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In memory of my father, Clifton Edward Sidwell




Pleasing Mr Pepys


An Entertainment in Three Acts


‘Musique and woman I cannot but give way to, whatever my business is.’


Samuel Pepys


Life’s but a walking shadow; a poor player,


That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,


And then is heard no more:


William Shakespeare




Dramatis Personae


As recorded in the diary of Samuel Pepys:


Samuel Pepys – Principal Administrator of the Navy


Elisabeth Pepys – his wife


Deborah Willet – Elisabeth’s lady’s maid


Abigail Williams – an actress, mistress of Lord Bruncker


Lord Bruncker – President of the Royal Society


Jane – maid to the Pepys’ household


Mary Mercer – Elisabeth’s friend


Aunt Beth – Deborah Willet’s aunt


Will Hewer – a clerk at the Navy Office


From writs and records of the time:


Jeremiah Wells – curate in training


Hester Willet – sister to Deborah Willet


Mr Constantine – owner of The Grecian coffee house


And featuring the unrecorded lives of:


Piet Groedecker, alias Mr Johnson – a Dutch spymaster


Bartholomew Wells – a rebel, brother to Jeremiah


Lizzie – a teacher at the Poor Whores School


And sundry and divers citizens of London Town




Act One


1667




Chapter One


September


A METALLIC RATTLE – THE key in the lock. Abigail Williams stiffened her spine as the draught from the downstairs door and the stink of the Fleet River blew round her ankles. Harrington closed the door and she heard him scratch the flint to light the wall sconces. Lighting-up time already. It had been daylight when she had broken into his house. With one hand, she held her skirts closer to her thighs; with the other, she gripped the flat-bladed knife – a small weapon, but the edge sharpened razor-thin. She pressed back against the wall behind the door as the light from the hall flickered across her kidskin shoes.


Harrington’s footsteps lumbered up the stairs, his breathing laboured. She tightened her hold on the knife, preparing herself. These breaths would be his last. She found death harder to bear than she used to, now she had seen so much suffering – the plague years, the fire. Oddly, Harrington paused on the threshold of the room, as if he could sense her waiting presence. Through the crack of the open door she saw him standing motionless, his steeple hat a silhouette in the wavering light, his head cocked, listening.


He was an old hand, like her. She repressed a flash of compassion, the foolish urge to call out, to warn him. But then his dark back came through the door and he stepped in front of her, and without even thinking she moved like quicksilver. The knife slid easily across the side of his neck. With the other hand she pushed as hard as she could. He tried to turn, but it was too late, he was already falling, clutching his collar, blood slippery over his hands, hat rolling away under the table.


Experience told Abigail it had been enough. She ran, hoisting up her skirts, down the stairs, flinging the front door open, out into the cramped back alley. Nobody followed her; the passage to Fleet Street was empty. A brownish fog wreathed around her hem. When she finally slowed, she took a rag from inside her sleeve and wiped her blade, wrapped it, and stowed it in the pocket hanging next to her petticoats. She put a hand up to the bare skin at her chest, feeling the hot rise and fall of her breastbone.


She emerged onto the main thoroughfare where the houses were lit with torches, and walked, heart thudding, down towards the King’s playhouse. Arriving at the theatre, she saw Lord Bruncker’s carriage was where he had left it, across the road. His coachman was leaning against the wall, a smoking pipe in his mouth, waiting. She didn’t want to go in the front way – someone might ask why she was late – so instead she made for the tiring house behind.


The stage doorman knew her and nodded to her as she entered. The dressing room was empty, the actors ready to enter by the shutters for act two. From there, the audience sounded like the sea, the swell of all those voices. She checked her face and the satin of her dress for stains: a few dark spots on her sleeve, easily explained away.


Only now did she begin to shake. It was always like this: afterwards the weakness, nausea and trembling would set in. The moment when she wished she could turn back the day, the moment when she remembered their eyes, hollow with their unspoken question. Why?


Legs as unsteady as a newborn calf, she paused, leaned heavily on the trestle table, took out a phial of camphor from her pocket and inhaled. Better.


She arranged her face into a smile. Her performance for Lord Bruncker was about to begin. Her petticoat rustled against the boards as she went along the corridor and up the stairs into the box. On the way she almost bumped into Mr Pepys hurrying up the same stairs with a supply of nuts and oranges.


‘For Elisabeth,’ he said, obviously feeling the need to apologise for the sheer number of squashed bags hugged to his chest.


She nodded and stood aside, lowering her eyes to avoid his conversation. He could talk the baggage off a donkey. To her relief, he squeezed past and hurried into his own box further along the row.


When she got to her own, the candelabra had been lit, and upon her arrival Lord Bruncker drew out the chair so that she could sit.


‘Ah, there you are,’ he whispered. ‘You’re late. You missed the first act.’


She shook her head. ‘The traffic through town—’


‘Hush, they’re about to start again. Have a confit.’


She reached out her hand and smiled, took a marchpane cherry, but dropped it under her seat as soon as Lord Bruncker turned back to look at the stage. She was glad his attention was diverted, so he did not notice her pallid face or that she could not swallow.


The actor who had just entered rapped three times for silence, his face ghoulish from the footlights, which smoked in their holders. The hubbub fell to a hush. But Abigail’s thoughts would not lie quiet; she was thinking of Harrington, of how long it would be before they found him.


He should have listened to Piet. Then his mouth wouldn’t have had to be shut the hard way. She’d liked him but, in her business, liking was a luxury she was ill able to afford.




Chapter Two


DEB WILLET HUGGED HER sister and turned to glance back through the dark doorway. She’d hated the house for so long, and with such intensity, that she was surprised to see how small it really was. Now she was leaving, it was as if its narrow half-timbered walls had shrunk to doll’s house proportions.


Hester would manage without her. She was nearly twelve, after all. Deb tried to prise her sister’s fingers from her arm, but Hester clung on.


‘I’ll write, I promise,’ Deb said.


‘But I don’t know what I’ll do … I can’t finish my embroidery without you. The butterflies are too hard. Don’t go.’


Deb squeezed Hester’s hand. ‘I have to. See, Aunt Beth’s waiting.’ She gestured to the carriage, a black berline, where her brass-bound trunk was already stacked behind. Their aunt, a solid black figure in a heavy travelling cloak and jagged hat, wrestled the door open against the wind.


‘But when will I see you again?’


‘I don’t know. Soon. It will depend on the Pepyses. When they let me have a few days off together, long enough to visit.’


‘Next week?’


‘I told you, chicken, I don’t know. Hush now, it’s not so bad.’


Hester clung to a fistful of Deb’s sleeve, mouth quivering, eyes threatening tears. Deb was about to comfort her again when she heard the bang of the carriage door. She pulled Hester into a protective embrace as Aunt Beth strode over, face pinched with intent.


‘That’s enough!’ Aunt Beth said, throwing up her hand ready to strike. ‘I never saw such nonsense in all my life. Making such a scene before the neighbours.’


‘It’s all right, Hester,’ Deb said, thrusting herself between her aunt and her sister. She took hold of Hester by the shoulders and bent to look into her face. ‘Listen. I’ll come back as soon as I can. Just do as Aunt Beth says.’


‘Will you look for Mama?’ Hester’s voice was a whisper, to prevent Aunt Beth hearing.


‘London’s a big place.’


‘If you find her you’ll come and fetch me?’


Deb shook her head, unable to answer.


‘But you said we’d always be together. You promised.’ Hester wrenched herself away, took a deep sobbing breath. ‘You’re a liar and I hate you.’ She fled towards the house, dark hair flying, shoes splashing mud up her skirts.


‘Hester! Wait—’ Deb threw up her hands, then let them fall. Hester had slammed the front door behind her.


‘Hurry, we’ve wasted enough time,’ Aunt Beth said, ignoring the driver who tried to assist her, and heaving herself up the dainty steps into the carriage.


Deb hesitated as Hester appeared at the upstairs window. Oh, why did it have to be so hard?


‘Deb! Into the carriage. Now.’


The carriage was black as ink and drawn by a matching pair of black horses. The colour put Deb in mind of a hearse. And as it was one of the new two-seaters, Deb had no option but to hitch up her skirts and squash herself in next to Aunt Beth. When she craned her neck out of the open door to look back, Hester was blowing her nose into her handkerchief, the fabric flapping like a white moth caught behind the window.


Deb lifted her hand to wave, but Aunt Beth pressed it firmly back. ‘Don’t pander to her,’ Aunt Beth said. ‘She’s far too spoilt. It will only make it worse. When I return, I’ll see to it there’s no more of her nonsense.’ She leaned over Deb’s lap to bang the carriage door shut and the horses lurched into motion.


Deb kept her gaze on her knees, on the dark linsey wool of her cloak. The carriage was cramped and oppressive, with Aunt Beth’s bulk taking up most of the room. By the time she looked up through the open square of the front window, and past the driver, the houses of Bromley St Leonard were gone, and her heart pinched with sudden loneliness. The track stretched baldly ahead, and leaves, crumpled like burnt paper, blew across the track under the horses’ hooves.


Aunt Beth ticked off instructions on her fingers as they went, but Deb was too preoccupied to take them in, until they creaked to a standstill at the imposing London wall. Their driver leant back to slow the horses. Ahead, a jumble of carts, barrows and horses competed to push through a narrow passage. A gap-toothed costermonger spat a mouthful of curses at a coal cart blocking his path, and the unfamiliar words and his angry gestures made Deb stare.


‘Close your ears,’ Aunt Beth said.


But Deb was fascinated by the packed roads, the sheer volume of people hurrying down the damp streets, heads bent low against the drizzle. Only then did it sink in; she was really going to live here, in London. Her hands twisted over each other in apprehension and excitement.


‘Deborah! Did you hear what I said?’


Deb dragged her awareness back to her aunt, whose lips had compressed into a seam of disapproval. ‘Pay attention. You must never walk abroad without your mistress’s permission, and never venture into back alleys alone,’ she said. ‘London is quite different from Bromley or Bow. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, Aunt Beth.’ Aunt Beth knew London well, for she had a cousin on Jerwen Street.


‘And make sure to find a good laundress, one that scrubs the inside as well as the outside of the collars. A lady’s maid is not a common maidservant and Mrs Pepys will rely on you to maintain her high standards. Cleanliness is a virtue, as you—’


Aunt Beth made a grab for the front of the leather seat as the horses strained to pull forward in their traces. The carriages began to flow again down Bishopsgate Street and the clatter of wooden wheels and tumult of voices from outside prevented further conversation. Aunt Beth lifted her kerchief back to her nose and kept it there, grimacing at the noise and smoke. Two dark patches already stained the linen where she had breathed in the smuts from the air.


Deb inhaled the faint, sour smell of damp burnt timber. ‘Look!’ she said, unable to help herself. She pointed at a towering wooden scaffolding where a new building was half-erected, and a wiry man with a hod of bricks teetered like a monkey on the narrow platform.


Aunt Beth did not deign to reply, but her eyes went over to where a gang of men were heaving up buckets on ropes and pulleys, chanting to a rhythmic heave ho, heave ho. Although the Great Fire had been more than a year ago, on Deb’s left, all that remained were blackened brick chimney stacks, poking heavenwards like accusing fingers. Deb imagined the roar of the flames, and the houses collapsing, expiring into the smoke.


A sharp tap on her knee, and Deb pulled her head back inside, startled.


‘It’s folly to lean out like that,’ Aunt Beth said. ‘It’s raining. And your head could get knocked off.’ She leaned over Deb to snap down the blind, but it was stiff, and stuck halfway. ‘I hope you are listening. Maybe the Pepyses will hammer some sense into you. Lord knows, you need it. And don’t forget to watch your belongings, London’s full of thieves and conmen.’ She sniffed. ‘And mind your manners. Mr Pepys is very well connected, so don’t forget the Willets’ good-standing depends upon your behaviour. No followers or young men, no gossip with the servants. You must give them nothing to reproach you for. And in heaven’s name don’t mention your mother. Whatever is past, is past, do you understand? No matter what her reputation, you must rise above it.’


Deb nodded, though the thought of her mother gave her a familiar squeeze of pain. Where was Mama now? Did she ever think of them? Agnes, their maid, had whispered that her mother had come to London, so perhaps she might catch a glimpse of her. But there had been other whispers about her mother too, ones that Deb did not like to hear.


Would her mother even recognise her? Last time they’d seen one another, Deb had been Hester’s age, and now she was seventeen and grown so tall. Deb held up the leather blind to peer out, eyes smarting as she blinked away damp and masonry dust.


Aunt Beth prodded her with a bony finger. ‘I don’t need to tell you, you’ve fallen on your feet. It cost me a good dinner and a lot of persuading. I had to press the Bateliers to put in a word for you and praise your accomplishments to Mr Pepys. That you have Latin and Greek, and can sing a little. So your education at Bow proved useful for something, at least. The Bateliers have given you a great opportunity, so for heaven’s sake don’t waste it.’


Mr Batelier was a wine-merchant friend of Mr Pepys, who had also loaned his new carriage to fetch them to London.


‘Will Hester be able to go to school now, like I did?’ Deb asked. She knew any sort of schooling was unusual for a girl, but knew it had been a condition of her father’s; perhaps to make sure she would gain employment and he wouldn’t have to be responsible for her again.


‘Left! Left, I say!’ Her aunt shouted at the driver to turn off the main highway.


‘Aunt Beth, about Hester’s schooling—’


‘Your father and I are in two minds whether it’s worth paying to educate another girl.’


‘But you promised. You said that if she—’


‘We’ll have to see. I’ll write to your father. And, it’ll depend on how you fare at the Pepyses’, whether it is worth doing it again. If she’s to be schooled, you’ll have to contribute. Now you’re earning, I’ll expect two shillings a week. If you can manage that, then I’ll consider it. Lord knows it would be a mighty relief to me for Hester to learn a useful occupation and be out of my way – she’s getting far too lazy, hanging about my skirts.’


Deb turned away and looked out of the window. Two shillings. How much of her wages was two shillings? It sounded like a large percentage. She sighed. But there was no point in arguing with Aunt Beth, even though Hester was the least lazy person she knew. The memory of Hester’s face made Deb’s stomach turn another tumble and her hands grip tighter to the seat. She imagined leaping down and running all the way back, but she knew this to be an impossible gesture. Aunt Beth was insistent Deb was old enough and educated enough to be off her hands, and once Aunt Beth had an opinion, she would beat it into you, rather than take no for an answer.


‘Nearly there. Tidy yourself up, Deborah. Put on your gloves.’ Aunt Beth hooked up the blind with her finger and peered out of the window to see over the wet rumps of the horses.


Ahead of them the traffic had thinned.


‘Hart Street,’ Deb said, reading the sign aloud and admiring the painting of a white deer in a forest.


‘And St Olave’s, here on the corner.’ Aunt Beth pointed. ‘I expect you to see the inside of it as often as you can. Prayer will keep temptation away. Now, hurry up and straighten your cap.’


Deb tried to tug it down over her thick brown hair, which kept escaping in tendrils from the front.


‘Not like that! It’s all askew.’ Aunt Beth reached over to jerk it down. ‘Remember,’ she whispered, ‘no need to tell the Pepyses anything of your background. As far as they are concerned, your mother died of the smallpox.’


When it suited her, Aunt Beth was quite comfortable with the idea of lying, despite her dire warnings to Deb and Hester of the hell and damnation that awaited them for such a sin. But today Deb did not mind. The Pepyses were her chance, her ticket to a safe future, so she could pave the way for Hester.


But how would her sister fare on her own? Aunt Beth was as cold as a stone wall, and just as immoveable; Hester, the opposite – volatile as tinder. She’d go back for her, Deb vowed. And when she did, she would have made her way in society and Hester would have someone to look up to, and a proper home to come to – one with comfort and laughter and a smiling face to greet her.


A gust of rain startled her. Aunt Beth was calling, holding the carriage door for her to climb out.


Seething Lane. They were here already. Deb climbed out, ducking against the rain. She peered across to the towering Customs House, with its impressive stone frontage, and over broad gravelled pathways and manicured gardens. Beyond stood the offices and dwellings of the Navy Board, the brick-built houses of Henry’s reign, and the offices themselves – a weight of masonry that blotted out the sky. She quailed before their bulk.


I will not be daunted, she thought to herself. By the time Deb had glanced around, Aunt Beth was already making strides towards the residences in the west wing of the Navy Buildings. Deb drew herself up tall, smoothed down her skirts, and trying not to run, hurried after her.




Chapter Three


JANE, A BROAD-FACED SERVANT girl with narrow curious eyes, took their cloaks and gloves and hurried away to fetch the lady of the house, Mrs Pepys, while Deb and her aunt waited in the gilded parlour. Despite its grandeur, the Pepyses’ residence was gloomy, it being on the north side of the Navy buildings and lacking the sun. The parlour was so full of rugs and furniture, ornaments and pictures that Deb dare not move for fear of knocking something over.


Deb looked down at how the rain had speckled her skirts, and hoped they did not appear too creased from the journey. Aunt Beth had insisted she wore her best-quality grey linen; a tight-fitting bodice with the stiff busk that pushed her chest up high, as was the fashion amongst ladies. A deep kerchief of clean muslin covered the exposed gooseflesh. Feeling a little nervous, Deb tucked the kerchief more securely into her bodice.


She couldn’t help staring round at the hotchpotch of pictures and engravings on the walls: square cattle staring morbidly out of a landscape; a limp-necked pheasant reclining on a bed of grapes; maps of foreign towns and Roman ruins. So, like her, Mr Pepys must like history. People’s houses were fascinating. They told you so much about a person. All the time the grey London drizzle outside spotted the sooted window with dabs of light.


On a table near the door, three leather-bound books were piled carelessly open, one on top of the other. Deb longed to go and lay them straight but did not dare. Next to them, a blue-patterned bowl of wizened fruit accounted for the slightly sweet, decaying smell. One of the apples was bruised and brown and sported a ruff of white mould. Deb fought the urge to pick it out and throw it away.


From somewhere above, whispered voices echoed in the silence. ‘This?’ ‘No, not this cap, that one! And my best gloves, the ones with the lace!’ Deb recognised what must be Mrs Pepys by her slight accent, its rolling French ‘r’s. Aunt Beth had told her Mrs Pepys had been brought up in France.


Aunt Beth pretended she had not heard, but it seemed Deb was not the only one who wanted to make a good impression. When Mrs Pepys eventually arrived, in a froth of yellow silk and ribbon, and wearing the lace gloves, she eyed Aunt Beth nervously. ‘Well, here you are at last!’ She clapped her hands together. It was a curiously childlike gesture.


Aunt Beth stood ramrod-tall, introduced Deb, and Deb was obliged to drop a polite curtsey. All the while Mrs Pepys flustered from chair to chair, not sure where to sit them down. Her gaze flicked from one to the other, seemingly at a loss how to proceed with the conversation. Not so Aunt Beth, who, to Deb’s embarrassment, took charge by detailing all the things Deb would not do – ‘No cooking, no emptying chamber pots, no lighting fires, no sweeping hearths. And absolutely no scrubbing floors.’ All, of course, were things she had been expected to do at Aunt Beth’s.


Mrs Pepys appeared somewhat taken aback at this list, her finger to her lower lip in consternation, but Aunt Beth was insistent. ‘A companion. That was what was agreed. Four shillings a week and her board. And half of that to come to me for the upkeep of her sister still at home. I think you will find Deborah satisfactory. The school always found her a godly child, and her behaviour exemplary.’


Deb looked down at her feet, squirming under the onslaught of her aunt’s praise. Aunt Beth’s usual word for her was ‘contrary’, but now suddenly she was ‘exemplary’.


But Mrs Pepys fiddled with the lace that fluttered at her throat. ‘Of course,’ she said, about nothing in particular. ‘Quite so.’


‘You’ll get a servant to bring Deborah’s trunk up, will you?’ Aunt Beth said.


‘Oh. Yes, I’ll see if I can find someone …’ Mrs Pepys stood and backed hastily out of the room, calling, ‘Will? Can you come?’


A fair-haired young man appeared at the door, nib in hand, collar immaculately starched, and much too neatly dressed to be a servant. He looked harassed at being interrupted.


‘Will, this is Miss Willet, who is to be part of our household,’ Mrs Pepys said, not meeting his eyes. ‘Would you bring her things please – to the upper chamber?’


‘Yes, yes. Pleased to meet you, Miss Willet. I’m the clerk, Master Hewer. I work with Mr Pepys. When I’m allowed to get on with it, that is.’ He sighed. ‘Show me your trunk and I’ll bring it up.’


Mrs Pepys beamed round the room in relief. ‘Our serving boy won’t manage it, you see. And anyway, he’s out with Sam.’


After the trunk had been fetched, Aunt Beth prodded Deb to follow Will up the two flights of stairs to her chamber. Aunt Beth dismissed him cursorily, which made him cover a smile with his hand. Deb smiled back, earning a frown from Aunt Beth.


Her own chamber! Deb was elated. Though she had liked sharing with Hester, their room at Aunt Beth’s had been small and oppressive, and she never got enough peace to read and study. Hester was always wanting to do something, couldn’t be still for two minutes.


Aunt Beth ran a finger over the panelling and examined it with a grimace of disapproval. ‘I’ll leave you then,’ she said. ‘Get yourself washed and ready to do your duty.’


‘Yes, Aunt Beth. Mrs Pepys seems …’ What? Mrs Pepys gave the impression of a person who could not make up her mind. Even her sleeves did not match her bodice. ‘She seems very pleasant,’ Deb finished.


Aunt Beth wagged her finger. ‘Mind your tongue. It is not your place to make judgements, Deborah. Pleasant or not, they are your employers, and you will behave accordingly. Make sure you please Mr Pepys.’


Deb held out her arms towards her aunt for an embrace, not because she felt affection, but because she supposed that, after lodging with her aunt for six whole years, something more was required. ‘Thank you, Aunt Beth. I mean for taking us in. For looking after Hester.’


Aunt Beth gave a snort. ‘I’d no choice, had I?’ She turned away from the embrace and lifted her skirts, ready to go downstairs. ‘If you want to give thanks, make your father proud of you,’ she said, turning on the landing to look over her shoulder.


Deb gritted her teeth, swallowed back a retort. To do that, she would have had to have been a boy, like her brothers. Her father, despite travelling all over the Low Countries these last six years overseeing his exports in wool, had shown no interest whatsoever in visiting his daughters.


‘Please, give my love to Hester,’ Deb called, hanging over the banister. ‘Tell her I’m thinking of her. Embrace her for me, won’t you, and tell her I’ll write?’ But Aunt Beth was gone and there was no reply.


Below her, in the hall, Aunt Beth’s thin, reedy voice made effusive farewells to Mrs Pepys. After the bang of the door, the clop of horses’ hooves, a jangle of harness, then silence. Deb exhaled, rushed to look out of the landing window.


The carriage was turning the corner, and her old life, along with Aunt Beth, was getting further away every minute. She did not know whether to be glad or sorry. But then she looked up, over the leaded rooftops towards the Tower, its grey stone peaks floating eerily in the mist.


A thrill ran through her. So much history there: queens uncrowned – old Henry’s Anne, Lady Jane Grey. And under it, the royal menagerie of lions and bears. She imagined the prowling of hungry wild beasts in the dark caverns behind those walls, wondered whether traitors in the dungeons heard them roar.




Chapter Four


IN THE UPSTAIRS DINING ROOM, Elisabeth Pepys paused over her household accounts, quill aloft. Should she ask Miss Willet to look over them? She baulked at the idea, for though she dare not admit it to her husband, she was in awe of her new maid. Miss Willet seemed altogether too self-possessed, too quiet. She was like a little owl. Those pale grey eyes watching her with sidelong glances; she couldn’t tell what the girl was thinking. What she thought of her.


Elisabeth squinted over to the silver mirror where she could see the reflection of Deb, who was behind her, wiping over the glassware in the cabinet. And that tight-laced gown she was wearing showed off her figure too closely, Elisabeth thought. It would have to be remedied. Of course, Elisabeth told herself, she was glad to have someone; it had taken her long enough to persuade Sam that she needed a proper companion, not just a common or garden maid-of-all-work. All the other navy wives had lady’s maids as companions, except, of course, Lord Bruncker’s doxy, Abigail Williams, and she certainly did not count.


It had seemed a fine idea to ask for someone well educated, someone befitting Sam’s new station in life as chief victualler of the navy, but the trouble was, this girl was extremely well brought up. Her aunt had made it clear she had standards, and the girl had certain expectations. There were things she should not be asked to do. So now, instead of scrubbing the kitchen grates with Jane, she was polishing glasses that did not really need polishing.


Elisabeth had looked forward to imposing the rules of her household herself, so she had been somewhat deflated to find that the aunt had already done it. When Elisabeth had told the girl ‘No followers’, Miss Willet had sat down with a long-suffering look, as if she might have to listen to a long list, and when Elisabeth could not think of anything further, she, the mistress, had been left standing like a fool.


Elisabeth brought her mind back to the household accounts, added up the column of figures again, and guessed at the answer, writing it with a flourish. She was aware that she was trying to impress the maid, a quite ridiculous state of affairs. Why, that morning she had felt obliged to get up and get dressed straight away, so Miss Willet could help her arrange her hair. There’d be no more lounging around her bedchamber in her nightgown as she had always been wont to do.


Just at that moment, Miss Willet glanced over her shoulder and caught Elisabeth’s face in the mirror, staring. Elisabeth gave her a faint smile. What duties could she give the girl without offending? She couldn’t polish glasses for ever. She turned. ‘You may stop that now, Miss Willet. I need some diversion. You can read to me.’


‘Very well, mistress.’ Miss Willet gave the glass she was cleaning another wipe and placed it exactly in its row in the cabinet.


Elisabeth sent her up to fetch one of the French romances from her chamber.


‘This?’ Miss Willet asked, from the doorway, holding it up by finger and thumb as if it was something no person of quality would ever want to read.


‘Yes,’ Elisabeth felt heat rise to her cheeks, ‘it is good, is it not, to have a change from the classics from time to time? What are you waiting for? Begin.’


To give the girl her due, she read the romance prettily enough, with no stumbling over any of the words. Yet somehow her prettiness, her poise and her calm manner only served to irritate Elisabeth the more. But Lord, she couldn’t get rid of her now, not after she had begged and begged Sam for just such a maid. To outside appearances, the well-educated Deborah Willet was exactly what a lady required. Added to that, Sam’s great friend Mr Batelier had recommended her. No, she’d have to pretend to Sam she was in control of this girl, when she felt quite plainly she was not.


Of course, Sam never noticed; he was already describing the new maid to Will Hewer and the clerks as ‘our pretty little girl’, or ‘our Deb’, in a proprietorial way, despite her only having been in the house less than a day. It was just that, instead of adding to her status, somehow having Deborah Willet in the house made Elisabeth feel smaller.


Anxious to impress, Deb followed her new mistress as she flitted vaguely here and there in a rustle of ribbon and taffeta, alighting on first one thing then another. First, it was polishing, then reading out loud, but then Mrs Pepys changed her mind again and said, ‘You’d better check over my accounts. The sooner you learn household management, the better.’


‘Certainly, mistress,’ Deb said, exhaling a sigh of relief. She hurried over to the writing desk, but one glance was enough to see the reckonings were in frightful disorder. Deb bit her lip and cautiously picked up a quill.


The balance bore no resemblance to the actual figures, and pence were written in the pound columns. Multiple scratchings out made the pages look like spiders had made nests there. Oh my, what was she to do? Surely Mrs Pepys could not think these were correct? Deb glanced at Elisabeth, but Elisabeth was now engrossed in her novel. Deb had not been given permission, but she could not resist setting the figures in order. She double-checked her calculations and rewrote the columns on a new page in her tidy, precise hand.


‘Beg pardon, Mrs Pepys, but would you like me to lay them out for you? In a double-entry system?’ she asked. ‘I could write out a balance table, then all we would need to do is fill it in week by week. It would be very efficient, and—’


Mrs Pepys appeared at her shoulder and, seeing Deb’s alterations, shut the book in front of Deb with enough of a snap to make a draught. ‘Mr Pepys is very particular. He likes the accounts the way I do them.’ She pushed the book under her arm and hurried away, heels clattering down the stairs to the kitchen. Deb could not help feeling a little hurt.


In the afternoon, Elisabeth handed Deb some crewel-work cushions to embroider, and Deb, hoping to please, stitched meticulously.


Elisabeth watched Deb sewing for about two turns of the hourglass. ‘You’re very neat,’ she said. But it sounded like an accusation. After only a few more moments, Mrs Pepys laid her embroidery to one side and picked up her romance, waved it at Deb. ‘What do you think of it?’


Deb swallowed hard. Aunt Beth had taught her they were vulgar things, full of coy heroines and panting hearts.


‘Such a lovely story,’ Mrs Pepys continued. ‘Don’t you think so?’


‘Yes,’ Deb said meekly, aware that this was the right answer, ‘very diverting.’


Mrs Pepys waited a moment, expecting more, but Deb could not supply it. She could think of nothing else good to say of it. Deb just held tight to the edges of her cuffs with her fingers. The atmosphere grew strained, but Deb did not know what to do to ease it. Elisabeth stood up with a heavy sigh and left the room without a word.


Deb sagged. She’d failed. She did not know how to make this sort of conversation. Aunt Beth never let them talk of anything frivolous like books or music. She gave an inward groan. Mrs Pepys did not like her. She was certain of it.


In the afternoon, Mrs Pepys took Deb to walk by the Thames. Before they set off, Deb gave herself a talking-to. She would win over Mrs Pepys if it was the last thing she did. The alternative was being reduced to a maid-of-all-work in some backwater of her aunt’s choosing. For Hester’s sake, she could not afford to fail.


Mrs Pepys seemed afraid to be silent and kept up a constant chatter and exclamation as if to impress upon Deb her immense knowledge of the city – so much so, that, by the time they returned, Deb’s head was throbbing with names and places, directions and distances. All the while Deb followed her with eager-eyed attention, nodding and agreeing to everything, and smiling until her face ached.


‘Pouf! You’ve worn me out,’ Mrs Pepys said. ‘Would you go down and ask Jane to bring us some warmed ale?’ She sank into a chair near the fire.


With relief, Deb hurried down to the kitchen, where Jane, the kitchen-maid, was pounding up parsley and butter in a mortar. ‘Mrs Pepys requests refreshment please,’ Deb said. ‘Warmed ale, if you have it.’


‘Oh, I’m glad you’ve come at last,’ Jane said, managing to make it sound as though Deb had kept away on purpose. ‘It will be good for the mistress to have proper company.’ She lifted the copper pan onto the fire and stirred it. ‘Mr Pepys is so frequently out, and my mistress will talk on and on. Sometimes it’s hard for me to get anything done once she starts.’


‘Will Mr Pepys be back again later?’ Deb asked, curious about her new employer, who had bustled in earlier for his hat, in a great draught, like a ship caught in the wind. She had caught only a glimpse of a dark periwig, a flapping cravat, and very white stockings beneath a russet-coloured coat.


‘I expect so. He’s gone back to the Navy Offices. He’s dining out today, but if I know him, he’ll soon search you out when he comes home.’


She sounded disapproving of him. Mr Pepys had chucked her under the chin as he passed, saying, ‘How are we, little Deb?’ But he was in a mighty hurry and, as it was a question that hadn’t needed an answer, he hadn’t lingered to hear one.


‘I shall look forward to that,’ Deb said.


‘Aye, well that’ll be short-lived. You’ll soon be doing what I do, dodging out of his way. Keep your wits about you, is all I’m saying. And she—’ Jane gestured with her head to the parlour, ‘she’s that mop-headed she don’t know the half of it, so don’t you go telling her.’


Deb did not reply; what did Jane mean? She distracted herself by taking the tray of heated wine through and setting it down next to Mrs Pepys.


‘Tomorrow I may shop for a new nightdress,’ Mrs Pepys said dreamily, twirling a strand of hair around her finger. ‘My others are simply in tatters, and my dear Mr Pepys hates to wait while I choose. I have a fancy for something of French silk, with that new lace, the point de Bretagne everyone’s talking of. We shall go together, and to tell truth, we shall be merrier without him.’


‘Thank you, Mistress Pepys,’ Deb said.


‘You may call me Elisabeth.’ She pronounced it the French way, with a long ‘E’, and bowed her head as if it was a great concession. ‘And I shall call you Deb, as my husband does. Do you like the theatre?’


‘I have never been.’


Elisabeth’s mouth fell open. She threw up her hands. ‘Never been? Oh la! Then we shall have to remedy that. It is our chief entertainment! Three times a week we go, sometimes. I’ll talk to Sam and we’ll arrange it.’


True to his word, the next afternoon Mr Pepys collected Deb and her mistress from the draper’s at the temporary Exchange in a hired carriage, and they set off for the King’s playhouse. Brydges Street was so full of carriages all come for the play that they had to get out and walk down the darkening narrow passages and into the theatre. Mr Pepys stepped off to one side to converse with a large, broad-shouldered gentleman.


‘That’s Lord Bruncker,’ Elisabeth said. ‘He works with Mr Pepys at the Navy Office.’


Deb stared. Lord Bruncker was about Mr Pepys’ age but must have been impressively handsome once. He was tall, dark and lugubrious, unlike Mr Pepys, who was broader and somewhat short in stature, but bristled with a kind of restless energy. The woman who was with Lord Bruncker smiled at Deb with catlike eyes over her fan.


‘Is that his wife?’ Deb asked.


‘No. Nobody important.’ Elisabeth shook her head and tightened her lips in a manner that suggested she would like to say more but would not.


Lord Bruncker and Mr Pepys were in animated conversation, so they had to wait for Mr Pepys to catch them up. Deb could not help looking at the woman again, at her mass of sculpted jet-coloured curls, at her pale, almost bloodless skin. She was dressed in a dark-blue silk that shimmered despite the dull day, and a wrap trimmed with white fox fur. She certainly did not need to fish for stares. Despite the stir she was causing, she held her head like an aristocrat. Deb had never seen a more arresting-looking woman; it gave her a pinch of something like envy.


The woman saw her looking and approached Elisabeth, who folded her arms over her chest as if to keep her away. ‘Good afternoon, Elisabeth,’ the woman said with an amused smile. ‘Here again? I’ve heard the play is very good.’


‘Yes, though Mr Pepys has seen it already and says it is the saddest thing he ever saw.’


‘Then I wonder that he wants to suffer it again.’ The woman raised an arched eyebrow at Deb.


‘Oh, this is Deb Willet, my companion,’ Elisabeth said. ‘Deb, this is Mistress Williams. She used to be one of the players, but now she’s …’ Elisabeth was lost for words. She took a deep breath. ‘Can you believe it? This girl has never been to the theatre. We thought it might be amusing to bring her.’


‘Quite right.’ Mistress Williams turned the full force of her attention to Deb, who realised that, close-up, Mistress Williams was older than she appeared, and the hand on her fan was bony and wrinkled.


‘Have you been in London long?’ Mistress Williams asked.


‘Just a few days.’ Deb was shy under this imposing lady’s intense scrutiny.


‘You’ll soon get used to it. And my Lord B is one of your neighbours at the Navy Chambers; he and Mr Pepys see a lot of each other.’


‘Miss Willet was educated at Bow,’ Elisabeth said, grandly. ‘It is always good to converse with someone who knows the classics.’


‘Then perhaps she will have something to teach you, Elisabeth.’


Deb reddened; sensed the air thicken between the two women.


‘Ah, here come the gentlemen.’ Elisabeth glared at Mistress Williams and grasped hold of Deb’s arm to propel her forward.


Lord Bruncker and Mr Pepys arrived. ‘I was just about to offer your girl a tour of the Duke’s,’ said Mistress Williams.


‘Oh, what a good idea,’ Lord Bruncker said. ‘Nobody knows the Duke’s Playhouse like Abigail.’


‘Splendid,’ Mr Pepys said.


‘Then let her come as soon as the play’s ended,’ Mistress Williams said. ‘That will be the most suitable time. I can show her the new machinery and take her for a turn on stage.’


‘Don’t give our girl ideas, though,’ Mr Pepys said. ‘We’d like to keep her a little longer before she turns player!’


Everyone laughed politely, and Elisabeth dragged Deb away until they were out of earshot, then turned to her husband and hissed, ‘That woman! Madam Williams! She gets worse by the minute. I don’t know why Lord Bruncker insists on keeping her.’


‘Because he’s pressed for coin, that’s why. She has an income from somewhere, and he needs it. I’ve heard he has another mistress in Covent Garden, but he’s always favoured Abigail.’


‘She sticks to him like a leech, that’s why.’


‘Tush, she’ll hear us.’


Deb turned to look over her shoulder, and Mistress Williams, still watching, waved. Her gloved hand sparkled with rings.


‘I can’t bear the idea of her appropriating our Deb like that,’ Elisabeth continued. ‘You should have said no.’


‘I could hardly refuse, could I? Not with his Lordship right there?’


Deb tried not to listen, but the two carried on bickering about it until they were right inside the playhouse. From the narrow corridor, the theatre suddenly opened out into a broad auditorium with green baize-covered benches in semicircular rows. Deb looked about in amazement as the seats filled. She counted the heads and multiplied them by the number of rows. Five hundred and seventy-five, plus the boxes. And everyone so gaudy with their buttons and bows and swathes of embroidery. They jostled in amongst the rustle of satin and silk, and the reek of pomade and stale tobacco.


Lord Bruncker and Madam Williams took their places in a box where the late afternoon light picked them out in a golden glow. Deb thought her mistress, Elisabeth Pepys, was pretty enough and buxom, but Madam Williams had an intense dramatic beauty that kept drawing Deb’s eye. She was laughing, regaling Lord Bruncker with a tale that made him guffaw and look in their direction. Deb had the distinct impression they were jesting at Mr and Mrs Pepys’ expense.


A rap of a cane three times, and the audience strained to listen. From under the stage the viols began. Deb was totally transported from the moment the first note sounded. How clear the players’ voices were! The play was The Traitor by Mr Shirley, a tragedy. Deb drank in every word, her hands clutched damply to her skirts; it was as if she had a magic spyhole straight into the evils of the Medici court.


Aunt Beth had given her the impression that the Pepys household would be one of rigid restraint, but within two shakes, here she was in a playhouse, watching a play of scandalous adultery. Never in a month of Sabbaths would her aunt have condoned this.


During the final sword fight between Lorenzo and Sciarrha, Deb had to cover her face. Their bloody deaths wrung gasps from the audience. When it was all over Deb wiped her eyes and clapped her hands together until they were red. She looked to Mr Pepys and found him studying her with a puzzled and tender expression. His eyes met hers, and she lowered them, suddenly wishing he had not been watching her display of emotion. It seemed too intimate to show him her feelings that way.


‘Did you like it, my little Deb?’ he leant in to ask. His breath was damp on her cheek.


‘I did not know a play could be so … so real. So much like life.’


His eyes misted over. ‘Isn’t it the saddest thing you ever saw? But perhaps you are too young to know much about such ways of the world.’


Her legs felt shaky. She did not understand why her heart was hammering so hard. But a sense of loss threatened to overwhelm her. The grieving, keening women on the stage brought back to her the day her mother left them, the day everything changed. Her father’s closed face, telling her never to speak of her mother again.


‘She’s gone,’ Father had said, ‘and she’s never coming back.’


She had not believed him. How could it be true? She’d refused to believe it. Until she pulled open the closet door to reveal a row of empty metal hooks, and it emptied her lungs, like a blow to the ribs.


Mr Pepys interrupted her runaway thoughts with a hand on her arm. She started, looked into his troubled face, this stranger whom she barely recognised.


‘Never fear,’ he said softly, ‘I will bring you again. Next time perhaps we will find a comedy, something with fine music and dancing.’


She blinked. She had been about to cry.


‘Oh dear, I told you it was sad,’ Mr Pepys said. He took a kerchief from his pocket and pressed it into her hand.


‘I’m thirsty, Sam.’ Elisabeth’s sulky voice broke in on their conversation. She had been talking to an acquaintance and now seemed in a hurry to leave.


‘Then we’ll walk past The Cock on the way home. Come along, my lovely girls.’ And he took them both by the arm, one on each side. His fingers squeezed her hand a little too tightly. Probably being kind, given he’d seen she was moved to tears by the play. Nevertheless, instinctively, she inched further away.




Chapter Five


THE NEXT DAY, ELISABETH was ill in bed with a headache, and she asked Deb if she would take Fancy, her dog, out for a walk. Privately, Deb was relieved not to have to keep Elisabeth company and was looking forward to exploring the city.


Deb had always longed for a dog of her own, and Fancy was an adorable-looking Scottish terrier, with stubby, furry legs. But when Deb approached her holding the collar, Fancy growled and bared her teeth, and Deb had to whip her hand out of the way for fear of losing her fingers. Worse, once on the lead, Fancy gave her a baleful look and sat down stubbornly in the dirt. It took nearly a half-hour just to coax her up Thames Street. Perhaps she had not been walked very often, Deb thought.


Once on the embankment, Deb paused to look at the view, but a volley of hoarse barks in the distance made her turn. A woman with two children pulled them hastily out of the way as a big dog bore down on them in a blur of white. It came with frightening speed, back bristling, teeth bared.


‘No!’ Deb shouted, as Fancy leapt forward, yapping, tugging at the lead. Deb called Fancy back, but she was too late; the white dog’s eyes were fixed on the smaller dog. It opened its jaws wide.


‘Get away!’ shouted Deb, kicking out with her boot.


The dog clamped its teeth onto her toe as Fancy scuttled behind her skirts. She gave a jerk to free her boot from the slobbering mouth, and the dog dived after Fancy, hackles up. With horror, she saw it set its grip into Fancy’s shoulder. Fancy let out a piercing howl, then snapped back. The dog let go.


Deb put herself between them, shielding Fancy as best she could. ‘Home!’ she shouted, as her boot met the ribs of the big white dog.


‘Hey!’ There was the sound of running feet, and a man leapt in, grasped the white beast by the collar, and heaved it away.


‘I’ve got him,’ the auburn-haired young man said breathlessly. It was only then that Deb was able to properly see the bigger dog, a flabby-jowled bulldog with heaving hindquarters and a short stubby tail.


She crouched down to see if Fancy was hurt but had to snatch her hand away as Fancy, thoroughly excited, snapped and growled at her. Deb was mortified to see her shoulder had lost tufts of fur, and several tooth-marks oozed blood. Deb rounded on the young man. ‘Look what he’s done! Can’t you keep your blasted dog under control?’


She stood just in time to hear the white dog’s warning growl as it made to attack again. The collar slipped from the young man’s scrabbling hands before Fancy shot backwards out of reach, jerking Deb’s shoulder. Deb flailed, tried to keep her balance, but it was no use, and she toppled backwards onto the road, landing with a thud on her backside. ‘Of all the stupid—’


The white dog leapt. Deb gave a screech of warning. But the stranger was quick: he grasped the brute’s collar with both hands and dug in his heels, as the muzzle was inches from Deb’s nose.


‘For God’s sake! Get him on a lead, can’t you?’ Deb cried.


‘Are you all right?’ The young man was struggling to hang on as the dog still strained to get free.


‘Your dog’s an outright danger,’ she shouted, crawling to upright, trying to recover some dignity over the growls. ‘He just went for Fancy, for no reason at all! Dogs like that shouldn’t be allowed. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was rabid—’


‘Here! Chester!’


A skeletally thin man in a long black greasy coat and three-cornered hat was hurrying towards them.


The white dog immediately dropped down onto the pavement, head between paws in submission.


‘Thanks, mister,’ the man in the black coat said, slipping the looped lead through the collar. ‘Here, Ches.’ In a moment the dog was following, stubby tail curled between its legs.


Fancy barked at it in a frenzy, ears flapping, full of bravado now the teeth were facing in the other direction.


Deb brushed horse dung from her skirt, keeping a tight hold of Fancy’s lead.


The young man retrieved his hat from where it had fallen and pummelled it to get rid of the dirt. Now Deb had a chance to take him in. Tall, rangy, a bit older than her. Pale hands more used to books than labour.


He rubbed his palms together and then smoothed his unruly curly hair. ‘Not my dog.’ He shrugged. His tawny eyes met hers for a moment before he made her a small bow, replaced his hat on his head and strode away.


Not his dog? Then why had he …? Deb watched him go, chest full of anger. Why didn’t he tell her earlier it wasn’t his dog? But then, there’d hardly been time. The anger deflated. He’d stopped to help, she realised. She felt two inches tall.


She called after him, ‘Wait!’ but he was already about to round the corner. ‘Thank you,’ she called after him. He turned and grinned over his shoulder.


When they got home, Fancy shot inside and promptly pissed on the wainscot.


Elisabeth was in the hall in a moment, wafting her hands at the mess and the smell, and calling, ‘Poor Fancy, what’s the girl done to you? Come on out to Maman, now, good dog!’


But Fancy stayed behind the hall cupboard and wouldn’t be coaxed.


Deb felt obliged to get out the pail and scrubbing brush and rub rosemary oil over the floorboards to make them sweet, a task that was certainly on Aunt Beth’s ‘forbidden’ list. But aware of her precarious position as the ‘new lady’s maid’, she knew she must make amends.


All the time she sloshed and scrubbed, she was thinking of the young man. Not many men would have stepped in to tackle a dangerous dog like that. He had a pleasant face, not handsome, and one you might easily forget. Except for his lovely curling hair and nice broad smile.


Still, there was little point thinking of him. She was not going to do anything so foolish as to fall for the first man who crossed her path. Look what it had done to Mama. It had turned her from a rational, sensible woman into someone who couldn’t be trusted.


***


Meanwhile, next door at Lord Bruncker’s house, Abigail Williams took a note from the messenger boy. She was about to put it aside, expecting it to be a letter for Lord Bruncker, but to her surprise, it was her own name there on the envelope. Despite her worsening eyesight, she recognised the hand: the thick, hurried strokes of the spymaster, Piet Groedecker. So he was here again, in England. The plague and the fire had driven the vermin from the city, but now it seemed they were all coming back.


‘Wait,’ she said sharply to the messenger boy.


She cracked the seal and unfolded the letter. It was just two lines:




“South side, by St Paul’s square, dusk.


Mr Johnson”





‘Where does he live?’ she asked. ‘The man who gave you this?’


‘Don’t know, mistress,’ the boy said. ‘He stopped me in the street, gave me two farthing to bring it.’


‘Where?’ She grabbed the boy by the arm.


‘Ow! By the Exchange.’


‘Was he alone?’


‘Yes, mistress. I haven’t done anything, only brought the letter like he said to.’


She dismissed the boy. Poole, the maid, appeared just afterwards, her sleeves wet to the elbows.


‘Pardon, mistress, I was washing, I didn’t hear the door. Is there anything I can do?’


‘No. Nothing.’


Poole gave her a sympathetic look, then dipped her head and slipped away. She knew not to ask any questions. Abigail had made it quite clear that her employment depended on her discretion.


Abigail paced the floor. She did not want to meet Piet. Since the letter had come to dispatch Harrington, she had put Piet out of her mind, as if pretending the Dutch did not exist would make them go away. She sat down and put her head in her hands, rubbed her eyes. She was bone-tired. When night came all she wanted to do was to rest her head on Lord B’s shoulder, listen to the comfort of his snores and fall into oblivious sleep. She did not want to deceive him by creeping from his bed and searching his papers. Lately, with no Dutch presence in the city, she had become lax, and, unable to prick herself to stay awake, she had left his correspondence alone.


But now this. She had known, really, that it could not go on. Not while she was collecting her monthly payments from the Dutch. She needed the money for Joan’s mercury medicine, if her daughter would even take it, which she doubted. She set aside the thought of Joan. It was too painful and brought too much disturbance in its wake.


Piet’s message had to be obeyed, and more trouble would come if she did not go; though she hoped it was not to be another assignment like Harrington. She could not stomach another so soon.


Abigail put on a broad-brimmed hat and tied a muslin over her nose and mouth to keep out the dust. She slipped pattens over her shoes and set off on foot, with Poole following like a limp shadow a few paces behind. On the ground, getting around the city was difficult. There was so much rubble from the fire, and from rebuilding, that travelling by carriage through the centre of town was well-nigh impossible.


She had left Lord Bruncker a note to say she was auditioning for a new play. He would be disappointed when he got home to an empty house. He was getting difficult to deceive, more concerned for her welfare. On a whim, she stopped at the hosier’s and ordered new stockings for the winter. She asked for the tops to be embroidered with little bees, a tribute to a private joke between her and Lord Bruncker, whom she always called Lord B, and he in turn jokingly called her his Queen Bee. She imagined his amusement to find the bees next time he lifted her skirts. She liked to surprise him in little ways. You had to work hard, she thought, to keep a man happy.


At St Paul’s yard, the booksellers and pamphleteers had begun to re-congregate in makeshift wooden shelters around the ruined crater of the church, so a throng of people had gathered there for the evening printing of the news-sheets. The weight of a hand on her shoulder made her whip round. It was Piet. How had he crept up on her like that? It put her at a disadvantage.


‘Well met.’ She greeted him with a calmness she did not feel. Even though she’d heard from her network of contacts that her cheating husband was dead, the sight of his pale-cheeked Dutch friend in his high fall-collar always turned her stomach.


‘Wait for me over there,’ she said to Poole, who melted away towards the crowd at the bookstalls. Piet took Abigail’s arm and guided her away from the area of St Paul’s and into a low-beamed tavern, where he led her to the darkest recess away from other drinkers. He settled his long frame into the seat, folding his stockinged legs under the table. Abigail marvelled at how such a tall man could still remain so inconspicuous.


A girl appeared with a tray and Piet ordered ale for them both.


‘Well? You know why I’m here,’ he said. His voice held the barest trace of accent and was almost benign, but his pale, watchful eyes were as cold as oysters. ‘You’ve been suspiciously quiet.’


‘It’s harder lately, you know it is.’


‘So tell me,’ he said.


‘What did you expect? Your sneaky foxes destroyed the English fleet. Is it any wonder the Navy Board are on edge? Lord Bruncker trusts me, but I still need to be careful; keep up my usual activities, appear in a play every now and then. Not to, would arouse suspicion.’


‘We’ve been concerned,’ Piet said, examining his fingernails. ‘Lately we have not received a single transcript from you. Perhaps you are getting too old to be of use.’


‘I’ve survived this long because I am wily,’ she countered, ‘and I’ve made myself accepted. That can only be done over time. It takes time to build trust – you know that. I’m more use to you now than ever.’


‘Hmm. Yet you have sent us nothing from Bruncker’s office, or from Pepys’,’ Piet said. ‘You expect me to believe you; that you share a bed with a man from the Navy Treasury and yet you cannot tell us a single thing about how many ships they’ve commissioned? Or if another war fleet is being prepared?’


‘I told you – after the fiasco in the Medway, the English Navy can’t afford more ships.’


‘One of our other agents disagrees. He says that Charles only made peace to keep our warships in Dutch waters and stop the French occupying the Spanish Netherlands. That it’s a false peace. That he’s still rebuilding ships to come against us. We need to know if it’s true.’


He placed one of his cool hands over hers on the table; she did her best not to recoil.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Bruncker is cheek by jowl with Pepys. He must know something. You should press him more, withdraw your favours. Or is the rumour true, that Bruncker looks elsewhere for a warm bed these days?’


She pulled her hand away. ‘No. He’s with me nights. Your rumour is false.’ She would not let him glimpse how much his words had wounded her.


‘I need facts and figures. Proper writs of information.’


‘Lord, Piet, these are not petty politicians you speak of. Lord Bruncker’s no fool. He’s a man of fierce intelligence. Nothing escapes him. Do you really expect me to take chances?’


‘You can talk to him, can’t you?’


‘Yes, but he’s obsessed, wants to play all night with his mechanical devices. When he’s not, he spends his evenings at the Royal Society, instead of working, and he doesn’t bring home as many documents as he used to.’


‘Pepys?’


‘Pepys is hard to get to. Though he is loose with the ladies, he fears to offend his navy friend by consorting with me.’


The spiced ale arrived and Abigail picked up the horn spoon to stir it. She must rally her forces. She was defensive. Her neck was damp with sweat. Perhaps Piet was right, and she was too old to be doing this any more. Treason was a lucrative but dangerous business. She had a sudden yearning for peace, for a retreat in the country, lush green fields, soft grass. To get away from the stench of burning that still hung over the city.


‘If you can’t tempt billy-goat Pepys, you must be losing your appeal, my dear,’ Piet said.


‘Lord Bruncker seems well satisfied.’


‘Indeed. Something warns me that little liaison is altogether too comfortable.’ He raised his eyebrows at her.


The spiced ale was bitter; she let the grainy liquid wash round her mouth. He was right, though she would not admit it. She had made the fatal error of every spy. She had let Lord Bruncker grow in her affection. It was hard not to like someone who professed his admiration for you every day, and with whom you shared a bed night after night. Lord B, besides being one of the great minds of London, was a very attractive man and she liked him. She did not dare think the word ‘love’.


But if she ceased to use her position to gain intelligence for the Dutch, then Piet, or De Witt’s men, would finish her. De Witt was a wily politician and his Dutch intelligence service was second to none. Even our own, she thought bitterly. For twenty years she had navigated the dark underbelly of London, the networks of linkmen and forgers, plotters and double-dealers. Not to mention the trepanners; the men who would shoot a hole in your skull and be gone as quick as the wisp of smoke from their pistols.


Piet watched her a moment over the rim of his cup. ‘So, you can’t get near Pepys himself. Sounds unlikely, given what I know of him. You have not managed to make a friend of Mrs Pepys?’


‘I am doing my best,’ she said, ‘but Mrs Pepys does not like me. She finds me too outspoken, and the fact I am Lord B’s mistress offends her stuffy Huguenot morality. Lord knows, I have tried numerous ways to befriend her, but she will have none of it.’


‘Well, you must find a way. It is two months since you copied us any useful documents. We need lists of armaments and cannon. The names and tonnage of the ships that are being rebuilt that might come against us. Which hulls are being refitted and whether new frigates are being built at Deptford or Chatham. De Witt’s advisers are suspicious of your sudden silence. The word is out that you might have been tempted to give information about our network to the King’s petticoat-men.’


‘I would never do that.’


He shrugged. ‘The De Witts inform me that if we receive no profitable news from you this month, then I am to stop your purse. Of course, you understand what that means.’


She knew. It was not just her purse that would be stopped. She had stopped Harrington’s mouth herself when he tried to bleat and run, and he wasn’t the first.


There might be a way. A face sprang to mind – Elisabeth Pepys’ new maid, Miss Willet. She was someone who looked like she needed to find her way in the world. There was intelligence in her eyes, and self-possession. Educated, too. Did she have enough courage though to spy on her master? Abigail did not know. She sighed. It was a foolhardy notion. She put the idea aside.


‘Tell the De Witts that their concern is unfounded,’ she said. ‘I’ll let you have something by the end of the month.’ It was a promise she was uncertain she could keep.


Piet saw it. ‘For your sake, I hope so. And Abigail, have a care. It does not pay to get close to your subjects. Lord Bruncker may indeed be the paragon you say he is, but remember, he is still your enemy. He is not your paymaster, the Dutch are. He would be the first to shout treason if you were discovered.’


‘You think I don’t know the risks? After all these years?’


Piet raised his eyes from his cup to look at her. ‘I sincerely hope so.’


‘How long are you in London this time?’ she asked him, changing the subject, to try and lighten the mood.


‘I have other business here too, so a month or more before I go back to Holland.’ He gave her a penetrating stare, the stare of a bird of prey that made her throat tight. ‘There are a few … loose ends. I must clear them up before I can return.’


Something was wrong with the way he said those words. Her heart banged with fear. She suddenly understood with visceral certainty.


Should she fail to produce what they wanted, he was to be her assassin.


He rose and threw a smatter of coins onto the table before he pressed his steeple hat onto his head and strode away. She heard the jangle of the bell on the door and exhaled. She reached to gather the coins.


Guilders. Dutch guilders. He was reminding her who paid her. Quickly, she scooped them out of sight, her face burning beneath the white powder.




Chapter Six


October


FOR THE LAST TWO WEEKS DEB had barely had a single moment alone. She had been obliged to accompany Samuel and Elisabeth Pepys into the country to stay with Mr Pepys’ tedious relatives. The weather had been unremittingly wet and windy, and the whole expedition had made her mistress even more cross and difficult to please.


On Deb’s return, the Pepyses’ house seemed even more disordered in contrast to life in the country. The household was chaotic; Elisabeth’s attention scattered. People came and went from Mr Pepys’ office at odd hours; his boy servant was in and out with messages meaning doors were opening and closing all day. It made Deb feel rickety, as if the ground was unstable beneath her feet. She longed to set everything neat and tidy, to keep it controlled, the way it had been at school, where tradition established the way everything was done. But here, new ideas jostled upon new ideas, one new thing piled upon another. New books, new decorations, new acquaintances.


While Elisabeth dealt with her stack of correspondence, Deb sat down to write to Hester. At least that was one good thing about working for the Pepyses –Hester was at school at last, and her letters to Deb were full of enthusiasm for her new activities and the sheer relief of being away from Aunt Beth for most of the hours of the day.


Deb hesitated, her pen dripping a blob of ink onto the paper. What could she tell Hester? Aunt Beth read all their letters. She did not dare tell Hester she was struggling to find common ground with Mrs Pepys, and besides, what if her mistress caught a glimpse of what she was writing? But Elisabeth was dreamily staring out of the window, quill feather pressed to her bottom lip.


Actually, Deb mused, it was only Elisabeth who did not like her. Mr Pepys was worryingly familiar. A knock at the front door interrupted her thoughts. She went to answer it and found a messenger boy with a letter.


She left him waiting at the door, and as she returned, Elisabeth held out her hand, ready to take the letter.


‘Beg pardon, mistress,’ Deb said, staring at her own name written in an elegant sloping hand. ‘It’s for me.’


‘You?’ Elisabeth frowned. ‘I thought you didn’t know anyone in London.’


‘I don’t.’ Deb opened it, then stared in surprise. ‘It’s from Mistress Williams. Mr Pepys agreed she could show me around the Duke’s Playhouse. She’s wanting to arrange a time.’


‘Oh, her.’ Mrs Pepys wrinkled her nose. ‘You must decline. Tell her we have too many engagements. She’s too late, anyway. Mrs Knepp and Miss Gwynn took us round the King’s only a few weeks ago. Surely that’s quite enough greasepaint and powder for any young woman.’


Elisabeth stood and took the paper out of Deb’s hand, and before she could argue scrawled a few words of reply. ‘I’ve apologised and told her I can’t spare you this month.’


Deb hid her disappointment. She had enjoyed the last tour, but, more than that, Mistress Williams intrigued her, and she was flattered that she had remembered her and asked for her personally.


Mistress Williams, however, was not to be put off so easily. The next day she called at Seething Lane in person with Lord Bruncker at her side, so Elisabeth was cowed into agreement. After the pair had gone, Deb had to suffer Elisabeth’s disapproval, which hung over them all morning like a black cloud. So black, it was a wonder it did not stain the linen, Deb thought, as she kept her head down and hem-stitched pillowcases.


‘I suppose you will have to go, Deb,’ Elisabeth said eventually, ‘though I’d hoped you would accompany me to the Exchange tomorrow. But I know Sam won’t be pleased if we offend his Lordship.’


‘Will you come too?’


‘Absolument pas.‘ Elisabeth jerked as she stabbed the needle into her thumb. ‘Ouf! No, I shall go to my tailor’s. I need some new sleeves, and I have no wish to spend time with that trumped-up whore. And I beg you, close your ears to all her gossiping nonsense.’


You’re a fine one to lecture me on gossip, thought Deb, considering what went on at Mr Unthank’s. The tailor’s was a place where well-to-do ladies like Elisabeth picked over the characters of everyone they knew, just as if they were unpicking seams.


Deb hurried light-footed to the theatre through the grey streets, following a scribble of a map from Jane in the kitchen. She was jubilant, partly with excitement, and partly with the freedom of being out and about without her mistress. With Elisabeth, she always felt as if she was doing something wrong, and the harder she tried to make everything perfect, the more Elisabeth found fault in it.


When she got to the theatre, Mistress Williams was full of smiles. ‘Miss Willet! Or may I call you Deb?’


Mistress Williams was immaculately dressed as before, but this time in a green silk robe with scarlet trim, her waist nipped in so tight she looked as though she could barely breathe, and sporting a large expanse of white powdered flesh above the neckline. The doorman knew her and let them go through, threading through the benches until they stood gazing into the pit, where wooden stools had been set out for the musicians, each one with a candle-stand beside it.


‘How do you like it at the Pepyses’?’ asked Mistress Williams.


‘Well. Though it is all so different from Bromley. I am not quite used to the city yet, and the way of life. But it is very kind of Mrs Pepys to take me on.’


‘Kind? Oh, I think they have a very good bargain.’ Mistress Williams smiled and tilted her head to look quizzically at her. Deb blushed and cast her eyes aside and then up to the covered ceiling, where the small open hole designed to provide light, showed rainclouds looming above.


‘Keep your fingers crossed it stays fine. Come.’ Mistress Williams lifted up her skirts to reveal fine embroidered shoes. ‘Take care, these steps are steep.’


Once on the stage they turned to look out over the greasy stubs of candles on the lip of the boards, and out into the rows of benches. The Duke’s theatre was a more modern building than the King’s. It had been recently converted from an old tennis court, with glittering gilded columns and embossed leather wall-hangings. The back of the stage was festooned with ropes and pulleys like a ship, and iron winding machines stood in the wings for winching scenery onto stage.
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DEBORAH SWIFT






