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To Polly with love


Chapter 1

August 1666

London

Cornelius had coughed and snored like a pig all night and I’d been forced to leave the marital bed in the small hours. No sooner had I crept into my daughter, Harriet’s, bed and drifted off, with her sharp little knees rammed into my back, the twins started. At seven months old one or other of them is always wailing and by the time I’d fetched their nursemaid they’d worked themselves into a rare old state. It was near dawn before I slept again.

In the morning, there’s a sultry tension in the air that forewarns of a thunderstorm. Tired and ill-tempered, I retreat to the parlour and sit by the window watching the world shuffle by in the sticky heat and dust of Fleet Street.

My life isn’t at all what I’d had in mind two years before when Cornelius came courting me with promises of fine dresses and trips to the playhouse. I’m bored, bored, bored for want of entertainment and would even welcome a visit from my irritating stepdaughter, Susannah. The plague has returned again with the hot weather. The theatres are closed and it’s still unwise to visit any places where people gather together, quite putting a stop to any little shopping expeditions.

I doze, my forehead pressed against the windowpane, until a piercing cry starts me awake. I jump up with my heart pounding. Ear-splitting screams come from above and then the clatter of clogs thundering down stairs. The front door crashes open and leaning out of the window I see the children’s nurse run into the street below, waving her arms and screaming her silly head off. In the mood to give her a good shaking, I set off to follow her and collide with our maid.

‘Oh, Mistress …’ Jennet covers her face with her hands and bursts into noisy tears.

My three older children crowd behind her, shrieking and pinching each other as they fight to be first through the doorway.

‘What is it, Jennet? For pity’s sake, can’t that nursemaid keep any control over these children? Whatever must I do to be allowed two minutes peace?’

‘It’s the black boils, Mistress,’ Jennet says, her eyes tragic.

I give up attempting to pry five-year-old John’s sticky fingers from my silk skirt. ‘Who?’ I whisper.

‘The Master.’ Fat tears roll down Jennet’s pockmarked cheeks.

My knees give way as terror closes up my throat. My husband has been struck down by the pestilence and I spent half the night in bed with him. What if I’ve caught it too and have passed it to the children? There isn’t a second to lose.

‘Didn’t I beg Cornelius time and again to let us move to the country away from the noxious air?’ I wail. ‘We must leave at once!’

‘I’m going to fetch Miss Susannah,’ says Jennet.

‘There’s nothing she can do for her father now, except catch it herself.’

Jennet scurries away but I’ve no time to worry about my step-daughter. ‘Harriet and Matthew, run upstairs and fetch the twins. Quickly now!’

John, upset by the commotion, howls as I grasp his hand and pull him upstairs.

I peer through the doorway at my husband prostrated upon the bed and he turns slowly to look at me with fever-bright eyes, his face slicked with sweat.

‘I’m so sorry, Cornelius,’ I whisper. I’m overcome by a sudden surge of pity and regret. It’s been a disappointing marriage but I’ve become surprisingly fond of him. But it’s no good looking back and the most important thing now is to find a place of safety for the children.

Hurrying into Cornelius’s study, I take a knife to the lock of his money chest and scoop out the coins. If he doesn’t recover he’ll have no need of them and, if he does, he’d want me to have them.

I snatch clothes at random out of the chest in the children’s chambers and tie them into a bundle, stopping to listen as an insistent banging comes from downstairs.

Matthew and Harriet appear, each carrying one of the twins and we run helter-skelter downstairs and into the sulphur and rosemary-scented gloom of the apothecary shop. The street door reverberates with hammer blows. Shocked to the core, I realise that it’s being nailed shut.

‘Let us out!’ I shout, rattling the latch in a panic.

The hammering stops and a man’s voice answers. ‘I’m the Watchman and you’re in quarantine, Missus.’

The stuffed crocodile hanging from the ceiling stares balefully at me with glass eyes and I shiver. ‘You can’t shut us up. We’re not sick!’
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