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THE MAIN CHARACTERS
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George Villiers, the 2nd Duke of Buckingham

Roger Durrell, his servant

Others

Robert Hadgraft, lawyer and speculator

Grace Hadgraft, his daughter

Mistress Susannah, her cousin, her waiting woman

Monsieur Pharamond, her French tutor

Willoughby Rush, Justice of the Peace and man of affairs

Thomas Ledward, his servant

John Iredale, clerk

Patience Noone, a servant in the house where Iredale lodges

Mr John Banks, a young clergyman of Cambridge

John Evelyn, Esquire, of Sayes Court





CHAPTER ONE

 

THE RAIN HAD stopped at last.

On Snow Hill, the miniature streams ran like watery veins among the setts and stones of the roadway. The open drain overflowed, its stinking contents rushing down to the Fleet River below Holborn Bridge. As the growing light bleached the shadows, the creatures of the night left their shelters and ventured abroad.

A black cat with torn ears and a sagging belly rounded the corner from Snow Hill to Chard Lane. She trickled, fluid as water itself, along the base of a wall on the left-hand side. The wall was seven feet high. She veered into the middle of the lane and turned to face it. She drew back on her hind legs.

With a clatter of claws, she streaked up the wall. She perched on the top, scanning the wilderness on the other side. There was no sign of the watchman’s dog. She jumped down and threaded her way among the weeds.

The cat was too young to remember the old almshouse that had stood here five years earlier before the Fire. Most of the buildings had been demolished to their foundations. Behind them was an irregular rectangle of waste ground where the inhabitants had kept a pig or two and grown vegetables.

In the angle between the waste ground and the almshouse site stood a dilapidated house and its yard surrounded by a wall of brick. The Fire had been capricious or perhaps the wind had changed at the last moment. Whatever the reason, the flames had left the house untouched.

The cat padded warily towards it. There were often scraps of food to be found in the yard – the watchman fed the dog there once a day. It was a clumsy brute whose method of eating scattered fragments of its dinner far and wide.

One of the spoil heaps was close to the house. During the night, the heavy rain had soaked into it, making the debris shift and settle. The cat picked her way across, pausing to defecate near the top.

Afterwards she raised her head and sniffed. Her tail flicked from side to side. She smelled blood. It was very near. And it was fresh blood.

Cat heard the men shouting. Another quarrel? They were worse than children.

Early though it was, she was already in the site office, preparing for the morning’s work. Below her window, the watchman, Ledward, was sweeping the yard after last night’s rain; unusual evidence of industry from him at this hour or indeed any hour.

She laid down her pen and pushed back the stool. The labourers had begun work on the other side of the wall under the nominal control of their foreman. There should have been ten men, but three hadn’t turned up. Since the Fire, there was such a shortage of labourers in London, not just craftsmen, that you could never be sure they wouldn’t be lured away with promises of more money for less work. They should have been shovelling the spoil into barrows and moving it into the waste ground. Instead they were squabbling again.

Unless it was an accident, not a quarrel – the men were clumsy at this hour, still half asleep. If she were unlucky, it would be a fight, though these usually happened after midday, when the ale the men took with their dinner could heat their passions.

Ledward paused in his sweeping as Cat came outside. He ducked his head and knuckled his forehead. ‘Mistress Hakesby.’

‘What’s going on?’

‘God knows. I mind my own business.’

She glanced at him to see if he intended impudence. Ledward looked gravely back with no sign of insolence in his expression. He was broad-shouldered, a long-armed man with black hair streaked with grey. It was hard to tell his age – anything between thirty-five and fifty. His forearms were bare, and there was a long scar running up to his right elbow; it looked like a sword cut that hadn’t healed properly.

He opened the gate in the wall for her. Cat went outside. The men were gathered about the nearest of the spoil heaps. Three were standing on the far side, halfway up its slope, which made them invisible from the waist down. Brennan was below, shouting at them. Her business partner had a light voice, soft and reedy. His words were having no discernible effect.

Cat lifted her skirts and negotiated her way through the mud. One by one, the men fell silent and doffed their hats. Brennan turned to her. He was very pale, and the freckles stood out on his skin like Smyrna raisins in a pudding.

‘They’ve found a body.’

‘Another one?’

‘This one’s different,’ he said. ‘You’ll see.’

The main range of the old almshouse ran parallel to Chard Lane, separated from the roadway by a paved area and a wall. The spoil heaps lay some yards to the rear. The nearest had been piled into the rectangular enclosures made by the former chapel and the cemetery beside it. In the early days of its history, the almshouse buried its own dead.

‘You.’ Cat flicked her finger at the three men still on the heap. ‘Come here.’

She watched them slithering over the rubble. The men had dug up partial skeletons of at least a score of people. They had been buried in their shrouds and nothing else. There had been one exception: a stone coffin containing a complete skeleton, perhaps belonging to the founder or his kin. A crucifix and a rosary had been among the bones, which meant he had been a Papist. The almshouse had been founded long before the Reformation.

‘Pray give me your hand.’

With Brennan’s support, she scrambled over the broken ground without too much loss of dignity.

‘Probably the rain last night,’ Brennan said. ‘Something shifted, something gave way. The ground collapsed.’ His grip tightened on her arm. ‘Have a care. It may not be safe. You never know what’s underneath these places.’

She obeyed; Brennan knew what he was about, and she had come to trust his judgement in such matters. Craning her head, she saw a shallow cavity choked with rubble, broken bricks and charred planks. At one end, a yellowing bone lay among fragments of rotting wood.

‘Not that.’ Brennan pointed. ‘There.’

Cat followed the direction of his finger. She blinked and swallowed. She was looking at a hand, a man’s by the size of it, still with its covering of flesh and skin. The index finger was at an unnatural angle, pointing at Brennan. She made out the calf of a leg nearby with thick black hairs sprouting from waxen skin. Then the curve of a shoulder between them.

‘Can we move those planks?’

Brennan nodded, following her train of thought. He called down to the foreman for a couple of short scaffolding poles and a rake. In two minutes the man had dragged the poles up the heap while the rest of the labourers watched. They were muttering now, their voices growing steadily louder. Left to themselves, Cat thought, they would either sidle off to the alehouse or scrabble in the spoil heap in the hope the dead man had left behind his clothes.

She ordered the youngest labourer, who was little more than a boy, to look sharp and fetch the constable. She set the rest to moving the largest spoil heap to the waste ground. Shovelling rubble into barrows was backbreaking work. It would leave them little time to gossip.

‘This won’t please Mr Hadgraft,’ Brennan muttered when the men were gone.

‘First things first. We’ll talk to him later.’

‘And on top of everything else.’

Cat nodded. She looked at Ledward. The watchman was leaning on his brush in the gateway that led to the site office. She wondered if he had heard.

‘Bar the gates,’ she said. ‘Let no one in until the constable comes.’

‘A body, mistress? Whose?’

‘No one knows.’ She turned back to the white-faced foreman. ‘Lever up those planks. Mr Brennan will do the other side.’

It didn’t take them long to expose what lay beneath. More rubble. More bone fragments. And more glimpses of the body. Brennan raked away more of the debris, exposing the whole length of the corpse.

The man was as naked as the day he had been born. He was lying on his back, his head turned to one side. The dome of his skull was covered by a ragged crop of short dark hair. Head lice had left reddish bumps and scabs behind the one visible ear. There were at least half a dozen stab wounds in the chest, which were rimmed with dried blood. He should have been staring up at them but—

The foreman let out his breath in a long, shuddering sigh and turned away to vomit.

The dead man had no face.




CHAPTER TWO

 

WHEN THE CONSTABLE arrived, he was not alone. He and the foreman’s boy were a few yards behind a small upright man in a disreputable wig, a stained travel coat and a pair of mud-streaked riding boots. He walked briskly towards her, his sword swinging violently to and fro.

‘It’s the justice,’ Brennan murmured. ‘His name’s Rush.’

‘Mr Rush,’ Cat said, curtsying. ‘I wish you good morning, sir.’

He stopped in front of her and made the briefest of bows. ‘Your servant, madam. Who’s in charge?’

‘I am. Mistress Hakesby.’

He frowned, his eyes flicking towards Brennan.

‘My partner,’ Cat said. ‘Mr Brennan.’

‘You may be aware I’m a magistrate. I was with the constable when your message came. What’s this about a body? The boy had some garbled story, but I couldn’t make head nor tail of it.’

‘The rain last night dislodged some rubble.’ Cat gestured toward the spoil heap. ‘It exposed a body.’

‘Found a few bones, eh? Scarcely unusual in a place like this.’

‘These aren’t bones, sir. This is a man. He’s been stabbed. Recently, and many times. And his face …’ Her voice trailed into silence.

‘What about it?’

‘You’d better see for yourself.’

Brennan stepped forward. ‘This way, sir. Mind how you go. The ground’s treacherous.’

‘I can see that.’ Rush threw a glance at the constable. ‘Keep an eye on those men over there.’

He followed in Brennan’s wake, cursing when he stumbled or slipped. He was surprisingly agile for a middle-aged man. He stared down at the body for at least a minute.

He glanced at Cat: ‘Pray send for the watchman here. You have one?’

Ledward came forward from the gateway of the yard, still with the brush in his hand. He pulled off his hat and bobbed his head. ‘That’s me, your honour.’

‘This body can’t have been there long,’ Rush said. ‘No sign of rat bites. Have you seen or heard anything suspicious in the last night or two? Or yesterday?’

‘No, master.’

‘Where do you go at night?’

‘I’ve a mattress in the house over there. Where the office is. But I go round the whole place on the hour, every hour.’

Rush grunted. ‘What about your dog? You must have a dog.’

‘Yes, sir. Though I ain’t seen him today.’

‘Ah. But you did last night?’

‘He was here at nine o’clock. I turned him loose, like I always do. If there’s strangers about, he soon lets me know.’

‘But he usually comes to you when you do your rounds?’

‘Not always, sir. He knows my step.’

Rush dismissed Ledward with a wave of his hand. He turned back to Cat. ‘I know murder when I see it.’

‘You’re not alone in that, sir,’ Cat said.

His complexion darkened still further. ‘You’ll stop the work until the matter is dealt with.’

‘What? You can’t mean—’

‘I mean what I say. No more, no less.’

‘What if we cordon off this area and carry on with the rest of the site? We’re short of time. And every—’

‘Tell your men to pack their tools and leave. I want the whole site cleared and the gates barred.’ He scowled at her. ‘I’ll put in my own watchmen until the matter is resolved according to proper form.’

She hesitated, groping in her mind for an argument he might accept.

Rush tapped his stick on the ground. ‘Are you questioning my authority?’

‘Of course not, sir, but as a magistrate you must be aware that the coroner will—’

‘The coroner?’

‘Yes, sir. The City of London—’

‘No. You are ill-informed.’

‘We’re within the City Bars, sir.’ Cat felt her temper slipping away. ‘Therefore, the—’

‘You mistake me, madam. True, Chard Lane is by Snow Hill, and Snow Hill is in the City as every fool knows. But the Chard almshouse is a liberty. It does not come within the City. The whole site belongs to the Bishop of Ely. He has his own courts, and he will no doubt appoint his own coroner. In the meantime, it’s my duty as the King’s Justice to ensure that the rights and privileges of his lordship are observed in a fitting manner, and according to the laws of the land.’

Cat stared at him. Rush had a small mouth, and at this moment the lips were pressed tightly together. But not for long.

‘Clear the site, madam. The whole site. And do it now.’

Rush allowed them an hour.

The men were sent away. Cat wondered if she would ever see them again. Rush supervised the removal of the body, which was taken away in a cart by the constable’s men. The outer gates to the site were barred and sealed.

Cat extracted one small concession from the magistrate. A variety of building materials was stored in the house they used as a site office and in the walled yard beside it. Some, such as salvaged lead, were of considerable value. There were also tools, drawing slopes and plans. Removing all this would take time. It would also require a waggon to be brought through the main almshouse site.

Moreover, she pointed out, was Mr Rush certain that the site office stood on land within the bishop’s liberty? She understood that her client had acquired it through a separate transaction which had nothing to do with the almshouse trustees. The house might well be under the jurisdiction of the City of London, and therefore the Bishop of Ely and his coroner could have no possible interest in it.

Rush, having got his way in everything that mattered, made a great show of magnanimity and permitted Cat and Brennan to retain the use of the house, on condition that he barred and sealed the gateway from its yard to the main site. They would have to come and go by the narrow alley on the far side of the house, which was a public thoroughfare.

‘And now for Hadgraft?’ Brennan said, as they watched Rush leave with the constable hurrying after him.

Cat grimaced. ‘We can’t put him off any longer.’

‘I’m surprised he ain’t here already.’

Mr Robert Hadgraft lived in a neat, modern house not far from St Andrew’s church in Holborn. The manservant who opened the street door was pink-faced and bright-eyed. He frowned at them as if they were an unwelcome distraction.

‘Mistress Hakesby and Mr Brennan for Mr Hadgraft,’ Cat said. ‘Is your master within?’

Of course he was within. They could hear him shouting upstairs. Hadgraft had a high-pitched voice, and when he raised it in anger it sounded like the buzzing of a small, angry insect.

‘What do you have to say for yourself? Eh? You ungrateful fool!’

Underneath the shouting was another sound: a woman weeping.

The servant put them into a small parlour off the hall and closed the door. Shortly afterwards, Hadgraft’s brisk footsteps pattered down the stairs. He burst into the room and scowled at them. He was a small, narrow-faced man with restless eyes and a prominent Adam’s apple.

‘Well, Mistress Hakesby?’

‘I fear we bring unwelcome news.’

‘What now?’

Cat explained about their discovery this morning, and about Willoughby Rush’s intervention.

‘Rush?’ Hadgraft spat into the empty fireplace. ‘That rogue. Who’s this dead man? How did he get in? And what was Ledward doing while all this was going on?’

‘We don’t know.’ Cat hesitated. ‘Ledward says he heard nothing last night, or the night before. Nothing during the day, either. But as far as we’re concerned, the greatest problem is that Mr Rush has now stopped us working on the entire site.’

‘He can’t do that.’

‘He thinks he can, and we can’t carry on against a magistrate’s orders. Is he right about the land being within the liberty of the Bishop of Ely?’

Hadgraft took a deep breath and reined in his anger. ‘I’m afraid so. It’s a detached fragment of the liberty around Ely House. It was originally an orchard, I think. The bishop granted the land to the founder of the Chard almshouse. But it’s still within the Ely liberty.’ His voice sharpened. ‘I can’t afford more delay. We’ll have winter upon us before we know where we are.’

‘And unless we pay our labourers for doing nothing,’ Cat said, ‘they’ll leave. May I remind you that we have orders in place. We also have masons and other skilled men booked for three weeks’ time. They won’t wait for us. And once the frosts come …’

Hadgraft leant on the table, resting his fists on it as if he needed its support. ‘Rush will know that as well as I do. He’s doing this out of spite.’

Cat stared at the Adam’s apple, which bounced up and down as he swallowed. ‘Perhaps the bishop’s coroner will move quickly. If we’re lucky, we may lose only a day or two.’

‘You don’t know the whole of it,’ Hadgraft said. ‘At the start, before I brought you in, Rush was to be my partner in the affair. He was to bear half the cost of it all. He would invest in the rebuilding of the almshouse and together we would reap the benefit when we developed the waste ground at the back. But he changed his mind at the last moment, when it was too late for me to turn back, too late to find another backer, and now he does everything he can to hinder me.’ The movements of the Adam’s apple became frantic. ‘I carry the entire load myself.’

Including, Cat thought, the bills that she and Brennan would soon present. Which included the payments they had already made on Hadgraft’s behalf, as well as the materials they had already ordered for him.

Brennan cleared his throat. ‘Could Mr Rush be persuaded to change his mind, sir? Perhaps if you were to suggest an alteration to the terms of your previous arrangement with him?’

‘The last time I saw him,’ Hadgraft snapped, ‘he told me that he hoped he’d see me rotting in hell. What do you think?’

‘Strange,’ Cat said as she and Brennan were walking away from Hadgraft’s house. ‘He wasn’t really curious about the murder itself. It was all about Rush.’

Brennan was pursuing another line of thought. ‘Do you think Hadgraft has already had to borrow heavily? To make up for the loss of Rush’s investment?’

‘I don’t know. He’s rich, but we don’t know how rich.’

‘But – I know it’s unlikely – but if he were declared a bankrupt …’

‘Then we’d be liable for what we’ve ordered on his behalf. As well as losing what he owes us for the work we’ve done so far. I’m sure Hadgraft knows that as well as we do.’

They walked in silence for a few minutes. Cat had known Brennan for nearly six years. He was an excellent and conscientious draughtsman, though their relationship had not always been easy. But he had made it possible for her to continue the business after her husband’s death – at the start, some clients refused to deal with a woman; though as her reputation spread, that problem was diminishing. He was an effective site manager too, as long as Cat took the major decisions.

Last autumn Brennan had married the daughter of a pastry cook in St Martin’s Lane. He still looked like a mangy fox but now he was a fatter and more cheerful one. It was as if his wife had transferred some of her own surplus plumpness to her husband, as well as her surprisingly substantial dowry. The dowry was the reason that Brennan was now Cat’s partner rather than merely her employee. He had bought into the business, which resolved their previous problems with debt at a stroke. But if Hadgraft went under, he would be even harder hit than she would.

‘There was a woman crying upstairs,’ he said suddenly. ‘Did you hear? Hadgraft’s daughter?’

‘He usually dotes on her.’

‘I wonder why she was crying then.’

‘How should I know?’

Perhaps, Cat was thinking, Rush had been acting outside his authority. She knew nothing about him apart from the fact he was a magistrate and had money at his command for a substantial investment. There might be a way of putting pressure on him.

Brennan glanced at Cat as they walked. ‘Have you seen the daughter? I have. She’s a beauty.’ He might be married, but he still had an eye for a pretty face. ‘Very accomplished, too,’ he went on. ‘They say she’s even got a French tutor. That can’t come cheap, can it? If Hadgraft’s really so rich, his daughter will have money enough to marry anyone she wants, even if she weren’t a beauty. And she is. So what’s she got to cry about?’

‘If we try hard enough,’ Cat said, ‘we can all find something to cry about. But I don’t understand why Rush is making everything so difficult for Hadgraft.’

‘But he is. That’s all that matters.’

Cat shook her head. ‘There must be a reason. And perhaps that’s also why he withdrew his investment.’

They reached the site office. Brennan unlocked the door. ‘We need someone who can make interest for us, don’t we? Someone with a bit of influence. It’s the only way to make Rush see sense. Otherwise we’re at his mercy.’

She said nothing. He was right. She knew what he was going to say next, and she didn’t want to hear it. But he said it anyway.

Brennan opened the door and stood aside for her to precede him. ‘What about asking if Mr Marwood can do something for us?’

Cat and Brennan spent the rest of the day in supervising the closure of the almshouse site and ordering affairs at the house. After the labourers had gone, they locked up the site office and walked to the hackney stand by Holborn Bridge. With some misgivings, Cat left Ledward in the house as watchman. He had given her no reason to mistrust him, and there was too much of value to leave the place unguarded.

The coach dropped Brennan in St Martin’s Lane – he was living in the house of his parents-in-law at present – and went on to Henrietta Street. The Drawing Office was on the top floor at the sign of the Rose, with Cat’s private lodgings on the floor beneath.

The porter, Pheebs, let her in. She barely acknowledged his greeting. Suddenly weary, she climbed the stairs slowly, pausing at each landing.

Unless Rush changed his mind, their only other options were to go to law and try to force him to relent, which would take time and money, or to find someone with influence who could put immediate pressure on him to relax his restrictions.

Brennan had a point. Marwood was the obvious person to approach. He was employed as a confidential clerk at Whitehall and he knew many people at court. No doubt some of them owed him favours. Best of all, he worked directly for Lord Arlington, the principal Secretary of State and the most powerful man in the country after the King. If he would only speak on their behalf to my lord, then the matter might be resolved in their favour in a few hours.

The trouble was, Cat didn’t want to speak to James Marwood. Not if it was to ask for his help. There was too much between them already, too many favours asked and granted on both sides, too many words unsaid, too much that was still unsettled.

Cat’s maid, Jane Ash, was waiting to take her mistress’s cloak and hat and remove her pattens, which were caked with mud after the rain. There was a fire burning in the parlour, and a pan of water warming on the hob. Since her mother’s death, the girl slept in the closet off the bedchamber. She was so thin and insubstantial that she made little impression on the space she occupied. To tell the truth, Cat was glad of her company.

‘There’s a letter, mistress. Shall I bring it?’

Another cursed bill. ‘Not now.’

Cat went into the bedchamber to change into slippers. When she came to open the letter later in the evening, she realized at once that it wasn’t a bill simply from the quality of the paper. She broke the seal and unfolded the letter, releasing a faint perfume, richly floral with an underlying hint of musk.

Ma chère Madame …

The letter was from Madame des Bordes, whom Cat had met the previous year in France when she was working on a commission for the Duchess of Orleans, the sister of King Charles. Madame des Bordes had been the princess’s femme de chambre and one of her most trusted confidantes. She was a kind woman, vastly knowledgeable about fashion, and she and Cat had become friendly. After the death of his sister, the King had offered her ladies a home in England. Madame des Bordes had taken up the offer and was now Queen Catherine’s dresser.

… and it seems an age since I have seen you. Would it amuse you to come here one evening? It would give me so much pleasure to see you. Her Majesty is in Suffolk, but there is always an assembly here, though in her absence it will be smaller than usual. I think you would find much to interest you in the new fashions, particularly the shoes. We have had two deliveries from Paris in the past week alone. If the weather is clement, we might walk on the terrace. Friday would suit me best …

Cat threw down the letter. She could hear Jane brushing the mud from her cloak on the landing. ‘Bring me pen and ink,’ she called. ‘And my slope.’

But when she had her writing materials in front of her, she sat motionless, pen in hand, for over a minute. At last she dipped the pen in the ink and began to write:

Dear Mr Marwood …

She stopped. She frowned at the three words. She drew a thick black line through them. But they were still legible. After a moment’s consideration she drew a second line through them, and then a third and a fourth, until there was nothing to be seen on the paper but a glistening puddle of black ink.




CHAPTER THREE

 

THERE WAS DANCING. There were cards. There was flirting, discreet but unmistakable. But the Queen was away with the King on their Progress through Suffolk and Norfolk. As a consequence, there was a lacklustre quality to the evening’s entertainments. Almost everyone who mattered was with the court, and the court was with the King.

Since Louise was a maid of honour, her place would usually have been with the Queen. But she was still weak from a fever contracted over the summer, and the Queen had commanded her to stay at Whitehall to mend her health. Perhaps the Queen had another reason for wanting Louise to stay in London: to keep her away from the King.

That evening she felt better, and her maid had told her that the Duke of Buckingham was paying a short visit to London before returning to Newmarket. She went downstairs and played at ombre, losing more than she could afford at the turn of a single card. She also took more wine than was altogether wise. But the Duke failed to appear.

At last, when Louise was folding her fan before rising to leave, he arrived in the doorway, causing a brief hush in the drawing room. He paused as if to admire the effect he had had. He was a tall man, magnificently dressed, with a golden periwig and a bloated face dominated by a nose like an axe blade. She felt a stab of anxiety, mixed with a stubbornly irrational hope. She stood up and made her way towards him.

‘Mademoiselle,’ he said in French, ‘you look enchanting. If the angels catch sight of you, they will whisk you up to heaven to join them.’

‘Your Grace is too kind,’ Louise said, curtsying to him. She didn’t trust him, but the Duke of Buckingham was too influential to antagonize, and too rich. Also, he had agreed to do her a favour.

‘I see you were leaving the card table,’ he said. ‘Did fortune smile?’

She stared up at his face and widened her eyes. She knew he would like that. Men were such fools. ‘Not as much as I would have liked.’ She paused. ‘Have you news?’

‘I’ve ensured the first steps are taken, mademoiselle. You need have no fear. This little irritation will be removed.’

‘The irritations, sir. There are two.’

‘You mustn’t trouble yourself.’ He smiled down at her. He had a wide red mouth with strong yellow teeth. Fleshy jowls hung below his jaw. When he smiled, he looked like a yawning mastiff past its prime. ‘Everything’s in train.’

‘Pray, sir – don’t let there be any unpleasantness.’

He smiled and wished her good night. At the doorway, Louise glanced over her shoulder. The Duke was now talking to Monsieur Colbert de Croissy, the French ambassador. Both men saw her looking at them. They bowed in her direction and resumed their conversation.

Madame des Bordes, the Queen’s dresser, followed her from the room and caught up with her in the passage. The two women knew each other well, for they had both served Madame, the late Duchess of Orleans, before they came to England at the invitation of her brother the King. He had generously offered to take his sister’s ladies into his wife’s household. What the Queen thought of this arrangement was anyone’s guess.

‘I saw you talking with the Duke, my dear. I thought you disliked him after the inconvenience he caused you at Dieppe.’

‘One must be polite,’ Louise said. ‘Goodnight.’

‘Have a care – his word is not to be trusted. As you know.’

They went their separate ways at the end of the passage. Louise climbed the stairs leading to the apartments of the maids of honour. Her head hurt. She was uneasily aware that Madame des Bordes might be right. The Duke of Buckingham was not to be trusted. But she had to trust him. Because she had no one else now.

Cat slept badly, her mind pursuing a troubled course among the jumbled memories of the day. The dead man’s face haunted her dreams by its absence rather than its presence, which somehow made it worse. She feared that when she opened her eyes she would see again the bloody mass of flesh and bone, the featureless lump of bungled butchery that had once been a man. The face that was not a face.

She spent the first part of Tuesday morning in the Drawing Office, making a schedule of overdue bills and writing polite but firm letters to their debtors. In her darker moments, she thought that her work was now more about trying to control the ebb and flow of money than about designing buildings and overseeing their construction. Her letter to Marwood was still on the table, tucked between the leaves of Fréart’s Parallèle de l’architecture antique et de la moderne.

She heard women’s voices below, and then footsteps mounting the stairs to the Drawing Office. There was a tap on the door, so unassertive as to be the next best thing to a scratch. The wraithlike figure of Jane Ash slipped into the room.

‘Your pardon, mistress. If you please, Margaret’s below.’

Talk of the devil. Margaret Witherdine was Marwood’s servant. She acted unofficially as Jane’s instructor in matters of housekeeping, general conduct and indeed life itself. She called at Henrietta Street at least once a week. Cat and Marwood were perfectly aware of the arrangement, though neither was supposed to know about it.

Cat reined back her impatience. ‘Yes?’

‘She brought up a parcel for you from Mr Brennan. Pheebs was taking it in when she arrived. She said I should give it to you.’

Cat beckoned, and Jane approached with a small package wrapped in the coarse paper they used for crayon sketches. It was tied with string and addressed to her. Cat knew what it was as soon as she felt the outlines of the contents.

She sent Jane away and tore off the paper. Inside was a man’s shoe for the left foot, tapering and square-toed. It was shabby and stained, but she knew at once that it had cost someone a good deal of money: this had been made for a gentleman.

There was a note in Brennan’s small, neat handwriting tucked inside. The foreman found this by the spoil heap where the body was and left it in my office yesterday.

The workmanship was excellent, probably French. Madame des Bordes would know. The leather must have been extraordinarily supple when it was new, though now it was wrinkled and stiff, spattered with mud and dust. The interior had been lined with silk, but there wasn’t much left. The heel was low. Originally the flaps had been secured with two ribbons. Only one was left, grubby and frayed. It was missing a tassel from one end.

Cat turned the shoe over. The stitching was coming undone near the toe. There was a hole in the sole, and the heel had worn completely away on one side.

It was only then that the practicalities of the murder took shape for her. Killing the man must have been the easy part. The pattern of the stab wounds suggested that it had been done in a frenzy. Afterwards, though, the murderer had destroyed the face and stripped the body of its clothes and possessions, presumably to hinder identification. Not easy to do in the dark or at twilight. Next, he had dragged the body to the spoil heap and concealed it in a place where it might have remained undiscovered for weeks.

Had this murder been planned? How many people had been involved in its execution?

In the parlour below, Margaret laughed, the sound travelling up through the floorboards.

Cat glanced at the letter to Marwood. Margaret’s arrival was a sign, a nudge from Providence.

Carrying both the letter and the shoe, Cat went downstairs, making very little sound in her slippers. Sharp smells wafted up the stairs and made her wrinkle her nose. Both servants were on their knees just inside the parlour door.

‘Two parts vinegar to one part lemon juice,’ Margaret was saying. ‘If the quantities are amiss, the stain will go deeper. And you must remember to add a—’

Cat caught them unawares. The two servants scrambled to their feet. Margaret was a sturdy woman with black hair and a square red face. Beside her, Jane looked like a child.

‘It’s this floorboard, mistress. Jane here happened to ask me how to—’

Cat cut her off. ‘Is your master at home?’

‘He will be this evening. He wants to talk to me and Sam about something.’

‘I want to talk to him myself,’ Cat said, and the words sounded awkward and misshapen as she spoke them, liable to misinterpretation, as words so often were.

‘Nothing easier. Shall I ask him
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A JESUIT AND A lady walked slowly down a gravel path running parallel to a handsome brick building. He was a tall man who gave the impression that he was all bone and angry red flesh beneath the cassock. The lady barely came up to his shoulder. She walked with the aid of a stick because the veins in her legs were troubling her.

‘It’s in God’s hands, madam,’ the priest said. His name was Father Petre. ‘We can only pray.’

They paced along the path. Their shadows ran slantwise before them towards the building on their right. One of the guards by the garden gate threw them a glance. Access to the area before the principal windows of the royal apartments of St James’s Palace was forbidden to almost everyone. Lady Quincy knew that if she hadn’t been with Father Petre, they would have turned her away, even if she had shown them her pass. But Petre, the King’s confidant, could go anywhere.

A woman screamed. The sound was faint and muffled. It hung the air like the memory of a bad dream. They wouldn’t have heard it if they hadn’t been so close. Though the day was already warm, the first-floor windows above the path were closed. A stuffy bedchamber was a small price to pay for dignity. After all, a queen was not like other women.

‘It won’t be long now,’ Lady Quincy said. She had been counting the intervals between the screams, her finger tapping the passage of time and pain on her cloak. ‘But of course one can never tell.’

‘I tell you, madam, this boy will change the country for ever,’ Petre said in his grating voice. ‘After a hundred and fifty years of heresy since the Reformation, he will complete his father’s work and bring this kingdom back to the True Faith.’

‘But what if it’s a girl, sir? Or, God forbid, born sickly and does not live?’

He gave her a wolfish smile. ‘Have faith. This child’s very conception was a miracle, a sure sign of God’s plan for him.’

They watched as the guards at the gate were reinforced. There were more soldiers everywhere than usual, Lady Quincy had noticed, and more checkpoints, especially in the neighbourhood of the royal residences. There had been riots on the streets of London yesterday. James II might be a Catholic, but most of his subjects were staunchly Protestant. They both feared and hated the very name of the Roman Catholic Church.

‘Tell me,’ Petre went on, ‘have you read those books I gave you yet? Have you prayed for guidance? Are your doubts laid to rest?’

‘I have prayed, sir, as you instructed. But I still have doubts.’

‘Then let us—’

He was interrupted by another scream that was louder and longer, an agonised howl.

‘You must hurry,’ Lady Quincy said. ‘It could be any moment now. And you should be there.’

Father Petre nodded, pressed her hand and bowed. He hurried away, the guards moving smartly aside as he entered the door leading to the royal apartments. He was a member of the Privy Council and, as such, he had a duty as well as a right to be present at the birth of a Prince or Princess of the Blood. All the more so, if the child was a boy and therefore the new heir apparent to the throne.

James Marwood, a prosperous-looking senior clerk in the King’s service at Whitehall, emerged from St James’s Church, Piccadilly, with his wife, Catherine, on his arm. Behind them came the well-known portrait painter, Mrs Mary Beale, and her husband, followed by their son Charlie and the three Marwood children.

They all knew that something was afoot. People had been whispering during the sermon, and several in the more expensive pews had left the church before the service was over.

The path outside was almost blocked by gossiping churchgoers, the volume of their voices rising by the second. St James’s was a fashionable church so it was always busy, but today it had been a larger congregation than usual because it was Trinity Sunday, when many people took communion. Many were members of the nobility and gentry. Others were employed at Whitehall, like Mr Marwood, or followed the law, or served His Majesty in the army. There were tradesmen and their families, together with servants and the nameless members of the poor.

The two families were forced apart by the press of acquaintances and strangers. They gathered again by the gate on the Jermyn Street side of the church.

‘Why this bustle?’ Mr Beale said. ‘You’d think war had broken out at the very least.’

‘Where’s Sophia?’ James Marwood said simultaneously.

‘There, sir,’ Jack said, nodding towards his brother. ‘Behind Francis.’

‘Stand by me, child,’ Marwood ordered. ‘Away from the crush.’

She took her father’s arm. The Marwoods were careful of Sophia, perhaps overly so. She was the youngest of the family, just twelve years old. Her parents had despaired of her life at least a dozen times before she had reached the age of five. Even her brothers, who were four years her senior and mostly devoted to their own interests, watched over her.

Sophia looked up at her father and said in her soft voice, ‘The Queen’s been brought to bed of a boy.’

He glanced down at her. ‘What? Are you sure?’

‘I heard that man say so.’ She nodded towards an officer of the footguards near the church door.

Young Charlie Beale turned away and plucked the sleeve of a friend. ‘Is this true? A boy?’

‘Aye. Not an hour or so ago.’

Mrs Beale said, ‘I thought the Queen’s lying-in wasn’t due yet. Was she before her time?’

Mrs Marwood nodded. ‘Though of course a woman can never be sure of these things. Even the best of us can miscalculate.’

‘Indeed, my dear,’ Mrs Beale said. The two women exchanged glances.

‘She’s fortunate to have brought forth a living child,’ Mr Beale observed. ‘After so many miscarriages.’

‘Of course she deserves our pity for that,’ his wife reminded him. ‘Does she not, dear heart?’

He bowed and smiled at her. ‘You are charity itself, my love.’

Their son was less delicate and more particular. ‘Some of hers lived. But they were sickly and lasted only a week or two or at most a few months. Why should this one be any different?’ He laughed. ‘I wonder what the bishops think of it. I doubt they’re pleased.’

His parents frowned and he looked away. ‘That’s not something to discuss in public,’ his father said repressively.

Charlie was in his late twenties but his parents, and many of their relations and friends, were inclined to treat him as if he were ten years younger. He was called Charlie to differentiate him from his father, Charles Senior.

Jack said, looking about him, ‘You’d think there’d be more signs of rejoicing, wouldn’t you?’

There was an awkward silence. Marwood glanced over his shoulder.

Mrs Marwood squinted up at the position of the sun and said, ‘I’m afraid dinner won’t see to itself.’

‘Very true, my dear,’ Mrs Beale said, adroitly accepting the change of subject. ‘We must go. If I don’t stand over them in the kitchen, they’ll burn the sauce again.’

The two families joined the stream of worshippers flowing into Jermyn Street. They picked their way through the cluster of private coaches, hackneys, horses, footmen and piles of dung, the ladies lifting their skirts to avoid dirtying the hems.

Most people were turning right, drawn towards St James’s Palace and the park beyond. There would be a crowd gathered about the palace gatehouse by now, Marwood thought, hungry for news and hungry to see who came and went; and even hungrier simply to be there on the day that an heir to the throne was born. Whether they were there to rejoice or lament or show displeasure was another matter. It was strange to think that the future of the entire country hung in the balance, depending on the life of a baby scarcely an hour old.

Jack lagged behind. ‘May I come tomorrow afternoon?’ he said to Charlie. ‘I should be clear of old Grindarse by three. I could say I wanted to watch you mix the pigments – even try my hand at it myself. After all, it might be useful if I ever have to follow my mother into her business.’

‘Come about four,’ Charlie whispered, always happy to play the conspirator. ‘Better come by the back door.’

‘Will Arabella … ?’

Charlie winked.

Only Sophia overheard them. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the wink. She did not know who Arabella was, only that her presence or absence was a matter of some moment to Jack. But she did know that Grindarse was the name that Jack gave his tutor, the Reverend Mr Grindley. Francis, on the other hand, needed no tutor and was at present obliged to make himself useful under his mother’s direction at St Paul’s or at her current building site in Bloomsbury.

Jack caught up with Sophia. ‘Will you do something for me this afternoon?’

‘What?’

‘I’ll tell you later.’ He squeezed her arm. ‘It’s a secret. Don’t mention it to anyone.’

The two families parted on the corner. The Marwoods leased a house next to the sign of the Two Bells, a clockmaker’s shop, in King Street. The Beales lived at the western end of Pall Mall, almost opposite the palace.

As the Marwoods walked on, a coach rattled through the puddles at the side of the road, forcing them into a huddle to avoid being splattered by mud.

Sophia, sheltered by her father’s arm and pressed against him, felt him tense suddenly. He was looking at the coach. It was a light equipage drawn by two horses and designed for town use. On its door was painted a widow’s lozenge bearing a quartered coat of arms. An old woman was looking back at them from the coach’s window.

‘What is it?’ Cat Marwood said.

Her husband smiled at her. ‘Nothing. For a moment I thought I saw Gorvin over the way. But I was mistaken.’

Sophia shivered. She hated it when one of her parents lied to the other.

Halfway through dinner, James Marwood paused, his spoon halfway between bowl and mouth. ‘Did you hear that?’

A moment later it came again, the distant boom, warlike and ominous.

‘Thunder?’ Jack said.

‘No, you fool, it’s the cannon from the Tower,’ Francis said, always glad to show off his superior knowledge, especially to his brother. ‘It’s for the prince’s birth.’

‘Don’t be rude,’ their mother said abstractedly.

To everyone’s relief, including theirs, the brothers were not identical twins. Nowadays they existed in a state of perpetual warfare with each other.

Sophia, who had been silent until now, looked up. ‘What did Charlie Beale mean about the bishops? He said he didn’t think they’d be pleased.’

‘Some of the bishops object to the King’s Declaration of Indulgence,’ Marwood said. ‘But it’s nothing for you to trouble your head with. They’ve been arrested and taken to the Tower.’

‘But surely she should know the reason?’ Cat said. She increasingly found herself disagreeing with her husband, not just about politics but about much they should tell the children. ‘It affects all of us, or it will. The Declaration gives the same rights and privileges to Catholics and Dissenters that the members of the Established Church of England have.’

‘Which means they’d have the right to hold public office,’ Francis put in, talking to Sophia. ‘At present they can’t because of the Test Act. Which says that everyone who holds public office must take the sacrament at Holy Communion in the Church of England. But the King wants to stop all that so he can fill public offices with Catholics. Of course he’s—’

‘That’s enough,’ Marwood said.

Francis subsided. Jack kicked his brother under the table.

There was little conversation during the rest of the meal. Everyone was preoccupied, though not for the same reason.

During the afternoon, Cat shut herself up with her accounts. She felt a twinge of guilt, like the memory of an old wound, a matter of the mind as much as the body. If her childhood self had been discovered at work on a Sunday, her parents would have thrashed her. Sundays were for God, not Mammon.

She had two account books open before her. The larger one concerned the business that she had inherited from her first husband and now ran with a partner, Mr Brennan; they were surveyors and architects who also acted as clerks of the works for those clients who desired such services.

That was where the money was – safe, small-scale commissions, usually of a humdrum nature. Business was thriving, though for the last few years most of the credit for that belonged to Brennan, not Cat. The trouble was, their profits were divided by the time each partner spent on the work. Brennan kept meticulous records of this. Cat’s share had recently been far smaller than his.

She had hardly begun when there was a knock on the door and her husband came in.

We should talk,’ he said.

She gestured at the account books. ‘I’m busy, Jamie. Later?’

‘No. Now, if you please.’

‘If it’s about what we tell the children about politics and—’

‘It’s not that,’ Marwood said. ‘It’s this.’ He tapped the smaller of the two books on the table. ‘Forgive me, my love, but this will not do. Not with the way things are.’

The accounts in this volume recorded the profits and expenses of the architectural projects that Cat undertook solely on her own. These interested her more because they challenged her skills or delighted her with their beauty or might eventually lead to a major commission. The problem was, much of this work was speculative in nature and brought in little money.

‘And the worst of them all,’ he went on remorselessly, ‘is St Paul’s.’

For years, Cat had worked part-time on Sir Christopher Wren’s team there. The rebuilding of the cathedral, destroyed in the Great Fire, was taking longer and costing more than anyone had expected. Recently, rather than receive immediate payment for the work she did there, she had been persuaded to lend her accrued earnings, as well as much of the money that she and Marwood had put by over the years, to the rebuilding fund.

‘This was supposed to be only a short-term loan,’ he said.

‘Yes, true. But the money is perfectly safe – and it will soon be repaid.’

‘Will it?’ Marwood said, his voice rising. ‘When? I fear St Paul’s will be the ruin of us. It will suck us dry and leave us to starve before it’s finished, before we are repaid. If we ever are.’

‘Pray be patient.’ Cat fiddled with the inkpot, avoiding his eyes. ‘It will be a fine thing for us. Consider – six per cent interest, compounded. We shall be rich.’

‘And in the meantime?’

‘We have your salary and the perquisites of your place at Whitehall.’

‘It’s not enough for us to live on,’ he said. ‘Not at the rate we do now, in a new house like this, so close to court. And it will soon grow worse. Remember, in the autumn we shall have the expense of the two boys at university. In fairness we must also put aside something for Sophia when she weds. If you will not do more work with Brennan, we shall have to retrench. There’s no other way.’

Cat stared up at him. After a moment, he turned on his heel and left the room.

She bit her lip to hold back tears. The trouble was, she felt guilty. Women like herself and Mary Beale were rarities in this world, able to earn their living independently of their husbands. When she agreed to marry James Marwood, she had stipulated that she be allowed to continue running her late husband’s business without interference from him. To his credit, he had agreed without hesitation. He himself now earned a handsome salary, working under Mr Bridgeman in my Lord Sunderland’s office at Whitehall. But somehow the money was never enough.

But this was about more than money. It went deeper than that. It was about risk. When she had first known James, more than twenty years earlier, he had been drawn against his will into a series of dangerous adventures, many of which involved the great ones of the kingdom. For a short time, despite his relatively humble background, he had risen high at Whitehall and earned the favour of King Charles himself. Shortly before his marriage to Cat, however, he had attracted the enmity of a powerful courtier and been cast out of favour and out of Whitehall. Over the years, the courtier, the debt-ridden Duke of Buckingham, had gradually lost his influence. He had retired to his estates in Yorkshire, where he had died last year.

Long before that, James had returned to Whitehall, thanks to the influence of friends and his own merits as an administrator. But the intervening years had left their scars on him, even as his growing family added to his responsibilities. James was generous by nature, Cat knew, but he had a secret fear of penury. He disliked risk. But he was married to a woman who thought it added spice to life.

In the long run, Cat knew, the only sensible option was for her to concentrate solely on the sort of tedious projects that Brennan favoured – domestic housing, warehouses, stables and the like. As London was expanding so fast, it was steady, profitable work and they needed the extra money it would bring. But her spirit revolted against such drudgery.

Besides, she was damned if she was going to admit to her husband that she had made the wrong decision. After all, perhaps in the long run it would turn out to have been the right decision. That was the thing about taking risks. Sometimes they paid off.

As darkness tightened its grip on the city, the Goat Tavern by Charing Cross was busy, even though it was a Sunday. A dozen conversations were taking place, some in the booths against the walls and others at the long table in the middle. Many voices were raucous and celebratory, but a few were more subdued.

One end of the long table was occupied by a group of off-duty footguards with Irish accents, Catholics to the man. London was crawling with troops, many of them brought in from the big camp in Hounslow because of the widespread unrest. They patrolled the streets, dispersed crowds with shows of force, and clustered protectively around the royal residences.

Again and again the guards drank the healths of King James, Queen Mary and the new prince. They scowled at their neighbours until they too showed a suitably joyful appreciation of the fact that there was now a male heir to His Majesty’s three kingdoms.

The tavern keeper, Mrs Brownrigg, smiled benignly on them and sent them two jugs of her best ale on the house as a sign of her loyalty. In private, however, she was less enthusiastic. She herself was a staunch member of the Church of England. She was prepared to tolerate Dissenters – after all they were Protestants, like herself – but she had been brought up to loathe the Catholics. They were blood-thirsty tyrants at the beck and call of the Pope of Rome, constantly plotting to murder fine, upstanding Protestants. Look how the French had slaughtered those poor Huguenots in France.

A corporal leant towards her and plucked her sleeve. ‘Drink with us, mistress. Another toast to the little prince.’

She beamed and bobbed a curtsy. ‘Nothing would give me more joy, sir.’

It was going to be a long evening. She turned away to fill a mug. She beckoned a serving man and told him to bring up more of the best ale.

‘Have you seen Mr Cartwright this evening? I want a word with him.’

‘No, mistress. Not since yesterday morning.’ The man nodded towards the kitchen. ‘He was asking Cook if she had a spare roll to break his fast.’

From the taproom of the Goat, a flight of steps led down to the kitchen, with the door to the cellars beyond. Beyond that was a storeroom and a small fetid yard. Above the store-room was a chamber accessed by a steep staircase, little more than a ladder, which had formerly been the domain of the cook.

The present cook at the Goat was lame: she was quite incapable of mounting such a staircase and also too broad in the beam to squeeze herself through the narrow doorway at the top. Mrs Brownrigg had therefore let the room to a scrivener named Aaron Cartwright. He drank only small ale and often preached on Sunday at a meeting house in the City.

Nobody yet knew that, on the birthday of the prince, Mr Cartwright was up in his room and lying on the bare boards of the floor. His eyes were open and he was staring at the rafters. He was not alone. In death, he had become an object of great interest and indeed nourishment to the flying and crawling insects that haunted his tiny apartment.

The flow of blood had long since stopped.

‘Don’t you care?’ Francis said.

The light was fading in the chamber he shared with Jack. They slept in the same bed, which they had done for as long as either of them could remember. Its curtains were open because the air was stuffy.

Jack dragged his thoughts away from Arabella. ‘What?’

His brother nudged him. ‘About this little prince, of course.’

‘Why should I?’

‘Faith, you’ve no more wits in your head than a peahen. Because he changes everything. If he lives, he’ll be king of England one day.’

Jack shrugged, his mind drifting back to Arabella and the possibility of seeing her at the Beales’ tomorrow afternoon.

‘He’ll be brought up a Catholic, like his father. Until now, everyone thought Princess Mary would succeed to the throne when her father, King James, dies. She’s a good Protestant, and so’s her husband, the Prince of Orange, and her sister, Princess Anne. But now we could have Catholic kings for ever.’

‘And queens.’ Arabella, Jack thought, would make a most stately and magnificent queen. And yet so beautiful too. Her subjects would worship her.

‘Eh? Yes. But that’s not the point. This is a Protestant country, you dunderhead, that’s the point. That last thing we want is a Catholic monarch.’

‘I don’t see why not,’ Jack said, more to annoy his brother than for any other reason. ‘Anyway, there’s not much point in talking about it. If the King dies, the prince has to become king in his place. If you say otherwise, it’s treason. Is that what you want? Treason?’
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