

         ‘I am glad. But what of the matter we spoke of before? Your marital difficulties?’

         The persona I have adopted for my meetings with Wrath – that of a lost soul, in search of spiritual guidance – is nothing more than a disguise. But that does not mean I have dissembled in all things. In fact, I have rather welcomed the chance to unburden my troubles onto him. The interest Wrath takes in my life appears to be genuine and, despite his firebrand ways, I find him easy to talk to.

         Perhaps that is a long way of saying that, much to my surprise, I quite like him. ‘My wife is the best of women,’ I said, spreading my hands ruefully. ‘And as you know, we have endured great trials in our marriage, but we reconciled last year. Since then, relations between us have only grown stronger. Except in one way.’

         ‘Women are May when they are maids, but the sky changes when they are wives. Is that it?’

         I stared wistfully into the fire. ‘She is forever June to me.’

         Wrath gave me a wry smile. ‘How long’s it been since you did it, then?’

         21For a man of God, he got to the nub of the problem remarkably quickly. ‘Months,’ I replied truthfully. ‘Not since the autumn, in fact.’

         ‘But you know there is no sin in it, not within the sacred bonds of marriage. “Marriage is honourable among all, and the bed undefiled.” You took your vows, did you not?’

         ‘We did. That is not the problem. It is as if she has lost all interest. More than that, she blames me even for trying.’

         Wrath considered this for a moment, curls of sweet tobacco smoke rising from his pipe. ‘You’ve never been blessed with children, have you Mr Pepys?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘And have you sinned against her?’

         ‘Yes.’ I looked at the ground. ‘Many times.’

         ‘Then it may take her time to forget that, even if she does forgive in her heart. Marriage is an oath before God, but that does not mean it is easy. The opposite, in fact.’ He gave a soft, throaty chuckle. ‘Do you not think a pair of blue balls is a price worth paying from time to time?’

         A joke like that was the last thing I expected to hear. ‘So long as they return to their natural colour in time, then I suppose so, yes.’

         ‘Good. Then God is with you. Does your wife have the counsel of a good priest herself?’

         ‘She’s an Anglican.’

         Wrath curled his lip. ‘Aye. Well, where I am from, that would be called better than nowt. You must have faith enough for both of you. This too shall pass.’

         A moment of silence passed between us, broken only by the loud crackle of burning logs. ‘Mr Pepys,’ said Wrath, leaning forward in his chair. ‘I have been led to understand that you are in service to the king.’

         ‘Yes. In the administration of the navy.’

         ‘And as such, you might have access to certain favours?’

         I raised my eyebrows. ‘What kind of favours?’

         22Wrath did not answer. I had the impression he was trying to decide how much to trust me, which meant I was getting closer. ‘Mr Wrath, if there is anything I can do advance the true religion, you need only say the word.’

         He looked at me approvingly. ‘And your words do you credit. Very well then. When first I came to London, this summer last, I took lodgings nearby. They are but humble, but they serve me well enough. Now that I wish to establish myself more permanently in the city, I thought to buy the building from the landlord. Most of the rooms are vacant and it would meet my needs amply. So I made him an offer, which he agreed to, but now the sale draws near to completion, the rogue is holding out for more money. I want to know if there is anything that can be done.’

         ‘Surely then, you need a lawyer, not a civil servant?’

         ‘Lawyers are dear and I have right on my side. I would sooner start by making enquiries among those who know the law on these matters better than I do.’

         I made a pantomime of appearing intimidated by the task, but in reality this was valuable information he was offering me. ‘So you intend to stay in London?’

         ‘There is much work to be done here. London is a wicked place, but that is the path Our Lord has chosen for me – on the turbulent sea, fishing for souls.’

         ‘Then certainly, I will do my best. Where exactly is the house?’

         He reached into his coat and took out a folded sheet of paper. ‘You will find the details here. Come when you have news. I am to be found downstairs here at Fox’s most mornings until about eleven.’ He stood and grasped my hand. ‘Godspeed, brother Pepys.’

         It was even colder outside than when I had arrived. I pulled my coat in tighter and made my way carefully towards the black carriage that was waiting for me on the corner, its curtains drawn. Looking around to ensure I was not being followed, I climbed inside.

         ‘Well? What news?’ I heard the familiar, gruff tones of Thomas 23Marshall before my eyes had fully adjusted to the darkness. The old man sat on the bench opposite, so bundled up against the cold that he was almost invisible in the gloom. His legs were obscured by a blanket and a thick knitted shawl was draped across his wiry shoulders. With his black gloves and wide-brimmed black hat, his grey beard and pale, papery skin stood out in the gloom like the ghost in a Greek tragedy.

         I have known the old Yorkshireman for years, first as secretary to the Duke of Albemarle – a position he held until the old duke died a week since – and latterly as administrator for the most secret Order of the Royal Oak. It is Marshall who gives me my orders, and it is to him I must report.

         ‘Wrath wants to buy a house,’ I replied, taking off my gloves. ‘I believe he intends to set up a permanent ministry here in London.’

         The secretary looked intrigued. He tapped the roof with his stick and the carriage began to move. ‘Does he now? Where?’

         Realising I had neglected even to look at the piece of paper, I said nothing and handed it straight over to him.

         ‘He wants my help to secure the purchase,’ I said.

         ‘What kind of help?’ replied Marshall, scanning the document.

         I began to recount the story Wrath had just told me. But I had not yet reached the end when the old man began to cough.

         ‘I am sorry, Mr Pepys,’ he said, gasping for breath. ‘It is this blasted cold.’

         ‘You do not look well, sir,’ I replied with real concern.

         ‘This weather would be hard on any man.’

         But you are not just any man, I thought.

         Marshall folded up the paper. ‘So, our Mr Wrath intends to set up shop in Covent Garden, eh?’ His Yorkshire accent, so much clearer to me than Wrath’s Lancastrian burr, made it sound like he was a man of business sharing some prized gossip.

         ‘So it would appear.’

         ‘Well, let us see that it does not get that far. I shall provide you with the help he needs and be in touch.’

         24He tapped on the roof again and the carriage drew to a halt. This was my cue to leave, but I had more to say.

         ‘Mr Marshall, what will happen to Wrath?’

         ‘Nothing, so long as his words do not incite disorder, as they so often did in Lancashire.’ He raised an admonishing finger and I could not help but notice how much his hand shook. ‘Mr Pepys, I do believe you have grown to like him.’

         ‘No. I mean… Perhaps a little. It is just that the man you described to me was a criminal. But that is not the impression he has given me.’

         Marshall watched me curiously. ‘Oh? And what impression is that?’

         ‘Fanatical, perhaps. Passionate, certainly. But I have also seen him treat people with kindness, myself included. As for sedition, I see no sign of it.’

         Marshall studied me with his milky grey eyes and, once again, I was struck by how tired he looked. Despite having been acquainted with him for many years, I have never known his real age. Even before the return of the king, when we both served in the administration of Lord Cromwell, he had grey hair. That was over ten years ago. And yet, until these last few months, he has never really seemed old to me. Perhaps the death of the old Duke of Albemarle had proved injurious to his own health, too. Or perhaps his other, more secret life as secretary to the Order of the Royal Oak is more of a strain on him than I know. It is not as if he would tell me the truth if I asked.

         ‘How many weeks has it been now, that I have sent you to keep watch on his sermons, Mr Pepys?’

         ‘Eight.’

         ‘And in that time, would you say he has tried to bring you closer to himself?’

         ‘In a manner of speaking, yes.’

         ‘Then I suggest you keep going. Make him trust you enough to admit you to his inner circle. Then, if I am correct, he’ll show you his true colours soon enough.’

         25I wanted to press the point further but was concerned that the old man should get out of the cold as soon as possible. I reached for the door.

         ‘Mr Marshall, do you think you might rest for a time? These last weeks must have been hard for you.’

         He waved me away, tetchily. ‘Fuss and nonsense. Go on with you.’

         I stepped out of the carriage just as a wind started to blow, so frigid it was all I could do not to gasp. I rubbed my hands vigorously, trying to warm myself in any way I could. Still none the wiser about why I had really been sent to investigate Inigo Wrath, I thought that if this was the life of a king’s man, I would sooner have been at the Navy Office, signing off lists of procurement for salt pork and hard tack.

         As the carriage pulled away, I heard the old man start to cough once again. But it was not until he had disappeared around the corner that I noticed I was standing next to a printed notice that had been pasted to a wall. The paper was torn and faded but the words were still legible.

         Monmouth Shall Never Inherit.

         Another one we missed, I thought, quickly tearing it down. I hoped that Marshall had not noticed it as he drove by, or the sight might have finished him off for good.

         III

         The rest of the afternoon was spent in my office on Seething Lane, trying in vain to lessen the horrendous pile of work that awaited me. It is one thing to lead a double life; it is quite another to keep up with one’s daily work at the same time. No wonder my assistant, Will Hewer, is starting to suspect I am keeping a secret. Fortunately for me, I think he believes it to be a woman.

         26Of late, I have found my office to be a curiously empty place. Since Will moved into an office of his own, across the hall, I am alone in the neat and quiet little room. At first I assumed that greater solitude would allow me to work harder, without the distraction of Will’s idle talk. He is a young man and filled with the energy of youth. But I am a little lonely without him.

         Despite all that I had to do, I kept being diverted by the view from the window overlooking the Navy Office courtyard. It is a handsome sight in winter, with the stables beneath the clock tower in one direction, and the iron gates opening onto Seething Lane in the other. When the clock of St. Olave’s church chimed six, I hastily began to gather up my papers, admonishing myself for not having got enough work done while I had the chance. But I could not afford to be late. Not tonight.

         ‘Good evening, Sam.’

         ‘Will,’ I said, putting on my overcoat. ‘I have not seen you all day. How goes it?’

         ‘Well enough. I finished the report on the new docks at Tilbury.’

         ‘And?’

         ‘Over budget again. I think all the money’s going to…’ He broke off, rubbing his fingers and thumb together.

         I sighed. ‘What England’s enemies do not ruin, petty corruption will instead. We should count ourselves lucky if Albemarle does not come back to haunt us.’

         ‘Any word as to who is to be given charge of the Admiralty?’

         ‘Not yet. At least we know it won’t be his son, unless the king wishes his navy to be run from a grammar school. The one good thing that can be said is that it lightens the load on Mr Marshall. Take it from me, Will, from what I saw today, I would say the old man is not well at all.’

         Will frowned. ‘You saw Mr Marshall today? Were you at White Hall?’

         I cursed myself inwardly. ‘Yes,’ I said, as naturally as I could. ‘Briefly. Now, I must be away.’

         27‘Wait a moment. He’s here again.’

         I stared at him blankly. ‘Who?’

         Will’s tone verged on exasperation as he thumbed the air over his shoulder. ‘Cesario.’

         God’s balls.

         This brings me to the other strange matter that has been bothering me of late.

         It has been a few days since the young man calling himself Cesario first showed up at the Navy Office, asking to speak to me. No one truly believes that to be his real name, nor has any idea what his business could be. All that he will say is that it is a personal matter.

         ‘He still refuses to say more?’ I asked.

         ‘Same as the last time. Says his business is with you and he will not talk to anyone else.’ Will lowered his voice. ‘Sam, if you’ve got some girl lying in the parsley bed and he’s her husband or brother…’

         I glared. ‘Will Hewer, I do not find that amusing.’

         ‘I am just saying, as your friend as well as your colleague…’

         ‘I must away to my wife.’ I emphasised the last word, as if to remind him of the sincere efforts I had made since the business last summer to rebuild the trust that had been lost between Elisabeth and me. No more doxies, no more diaries, she had made me promise. Well, at least I have managed to keep my word on half that score.

         ‘Tell the young man that I regret I am unable to see him this evening.’

         ‘He’ll be disappointed,’ Will said.

         I held up my hand. ‘But if he would like to call back tomorrow morning, first thing, I shall talk to him then.’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘I give my word.’

         ‘What if he doesn’t come back?’

         I headed for the door. ‘In that case, my friend, it must be in the lap of the gods.’

         28I took my leave, walking as fast as I could through the atrium outside my office, where Barnaby, my new desk clerk, was peering over his books in the half-light. He is a lad of sixteen, but with the rosy-cheeked countenance of a much younger boy, which is probably why I am too soft with him.

         ‘Good evening, sir,’ he said as I passed.

         ‘Good evening, Barnaby,’ I replied. ‘Snuff out the candles in my office, then throw another log on the fire in here. Can’t have you catching a chill.’

         The fireplace was belching smoke again and I was just making a note to have the chimney swept, when a young man rose from a stool in the corner and shuffled towards me.

         It was the first time I had seen Cesario up close and he seemed to me a rather pathetic figure. He was small in stature, with soft features and a red birthmark on one cheek. Judging by his curiously old-fashioned clothes, I suspected he was just a beggar after all.

         ‘Tomorrow, sir,’ I said to him as I stepped out into the courtyard.

         By Christ, it was cold. My ears begun to burn underneath my wig as I strode through inches of fallen snow towards the gates. A bad night to venture out, I thought, quickening my pace. But as I reached the far side of the courtyard, I could not resist a look back over my shoulder. Behind the hammered glass of the window nearest the door, I could see the wretched young man watching as I picked my way unsteadily through the snow. His posture betrayed such disappointment that I nearly went back to talk to him there and then. Then an icy gust of wind blew snow into my eyes and I shook the idea from my mind.

         But it would not be the last time I saw him tonight.

         IV

         The noise of the crowd was deafening. London may be under three inches of snow, but inside the theatre on Drury Lane it was as hot as summer.

         29As I looked around from our place on one of the benches nearest the stage, I reflected on what a glorious thing it was to see the theatre full on a winter’s night. The walls of the auditorium curved up a full two storeys, culminating in the middle of the ceiling with the glass dome that, in the summer months, would flood the place with light. Tonight, it was just a shade in the darkness. Candlelight danced across the walls, glistening on the gilded woodwork like little veins of fire. I had never seen the house so full. From the benches in the pit, to the standing room in the gallery, there wasn’t a foot of space left. Even the aisles were as crowded as Westminster Hall on market day. The thick air smelled of sweat and smoke.

         Oh, but the theatre is an exciting place on a night like this! Drunken friends called out to one another across the churning waves of people, competing to be heard above the cries of hawkers who made their way determinedly through the crowd, selling fruit, wine, and sweetmeats. In the grand boxes that overlooked the stage on both sides, gentlemen in coats made of the finest brocaded satin sat next to ladies in richly-coloured dresses of damask and silk, their jewellery shimmering like stars in the half light.

         ‘They’re definitely playing couch quail.’ Elisabeth’s voice brought me back to the moment.

         I frowned. ‘Who?’

         She gestured towards one of the boxes. Craning my neck, I saw that it was occupied by just two people – a finely dressed gentleman and a very pretty young lady with a lace fan and an alarmingly low-cut dress. She was some years younger than him and was pretending to be shocked by something he had just whispered in her ear.

         ‘Perhaps they are married?’ I suggested.

         ‘All my eye and bollocks to that.’

         A door at the back of the box opened and an older woman stepped in, followed by a footman. The other man hastily stood 30to greet her and they sat together, stiff-backed and respectable. None of them looked at one another.

         ‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Perhaps you’re right.’

         ‘Told you,’ Elisabeth smirked. ‘At it like March hares.’

         I looked at her affectionately. She looked so pretty in the candlelight, her green eyes sparkling and happy. Her round cheeks, which had seemed pale to me of late, now grew a delicate pink bloom. A tiny bead of sweat had formed at the base of her neck in such a way that put me in mind of past intimacies and made me yearn to be alone with her.

         She yawned. ‘If this play doesn’t start soon there might be a riot.’

         ‘Perhaps,’ I said, glancing over my shoulder at a group behind us who were finishing off their third bottle of wine. ‘Or most of them will be too drunk to care.’

         The curtain should have risen an hour ago. And yet, such was the power of this special night, that nothing could detract from the sense of anticipation. After all, we had waited over a year for this moment, one that few of us had believed would ever come again.

         For tonight, Nell Gwyn was returning to the stage.

         It had naturally been assumed that she had retired for good after the king had acknowledged her publicly as his mistress. Political diplomacy forbade anything else, to say nothing of common decency. And yet, whispers that all was not well between them had started to enter the gossip sheets late in the summer, and at last, the rumours were confirmed just after Christmas – she was coming back to Drury Lane. Had Nell chosen some safe and gentle comedy it would have been bad enough. But here she was, about to take the lead in the opening night of The Mock Astrologer, which was said to be Mr Dryden’s bawdiest satire yet.

         It was, in short, a perfect scandal.

         An excited hushing sound spread rapidly as a boy hopped onto the stage and lit the footlights. Then there was a wave of applause as, at last, the curtain rose.

         31‘This is it,’ I said, as Elisabeth took my arm.

         There was an audible intake of breath as footsteps began to approach from the wings, followed immediately by a groan of disappointment as a gaunt man of about fifty, wearing a scarlet doublet and a long wig, stepped out onto the stage. He puffed out his chest, raised an arm, and began the prologue.

         ‘When first our poet set himself to write, like a young bride-groom on his wedding night…’

         ‘Where’s Nelly?’ came a shout from the gallery.

         There were titters of amusement. A look of irritation crossed the man’s distinguished face.

         ‘That’s Titus Condell,’ I whispered to Elisabeth. ‘Actor-manager of the theatre.’

         ‘If he’s waiting for silence it might take a while,’ she replied.

         Mr Condell recovered his composure and continued, ‘He laid about him, and did so bestir him. His muse could never lie in quiet for him…’

         ‘Not likely if Nell’s about,’ another man shouted.

         But the hecklers did not have to wait long to get what they wanted.

         The opening scene took place in Madrid, the stage cleverly dressed in layers to simulate pointed rooftops and distant mountains beneath an azure blue sky. Two young English gentlemen, lately arrived at court, were discussing two Spanish ladies, Doña Jacinta and Doña Theodosia, whom they sought to woo.

         One of the men began, ‘We must submit to the custom of the country for courtship. Whatever the means are, we are sure the end is still the same in all places…’ But I have no idea how the line ended, for at that moment the two ladies stepped out onto the stage, and the house grew wild.

         Nell Gwyn, playing Doña Jacinta, took this reception with poise, only stepping out of character briefly to respond with a graceful incline of her head. As I waited for the din to subside, I 32cast my mind back to the time I was first introduced to her, at a dinner at White Hall some five years since. She had been in the company of a chaperone from the theatre, being then only fifteen, but already starting to make her mark upon the London stage. Now here she was, a woman grown, famous as much for her scandalous affairs as her talents as a player.

         In terms of beauty, one could hardly call Nell a match for the king’s favourite, Lady Castlemaine. She is such a tiny little thing, after all, with her round face, reddish-brown curls, and somewhat over-rouged cheeks. And yet, it is impossible to take one’s eyes off her. She plays an audience like a virtuoso plays an instrument. The rapturous response of the crowd as she took to the stage said it all – the people love her. The king loves her. All of London loves her. There is something about pretty, witty Nell that is, quite simply, irresistible.

         ‘Do you see…’ The actress playing Doña Theodosia attempted to resume their scene, but the din was too loud. She and Nell stood, fluttering their fans coquettishly, until the applause died down enough for her to be heard. ‘Do you see those strangers, sister, that eye us so earnestly?’

         ‘Aye,’ replied Nell, in a delightfully silly Spanish accent. ‘And I guess them to be feathers of the English ham-bathador’th train, for I think I saw them at the grand audience – and I have the strangest temptation in the world to talk to them.’

         Clearly, the lines referred to the other actors on stage, and yet clever Nell made it appear as if she meant those of us at the theatre. ‘A mischief hon this modesty.’ She winked at the audience, hitched up her bosom, and the crowd roared once again.

         For the next hour, I laughed so hard that I nearly gave myself a stitch. But as the play progressed, I became aware that not everyone around us was enjoying it. I caught sight of a rather singular lady seated in the row ahead. She was perhaps thirty, somewhat plump and dressed respectably enough, although she was there alone. But far from laughing, she merely seemed to be 33irritated by each new jest and wordplay. After a time, I observed that she was even making notes in a little book, as if writing her own critique.

         A gasp from the audience brought my attention back to the stage. The young Englishman intent on wooing Jacinta had just asked her what a gentleman might expect in her company.

         ‘To be admitted to pass my time with, until a better comes,’ Nell replied. ‘To be the lowest step in my staircase, for a knight to mount upon him, and a lord upon him, and a marquess upon him, and a duke upon him, till I get as high as I can climb.’

         Upon my oath, as she spoke the line, Nell did bend forward and run her hand further and further up her leg, until at the last it alighted on her cunny.

         I half expected the watch to burst in and arrest her.

         V

         ‘Finest lords and ladies, good gentlefolk of London, we hope you enjoyed the show.’ A loud and sprightly woman stood at the door to the theatre, hailing the audience as the line of people emerged onto the street. Plump and blue-eyed with long auburn hair and cheeks pleasingly flushed from the cold, I recognised her as one of the minor actresses from the play.

         ‘Tell your friends, tell your lovers, tell you enemies too for all I care. Come the one, come the lot. See Mr Dryden’s The Mock Astrologer then bring your friends to see it again. Here you go, duck.’

         A group of drunken men became quite rowdy in their appreciation of her.

         ‘Hannah, you are a goddess.’

         ‘Come home with me, Hannah, come on.’

         Another simply howled like a wolf.

         I held onto Elisabeth’s hand as we made our way slowly through the atrium towards the doors, carried along by the 34crush of bodies. As we drew closer, I noticed that the woman was handing out little posies of lavender, tied with a yellow ribbon. When at last we stepped out onto the street, she pressed one into my gloved hand. I glanced down at the bundle of dried flowers and saw that the ribbon had been embroidered with the words ‘Theatre Royal, Drury Lane.’

         ‘Enjoy the show did you, honeysuckle?’ she asked.

         ‘It was superb, madam.’ I started to bow but the gesture was cut short as a pair of drunken men bumped into me carelessly from behind.

         Elisabeth pulled her cloak in tight. ‘God’s nails, I am frozen. Where is our man?’

         I scanned the line of carriages arrayed down Drury Lane for our own. The clatter of hooves as each carriage pulled away was muted by the snow.

         ‘Mr Pepys, sir?’ A familiar voice called from further down the line. It was Paget, the stableman from the Navy Office, whose services as driver I had hired for the evening. As we got closer, I could see that, despite his heavy cape, the young man’s lips had turned almost blue with cold.

         ‘Paget, you look frozen. Get us home and then to your rooms and a warm fire.’

         ‘’Tis no bother sir, a skin of this has been keeping me warm.’ He held up a leather bottle.

         ‘A very good idea,’ I replied cheerfully and made a note to double his fee.

         We climbed aboard and Elisabeth draped her shawl over both of us so that we could use it as a blanket. But just as the carriage began to pull away, my heart sank. Pasted onto the wall next to which Paget had been waiting was a row of crudely printed sheets. They were caked in snow, but the words were still legible enough.

         Monmouth Shall Never Inherit.

         ‘What’s that?’ asked Elisabeth, peering at the notices.

         35I sighed. ‘They went up all over town, sometime after Michaelmas. The Duke of Albemarle was most vexed by them, shortly before he died. I thought they had been removed, but I keep spying ones that were missed.’

         ‘Nobody takes it seriously, though, do they?’

         ‘The king might. The Duke of Monmouth is his favourite son.’

         ‘Bastard son,’ she corrected. ‘No one really thinks he’s ever going to be king, do they?’

         I leaned over to check the window was firmly closed. It would not pay to have such a conversation overheard in public.

         There has been much chatter of late about the succession. Discreet innuendo and hushed gossip in halls and taverns about what might happen, should the queen be unable to give the king an heir, as she has so conspicuously failed to do these last nine years. Naturally, His Majesty’s younger brother, James, would be expected to follow – but this summer last, he announced his conversion to Papism and all hell was let loose at court. Now, every day that goes by without a legitimate heir is a day that England moves closer to putting a Catholic back on the throne. There are even mutterings that it might all end in a new civil war.

         ‘James may be next in line,’ I said. ‘But he will never be king if he’s a Papist, mark my words. Which makes the Duke of Monmouth the obvious candidate. It would only take an act of Parliament…’

         She frowned. ‘The king’s not sick, is he?’

         ‘Oh no,’ I said, hastily. ‘His Majesty is in rude health. But it is only a matter of time. Battle lines will be drawn.’

         ‘So who do you think is putting up the notices? James?’

         ‘Him?’ I scoffed. ‘Never. The man’s too lazy for a start. Besides, it would never occur to him that there was any question that he was God’s chosen.’

         ‘Who then?’

         I shrugged. ‘Scandal-mongers. Someone who wants to stir up trouble.’

         36She yawned. ‘Politics is such a grubby business. Now if the king had only made an honest woman out of Lady Castlemaine. Or Nell Gwyn, for that matter.’

         ‘Elisabeth Pepys! You always were the most terrible gossip.’

         I drew the curtain aside and looked out of the window. A ghostly light shone across the frozen city. It was early enough that there were still throngs of people about, picking their way carefully across the treacherous frozen ground. Further along Ludgate Hill, where many of the fire-ravaged dwellings have still not been replaced with new, brick houses, nearly four years after the Great Fire, I saw a few poor wretches huddled amidst the uncleared rubble, taking what warmth they could from mean little braziers.

         ‘She was playing herself, wasn’t she?’ said Elisabeth.

         I turned back from the window. ‘My dear?’

         ‘In the play. Doña Jacinta. She wasn’t just played by Nell. She was meant to be Nell.’

         ‘I fear so,’ I replied, smiling again at the memory of what we had witnessed earlier in the evening.

         ‘Then might we assume that Mr Dryden is no longer so enamoured with His Gracious Majesty as once he was, either?’

         ‘I believe you could be right. As a satire on the king and his many mistresses, it sails close to the wind indeed, but you saw how well it pleased the crowd. If I were him, I might worry about that.’

         ‘See what I mean? Grubby.’

         I turned over the posy in my hand, with its specially embroidered ribbon, and reflected on how much of an occasion the management must have expected this evening to be, if they went to all the trouble of producing such keepsakes.

         Elisabeth stroked my hand. I kissed her head, grateful to share such a moment with her. She looked up at me. A glint of moonlight through the curtains made her green eyes sparkle. I leaned over and kissed her. She drew her hand up to my face. We stayed like that for a while until, cautiously, I removed my glove and slipped 37my hand beneath her cloak and dress, at last finding the naked skin of her shoulder.

         She gasped. ‘Your hands are cold.’

         ‘Would that I could warm them.’

         She kissed me again. I slid my hand further, burrowing beneath her petticoats and stays. But to my surprise, suddenly she pulled away from me.

         ‘Not now.’

         ‘Then when?’ I said, my tone more bitter than I intended.

         ‘Do you think of anything else, Samuel?

         ‘That is hardly fair.’

         ‘There are many ways to express love, you know.’

         ‘Yes. And this is one of them.’

         ‘A quick fumble in a carriage like a whore, I am flattered.’

         ‘Well, my dear Lady Disdain…’ I sounded angry, but in truth I was hurt by her words.

         Elisabeth turned away. ‘Oh, get yourself off. ’Tis one and the same with you after all.’

         We fell into an unhappy silence. I stared sullenly out of the window. A few minutes passed before I felt her hand slide softly onto my arm.

         ‘That was unkind; I am sorry.’

         I took her hand in mine. ‘I am sorry too. It is just that it has been quite some time since we…’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘Is there a reason?’

         She seemed to be searching for the right words when the carriage drew abruptly to a halt. I looked out and saw that we were at the bottom of Seething Lane.

         I opened the window and called up to Paget. ‘Why have we stopped?’

         ‘Too much snow, sir. Not sure we’ll get up as far as your house with everyone on board.’

         Elisabeth patted my hand. ‘We can walk the rest of the way.’

         38We hopped out and I handed Paget his fee. Wishing us good-night, the young man climbed down from his perch to begin leading the horse gingerly up the hill towards the gates of the Navy Office.

         ‘Will you have to leave the carriage here?’ I asked.

         ‘Hope not, sir,’ he replied, more cheerfully than I would be in his situation. ‘With it empty I think we’ll get there, if I take it slow.’

         Elisabeth and I began trudging up the hill.

         ‘At least he doesn’t have as far to go,’ she said, gripping onto my arm. I slipped and would have fallen had she not kept me upright.

         ‘I am beginning to think we should have taken a sledge instead,’ she said.

         Holding onto each other for support, we continued up the treacherous hill. The waxing moon hung in the clear sky above the spire of St. Olave’s at the top of the street, bright enough to cast a long shadow across the virgin snow. I let out an involuntary gasp as a sudden wind blew some icy flakes into my face and down the back of my neck. But Elisabeth seemed to find the whole business amusing.

         ‘My dear, your dress…’ I said, pointing to where her silk hem was dragging on the ground.

         ‘Oh hush, it’s just a bit of snow.’ Just at that moment, she pointed in the direction of the church. ‘Look!’

         An enormous owl, white as the snow itself, came swooping towards us, passing almost low enough to touch, before turning sharply in the air and wheeling in the direction of the Thames.

         ‘Beautiful,’ Elisabeth whispered.

         ‘There will be poor hunting tonight,’ I replied.

         We were so distracted that I did not see the figure approaching us from the shadows on the other side of the street.

         ‘Mr Pepys?’ A soft voice, speaking urgently.

         I jumped. Elisabeth’s grip on my arm tightened. Peering into the darkness, I realised that it was Cesario, the boy who kept coming to see me at the Navy Office.

         39‘You?’ I said, startled.

         ‘Who is it?’ asked Elisabeth.

         ‘A boy who claims to have business with me.’

         ‘What business?’ I could not escape the suspicion in her tone.

         ‘I have no idea. I suspect he just wants money.’

         ‘Mr Pepys,’ said Cesario, limping towards us. ‘Please, I must talk with you.’

         I guided Elisabeth away and towards our house, which thankfully was but a few yards away. ‘If you wish to see me, come to my office.’

         Cesario’s limp stopped him from keeping pace with us. ‘I have done,’ he said, accusingly. ‘You are never there.’

         I banged on the door. Anxious though I was to get inside, it struck me that the young man’s manner of speaking was more refined than I had expected.

         ‘I take exception to being ambushed outside my own house, young fellow. Go home to bed and come back tomorrow, if you must.’

         The door opened. Mary stood there holding a candle. ‘Mr Pepys, sir, whatever is—’

         ‘Inside.’ I pushed Elisabeth past the serving girl and into the hallway.

         I heard the boy call ‘Tomorrow then?’ just as Mary slammed and bolted the door behind us.

         VI

         I worried that the encounter with Cesario would lead to some awkward questions, but thankfully Elisabeth accepted my assurance that I had no idea what the boy was about. In truth, I am beginning to think that Will is right and he is seeking recompense for some past indiscretion of mine. I shall probably have to pay him something. Either that or he’ll challenge me to a damn duel.

         40That is where I would have stopped recording the events of this day, were it not for a strange incident that occurred several hours later. As I write this, I am in our bedchamber, sitting at the little writing desk I keep for late work. Elisabeth sleeps soundly, but rest has not come so easily to me. And a short time ago, something peculiar happened.

         I was gazing out of the window when I saw two men walking up Seething Lane, in the direction of St. Olave’s. When they reached the old house opposite the church, they stopped, looked around, unlocked the door and quickly stepped inside. Though dressed as gentlemen they had a furtive air, as if they did not wish to be seen.

         I must have fallen asleep at my desk, for a short while ago I was jerked back to wakefulness. I peered out across the snow-covered street, glistening in the cold moonlight. The stars above shone like diamonds in a velvet-black sky. Everything was perfectly still and calm. And yet, I could swear that I heard something.

         A voice, somewhere in the distance.

         Screaming.

      
   


   
      
         41
            January 9th

         

         I

         Up betimes and to the office, where I was pleased find that Barnaby had already built a good fire in the atrium. As he took my overcoat I asked if there had yet been any visitors.

         ‘No sir,’ he said. ‘Are you expecting someone?’

         ‘A young man, I thought, but it is of no consequence.’

         I went into my office and shut the door behind me. I passed a few quiet hours alone at my desk until Will appeared at my door carrying a sheaf of papers, bound and sealed.

         ‘Morning Sam. How was the play?’

         I puffed out my cheeks. ‘By Christ, Will, there will be much talk.’

         ‘That bad?’

         ‘Oh, it is a fine piece of comedy. Nelly excelled herself. But in matters of politics it sails too close to the rocks. What do you have there?’

         He handed the papers to me. ‘From the Duke of Albemarle’s office.’

         I hoped Will did not see how quickly my back stiffened.

         ‘Oh?’ I said, as inconsequentially as I could. I hoped that he would leave me to read the letter alone, but he lingered in the doorway. Though his face betrayed nothing but the idlest of curiosity, his eyes told a different story.

         The boy knows I am keeping something from him.

         ‘I suppose with the old duke dead, you won’t need to go up to White Hall quite so often.’

         ‘Perhaps. It depends what happens to his office. Mr Marshall, 42his secretary, is old and unwell.’ A thought struck me. ‘You know, Will, if Thomas Marshall retires, there will be nobody left there who served under Cromwell, let alone the old king. How time marches on.’

         ‘Have you met the new duke yet?’ asked Will.

         ‘Not yet. The king has not officially given him a position at court.’

         ‘Is that unusual?’

         ‘A week since his father died? I would say it is in good taste more than anything.’ I lowered my voice. ‘Though in truth I do not think he will be in a hurry to confer any great responsibility on a boy of fifteen.’

         I broke the seal and silently read the note on top.

         
            You will find the enclosed helpful. Visit W and take note of who you see. Meet me afterwards in the usual place, eleven o’ clock.

            T. M.

         

         I glanced at the rest of the papers, taking care not to let Will see. I was aghast; Marshall had already managed to persuade Inigo Wrath’s landlord to sell to him at the agreed price. So much for going home to rest, I thought, wondering what inducements the old man had offered him.

         ‘Anything important?’ asked Will.

         ‘Mr Marshall wishes for my help in administering the duke’s estate,’ I said quickly. Before he had a chance to ask any more questions, I rose and threw the covering letter on the fire as quickly as possible, slipping the rest of the papers into my pocket. As I did so, a fresh gust of wind from outside blew a plume of hot smoke into my face. I swore, rubbing my stinging eyes.

         ‘I think I shall return home awhile.’

         ‘What should I do if Cesario comes back?’ asked Will.

         ‘Tell him I shall see him later.’

         ‘If you say so.’

         43‘Yes I do say so, Will Hewer,’ I snapped. ‘I am a busy man.’

         Will frowned. ‘Is something troubling you?’

         Although his station in life has become more important, Will has lost none of his natural ability to soothe my quick temper. It is a knack he had when he was a servant in my household, all those years ago, and it still serves him well today.

         ‘I am sorry, Will. It is just that I saw him last night on my way back from the theatre.’

         ‘Saw Cesario? Where?’

         ‘Outside my house. He accosted us in the street.’

         Will’s voice rose in alarm. ‘Accosted? What did you do? Was Elisabeth all right?’

         ‘Only a little unnerved, as was I. But looking back I do wonder if there is something really wrong with the boy. I am probably making too much of it, but I would like to talk to him.’

         ‘Don’t worry.’ He smiled in understanding. ‘I’ll make sure the fellow doesn’t go anywhere this time.’

         II

         Back at my house, I discovered that Elisabeth had returned to bed shortly after I left for the office. She has done this several times of late, and while her maladies always seem to pass, it has been a cause of growing concern to me.

         ‘Did she say what was wrong?’ I asked Mary as she took my coat.

         ‘No, sir,’ she replied, in that inscrutable tone of hers that often leaves me unsure whether she holds me at fault. ‘Mistress is sending me to market for some chamomile to make an infusion.’

         I told her to be quick and went upstairs to our chamber. Elisabeth was lying in bed, still clothed in the blue day dress she had been wearing earlier, staring out of the window. She looked very pale. I said her name twice before she heard me.

         ‘Samuel,’ she said with a wan smile. ‘You are home early.’

         44‘I have business at White Hall. Are you unwell?’

         ‘Just a slight pain.’

         ‘Do you have a fever?’

         ‘No.’

         She looked back towards the window. From outside, I could hear shouting as a pair of carters tried to make their way up the snow-covered street. A magpie landed on the sill and tilted its head curiously. For a long time Elisabeth said nothing at all, her expression distant and inscrutable. Then, at last, she looked at me again and smiled in that way she has, which is like the sun coming out.

         ‘I am well, my dear. I promise.’

         ‘Is there anything you need?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘You should eat something.’

         ‘If I am hungry, Mrs Hughes will make me something.’

         ‘It is not yet eleven. Mrs Hughes will not be here for a while yet.’

         ‘If you want a cook who lives under our roof we will need a bigger house.’

         ‘My dear—’

         ‘Don’t fuss, Samuel. I shall have a slice of bread.’

         I was unsure what to do. Everything I said seemed to irritate her.

         ‘I thought you had business to attend to?,’ she said, filling the silence.

         ‘Very well. You should take care.’

         ‘I will.’ But her voice was weak.

         I took my leave of her, none the wiser than when I came in.

         Withdrawing to my dressing room I changed into a suit of old clothes and a plainer wig. Knowing that I would have to walk, for fear of upsetting my disguise by arriving on a fine mount, I dug out an old but sturdy pair of boots. Then, as I put on my most worn overcoat, I realised how uneasy I had become about the business with Inigo Wrath. If anything were to go wrong, what could I do – truly? Call on the law to protect me? It is not 45as if I could proclaim myself to be a king’s man, when that itself is supposed to be a secret. His Majesty may have my undying loyalty, but do I really believe he would come to my aid, if doing so meant compromising his own secrets?

         It was snowing again as I stepped out onto Seething Lane. I am more vexed by cold with each passing winter, yet I concede there is one great advantage to the city under snowfall – for a brief moment, it smells quite unlike itself. As I trudged unsteadily westward down Thames Street, the fresh snow lay as yet unsullied by the quisquiliae of London’s traffic. I inhaled deeply, savouring the scents of woodsmoke, tobacco, broiling meat and icy wind, fresh as peppermint. I gave myself over to a fancy that the forces of decay, stagnant water, and horseshit that occupy these streets like a hostile army had been routed, however fleetingly, and that the very air itself felt at liberty. It was thus, forty minutes later, as I turned into Tavistock Street, that I caught it on the frigid wind – the woody, bitter scent that I hold to be the finest smell in all the world.

         Coffee.

         I found the sign of Fox’s Coffee House and ducked inside the door. It took my eyes a few seconds to adjust to the light within. Thin sunbeams shone through the icy windows, while a small fire in the grate did little to dent the bone-chilling cold. A few simple benches were lined up against the whitewashed walls.

         ‘Mr Pepys?’

         The Lancastrian voice came from the far corner of the room. I peered into the gloom and saw two people seated there – one man I did not recognise, and next to him, the imposing form of Inigo Wrath.

         ‘Mr Wrath.’

         ‘Come over. You are well met.’

         He shook my hands in a powerful grip and gestured that I should sit.

         ‘This is Mr Pepys,’ he said to his companion.

         46I attempted to commit the other man’s appearance to memory. He was perhaps thirty, with a red beard and pockmarked skin. A deep scar ran down the right side of his face and there was a fresh cut beneath his left eye. I wondered if he had been in a fight recently.

         ‘Your servant, sir,’ I said.

         For a while nobody said anything, the silence broken only by the crackling of the fire and Wrath’s heavy breathing.

         ‘Speak then,’ the preacher said at last. ‘What do you have for me?’

         I reached into my coat and produced the bundle of papers that Mr Marshall had sent to my office, placing them on the table in front of him. He sifted through them, then looked up at me sharply.

         ‘This is fast work indeed.’

         I inclined my head. ‘I hope it furthers your cause, Mr Wrath.’

         ‘Aye, it does that. And I am grateful to you, Mr Pepys. But I have been in legal dispute for weeks and now the landlord changes his mind in the blink of an eye?’

         ‘I… Well, let us say the fellow was open to persuasion,’ I said, improvising in a manner that I hoped sounded believable.

         ‘Let me see those.’ The man on his right spoke for the first time. Also a northerner, his voice was curiously thin and nasal for one so rough-looking. He riffled through them, then looked at me suspiciously.

         ‘How can we trust you?’

         ‘I am a servant of the crown, sir. I have influence in certain quarters.’

         ‘And you just happened to get the man to change his mind and agree to a fair price in a single day? You expect us to believe that?’

         I held out my hands. ‘What else would my motive be?’

         ‘You tell me, brother.’ He said the last word in a mocking tone. ‘I say any servant of a corrupt lord is corrupt himself. And is therefore an enemy of the true path.’

         47An involuntary shiver ran up my spine. This man was dangerous. I could feel it.

         ‘Brother. The same could be said for everyone living in London, could it not?’ I tried to keep my tone light-hearted. ‘Besides, the law demands we pay our taxes. Does that also mean we have to like it?’

         ‘Mr Pepys has got you there, Mr Kitt,’ said Wrath with a chuckle. ‘What fire did not scourge, the true word of God shall.’ Then, turning the pages over, he added to himself, ‘I am stifled with this smell of sin.’

         Mr Kitt smiled coldly, baring a set of brown rotted teeth. ‘Aye, Mr Wrath. But are you not too trusting of bad men? “For their heart imagineth destruction, and their lips speak mischief.”’

         ‘We all know Mr Pepys is a sinner,’ growled Wrath. ‘We are all sinners. What were you when I rescued you from the gutter? If Pepys yearns for the righteous path, that is to be commended.’

         ‘Happen he does. And if I expect proof, should that not be commended too?’

         Wrath held up the papers in his hand. ‘I think we may call this a start, may we not?’

         Kitt set his jaw, but remained silent.

         At long last, Wrath put down the documents. ‘Aye. It all seems in order. If the fellow is genuine, I accept his offer.’

         ‘Then if that is all, I shall take my leave.’ I began to rise.

         ‘A moment, Mr Pepys.’ Wrath held up his hand. Kitt got to his feet, in a way that I could not help but notice would make it easy for him to block my escape, should he want to.

         ‘My sermons here at Fox’s are open to all. But there are others I preach to – a more select group of truth-seeking men and women. Perhaps you would like to join us?’

         My mouth felt dry. ‘I… should like that very much. When?’

         ‘Lord’s Day. At the Seven Stars on Stonecutter Street. Do you know it?’

         I thought for a moment. ‘Near the banks of the Fleet, is it not?’

         ‘Aye. Ask at the taproom for the meeting, nowt more than that. 48He will know where to send you.’

         I bowed again and took my leave. Just as I was about to step outside, I felt a hand on my shoulder and jumped. I had not heard Mr Kitt follow me to the door.

         ‘Are you not going to ask when, sir?’ he enquired, still gripping my shoulder.

         ‘Of course.’ I turned back. ‘What time?’

         Suddenly I felt something hard and sharp poke into my back. I stood completely still, Mr Kitt exhaling rancid breath at my cheek.

         ‘Nine of the clock.’

         ‘I shall endeavour to be there.’

         For a long moment neither of us spoke. Then I felt him remove the object from my back and he let go of my shoulder. As I stepped out onto the snow-covered street, he called after me. ‘Don’t be late now – brother.’

         The word was imbued with such vitriol that I felt my blood run cold.

         III

         Relieved to be out of the oppressive atmosphere of that room, I hurried along Tavistock Street. Mr Marshall’s carriage was waiting for me on the corner. As I drew near, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure I wasn’t being watched. My heart sank. Mr Kitt was standing beneath the sign of Fox’s Coffee House, staring at me with a casual menace that turned my stomach.

         I was careful not to slow as I approached the carriage. We had a protocol in place – if ever it was unsafe for me to stop, I should just keep walking and make one of two hand gestures as I passed by. One of them would tell Marshall to follow and meet me where I stopped; the other, that it was too dangerous and our rendezvous should be abandoned.

         Unfortunately I could not remember
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