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To Squiggle


A list of persons to be found in this book

John Grey – Myself. A lawyer, of sober habits but in no way a Puritan in spite of what you may be told by . . .

Aminta, Lady Pole – née Clifford, my childhood friend and tormenter, now a writer of plays much admired by . . .

Mr Samuel Pepys – frequenter of the theatres, fondler of actresses and Clerk at the Navy Office, the loyal creature of . . .

The Duke of York – Lord High Admiral, almost-secret Papist and brother to . . .

His Most Gracious Majesty, King Charles II – lately restored to his rightful place on the throne of England, Scotland, Ireland and (theoretically) France, well served by his Minister . . .

Henry Bennet – occasionally my employer, newly ennobled as Lord Arlington and appointed Secretary of State, with responsibility for detecting Treason as is . . .

Mr Joseph Williamson – Arlington’s assistant and the only person in this narrative, other than myself, to be wholly trusted, the least dependable including . . .

Sir Samuel Morland – another assistant, formerly an employee of the now disgraced and posthumously beheaded Lord Protector Cromwell, duplicitous beyond any description I can give or you might believe, as is . . .

Father Horncastle – purportedly a priest, who uses many aliases, including my own name for reasons which will become apparent, who may be in the pay of the Dutch (our enemies) or the Spanish (our other enemies) and who claims to have information that will bring down both the Duke of York and his father-in-law . . .

Edward Hyde, Lord Clarendon – the Lord Chancellor, long-time companion-in-exile of the King and enemy of . . .

The Duke of Buckingham – a somewhat fickle favourite of the King and good friend of his mistress . . .

Barbara, Lady Castlemaine – the chief (but to her great annoyance not the only) mistress of his Majesty, a friend of actors, such as . . .

Patrick Callingham – a member of Lady Pole’s company as is . . .

Charles Fincham – who is unfortunately dead before the story even begins.


Prologue

London – Summer 1665

Jem wrapped his scarf more securely round his face and, in the dancing torchlight, surveyed the desolation before him. This wasn’t the sort of work he usually did, but it was work. Regular paid work. And there was little enough of that in London at the moment, what with most of the big houses shut up and all of the gentry fled to the country. It wasn’t heavy work either – not like ploughing or haymaking. And it was, you might say, a permanent position, in the sense that it would probably keep him in bread and ale until he died. Jem cautiously pulled the scarf down a couple of inches and repeated the invitation that he had been making all night to the citizens of London.

‘Bring out your dead!’ he called at the top of his voice. ‘Bring out your dead!’

The wagon behind him creaked and groaned as it rolled slowly through the grassy streets, its wheels grinding against the cobbles. It was full, but not too smelly, because they were doing regular collections now and usually got the customers loaded before they started to rot or fall apart too much. You wanted to get them into the cart and out of it again in one piece if you could. Of course they couldn’t complain about poor service, being as they were in various stages of putrefaction, but it was a matter of professional pride to Jem that head, body, arms and legs should if possible all go into the same pit, to be reunited in whatever manner God ordained on Judgement Day.

The light from the torches cast a hellish red glow over the lower floors of the shuttered houses. The upper storeys merged into the blackness of the night. No living creature stirred at this hour – not so much as a cat or dog. Jem hadn’t seen a cat or a dog for weeks, not since the Lord Mayor had wisely ordered a cull. There were plenty of rats, mainly on account of the lack of cats and dogs, but the cull had been necessary to make the city safe from the pestilence that was now in its third or fourth month – it was tricky saying when it had all started because for a long time nobody had wanted to admit that the Plague was in London, less still that it was in their own house, and the first deaths had been attributed quite imaginatively to all manner of causes. Two groats and a glass of ale got you a death certificate saying ‘consumption’ or ‘impostume of the head’, as you preferred; and coffin makers knew better than to enquire about why the deceased (cause of death: ‘teeth’) was quite so spotty. But Plague wasn’t something that could be kept secret for very long. When twenty people died of toothache in the same parish in the same week, folk began to smell a rat. Certainly nobody who strayed into London now could be in any doubt at all that things were not quite as they should be. Houses sealed up. Red crosses on the doors. And an all-pervasive smell of rotting flesh from the ones that nobody had found yet. On the plus side, there was plenty of work in new trades such as Searchers of the Dead and pit diggers and, of course, cart attendants.

‘Bring out your dead!’ Jem repeated, then, remembering the more artistic part of his duties, he rang the large brass bell that he carried.

Clerkenwell, where Jem came from, was reportedly now as bad as here in Westminster. The Plague was everywhere. He sometimes wondered about his family, whether they were still alive. Since he had become a dead-cart attendant, they didn’t ask him to visit so much. At the present rate, everyone would be dead soon everywhere. London would be one big pit of festering corpses, and the last man standing would have to shovel earth over his own head.

He gave the horse’s reins a tug, not because there was much point in going faster, but because as the captain of this little team he had to assert his authority from time to time, even if it was only with the horse. On either side of the cart, bearing the flickering torches, tramped Bill and Dick, their faces also covered to protect them from the invisible miasma that, everyone knew, spread the disease. Jem had additionally a bag of cloves round his neck, which he’d been sold as an infallible defence. He was also chewing tobacco because somebody had put round a rumour that no tobacconist had died since the Plague had begun. Trade in tobacco had increased ten-fold and Jem suspected he knew where the rumour had started. Well, he might as well spend his money on that than save it for a rainy day. No point in dying with silver in your purse. He’d need to remind Bill and Dick to check the pockets of the customers on the cart, though he suspected that they had already done so privately before they loaded up. Takings had dropped since Dick joined the team, and Jem reckoned he knew why. Lifting money after the corpses had been carried out, and Jem was watching, was a sort of tip for good service. Lifting money inside the house, when Jem was busy looking after the horse, was simply wrong in every possible way. Then there was that woman they pitted yesterday. Jem was sure that she’d had a ruby brooch at her throat, but Bill and Dick had said they’d seen nothing at all – maybe a spot of blood? Spot of blood! They must think he was born yesterday.

‘A couple more over there,’ said Jem, halting the horse by an alleyway. ‘Fetch ’em onto the cart.’

Dick peered into the shadows. He could just make out two dark shapes. ‘We’re full, ain’t we?’

‘Always room for a couple of small ones,’ said Jem charitably.

The two bodies were propped against the wall, as if sleeping off the effects of too much ale, but their wide-open eyes gave evidence that they were not slumbering. Closer inspection revealed that one had the pink face and black fingers you often saw in customers. The other seemed untouched, except he was also dead. That was how it went. You never could tell exactly what the Plague would do to you.

The pink-faced man was starting to bloat up a bit and maybe had been there a little longer than the City Ordinances recommended. But the other looked fresh enough. They carried the fresh one first and dumped him face up on the cart, where he lay with his mouth wide open to the stars. They’d discussed a lot whether face up or face down was more respectful, though customers packed better if you did some one way and some the other. Bill looked at Jem, as if hoping he’d let them off the second one, but Jem shook his head.

‘I said, both of them. He’ll go on nice if you do him face down on top of the shoemaker’s wife. Look lively, now.’

‘Can’t we leave him for the next cart?’

‘No. I told you: fetch him over here. He’s not going to get better.’

‘It’s all right for you. You don’t have to touch him. The other one felt a bit . . . damp.’

‘Damp? There’s been no rain for weeks. Just get on with it. Unless you’d prefer to starve on the street. Plenty of others queuing up for a job like yours. Regular hours. No heavy lifting.’

‘He may not be heavy but he’ll fall apart if we move him.’

‘He’ll certainly fall apart if you don’t.’

Jem leaned against the cart and watched carefully as the last corpse was loaded. The man balanced corpulently on top of the heap, inflated by gases within but still in one piece. If there was money on either of those two, Jem thought to himself, he was having his share this time. And a share in the price of that ruby if he could prove Bill had taken it.

‘Time to go to the pit, lads,’ he said. ‘We’re full now.’

In fact they picked up another three as they trundled onwards to the nearest of the new Plague pits in Tothill Fields, the cool night air on their faces. It wasn’t bad work, if you could just keep healthy yourself.

Jem oversaw the unloading, holding both of the torches aloft, watching carefully to see whether the other two found anything worth pocketing.

‘Gently now!’ he called, from a safe distance. ‘These are Christian men and women. Have some respect there.’

Dick nodded as he and Bill tipped the cart, then respectfully prodded the bodies off with long poles, rolling them onwards into the dreadful chasm. One by one they dropped over the edge and joined their fellow citizens in the deep blackness below.

‘Wait!’ called Jem suddenly.

There was something odd about that last one. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Something he had spotted as the body performed its final turn before being flicked on its way to eternal rest. Something that caught the orange light of the burning brands. Something that had impeded the customer’s proper rotation. Something, in summary, that should not have been there. All three looked down from the edge of the muddy chasm at one body amongst the hundreds that lay below them in every possible posture.

‘What’s that thing sticking out of his back?’ Jem demanded.

‘I’m not going down into that pit just so you can have the knife,’ said Dick. ‘It can’t be worth more than a shilling.’

‘That’s not my point,’ said Jem. ‘I mean, why is there a knife sticking out of that customer’s back?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Dick. ‘Could be all sorts of reasons.’

‘Get him back up here.’

‘Why?’

‘He don’t belong there.’

‘But he’s dead, ain’t he?’

‘Yes.’

‘And that’s a grave, ain’t it?’

‘Yes.’

‘So, what’s wrong with that?’

‘That pit,’ said Jem, ‘is for customers who’ve died of the Plague. You don’t get to be buried there – free and at the City’s expense – if you’ve died of something else. Stands to reason. Everybody would die of the Plague if you allowed that.’

‘What if we didn’t notice the knife? We didn’t see it in the dark – not until he landed on his front. And that’s the honest truth.’

‘So you say. Well, we have all seen it now, haven’t we? More than my job’s worth to bury him here.’

‘We could just chuck another customer or two on top of him . . .’

‘No.’

‘You fetch him out then,’ said Dick bravely. ‘If you want him so much, you do it.’

‘You threw him in. You fetch him out,’ said Jem.

The logic was irrefutable. So, with a very bad grace, and trusting in the light cast by two now guttering torches, Dick lowered himself carefully into the pit and began the joyful process of resurrection.


Chapter One

A part from the Plague, it is a perfect summer’s day.

From here, from this high, breezy casement looking out over Lincoln’s Inn Fields, the sky is a deep, untroubled blue. The trees have long since passed from their pastel spring green to the rich dark foliage of midsummer. The pale, brittle, sun-scorched grass crackles underfoot. Heat trickles visibly from the stone paths. You can almost feel it from up here, through this wide-open window with its tiny, diamond-shaped leaded panes.

‘Mr Grey?’

Far below me, a small black figure begins to trudge across the broad expanse of bleached-out grass. He pauses and wipes his brow, but I cannot see his expression. I am curious about that.

‘Mr Grey?’

The man looks around him, then his legs seem to crumple and he falls to the ground. I wait to see if anyone will go to his aid, but nobody does. But I wasn’t expecting anyone to do so. Welcome to London in the summer of 1665.

‘Mr Grey, I think you might give me a little attention in view of the money I am paying you. Mr Grey, I am most displeased.’

I turn from the bright sunshine and let my eyes adjust to the gloomy shade of my room. My displeased visitor is seated by my cold, dusty fireplace in a well-cushioned chair. He is plump and rural and red-faced, and he is still slightly out of breath from his ascent to my chambers. The dust of the Essex road is on his clothes, for he has not tarried at an inn before coming to see me. He wishes to conclude his business and be gone as soon as he reasonably can. I think that the presence of the Plague in London worries him more than a little.

‘Mr Grey,’ he demands, ‘have you been listening to a single word that I have said to you? You appear regrettably distracted. You seem to think that the view through your window is of greater interest than your clients. Clients on whom you depend for your living, sir. Well, let me tell you that I have no intention of paying your outrageous fees if you treat me with such disdain and . . .’

I hold up my hand.

‘What?’ he says.

‘In 1601,’ I say, ‘your grandfather, William Ruggles, made a will leaving his estate to the male heirs of his body, named as John, Christopher and Andrew. In 1602 your father, George Ruggles, was born. On the death of your grandfather in 1642, the will was unaltered and John and Andrew held that, being the only named heirs surviving, the estate should be split between them in equal parts. Your father argued that he was nonetheless a male heir, for all that he had not been named, and threatened to take his brothers to court for his rightful share of one third, Christopher having died unmarried, albeit with four bastard children who, being too poor to be able to afford the services of a lawyer, need not detain us further. Am I correct so far?’

‘You have a good memory, I grant you . . .’

‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘I do indeed have a good memory. What else did you tell me? I think you said next that your father was, after much discussion, offered, and may well have accepted, one quarter of the estate as a compromise, while the other two surviving brothers took three eighths each. Without any written record being made of this agreement, your father departed for the wars then afflicting this country and perished at the siege of (I believe you said) Hull, though frankly it would have made no difference in law if it was Bristol or Vienna. He left his entire estate to you, which you argue should, in the absence of any extant agreement to the contrary, be the one third of your grandfather’s estate originally claimed. The case is complicated by the sequestration of the estate of John Ruggles by Parliament in 1650 and a counter-claim by him that you promised, in the event that the King should not restore confiscated Cavalier estates, that his losses might be made good from the inheritance of the previously deceased brother, Christopher, less any pittance that might regrettably have to go to the bastards. A charitable offer that does you much credit and that you deny, in the most absolute terms, ever making. That was the point that you had reached in your interesting story. Have I missed anything of any importance?’

I fear that he now realises how much of his earlier sarcasm was wasted. Of course, as you will have worked out from my meticulous reiteration of the case, I am paid by the hour.

‘My dead uncle’s name was Christian,’ he says. ‘And he had only three bastards.’

‘Thank you. He showed commendable restraint. But have I missed anything of importance?’ I ask.

‘No,’ he says. ‘You have missed nothing of importance. I apologise, Mr Grey, for questioning you thus. I had thought you were not listening, that you were finding what I said dull, that you thought me stupid or the case beneath you . . .’

‘I was listening,’ I say. I never tire of it.

‘So, do you wish me to continue?’

‘You are at leave to speak for as long as you wish.’

‘Thank you,’ he says.

‘Not at all,’ I say, checking my pocket watch.

Very slowly I turn back to the window. The small black figure has now seated himself beneath one of the elms, possibly because it is hot, or possibly because he feels unwell. I wonder which it is?

‘I don’t know how you can stand it,’ Ruggles says.

I face him again and smile enquiringly. He is mopping his brow with a large and rather dirty kerchief.

‘The terrible quiet, I mean,’ he adds. ‘The hideous silence all around. Listen, sir! When I was last in London, I was deafened by the constant din. I thought the noise alone would drive me home to Essex, even without the casual fraud and extortion that I met at every hand. Now what can you hear?’

I hear the wholly pleasant sound of the wind in the trees, and a gentle squeak as my casement window shifts on its unoiled hinges, but that is not what he means.

‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘I can hear nothing.’

‘Precisely. As I was coming here, through the City,’ he says, ‘the streets were so noiseless and deserted . . . it was eerie, sir . . . it was unnatural. It was as if I was passing through some phantom habitation of the dead. I swear I could make out the noise of the water rushing through the arches of London Bridge, half a mile away.’

‘You could,’ I say. ‘When the wind is in the right direction and the tide is running fast between the great buttresses. Since Plague gripped the city, it has been thus. This is the peaceful slumber before London’s final death rattle.’

Then, in the distance, to contradict us both, a bell starts to toll. We listen, at my standard hourly rate, to its slow, deep, repetitive song. After a while it stops. I check my pocket watch again.

‘Another poor soul gone to his maker,’ says Ruggles.

‘Hopefully he has left a will that is clearer than your grandfather’s,’ I say.

‘You jest, Mr Grey.’

‘Of course I do,’ I say. ‘Whatever goods he has left will most certainly have been stolen by those who have been nursing him, or will be plundered by thieves during the funeral.’

‘The dead are still accorded funerals here?’ Ruggles asks. ‘Thank God for that.’

‘Sometimes,’ I say. ‘In most City parishes people are still buried as before with some dignity, though mourners are, of course, forbidden. In the outer parishes, however, beyond the walls, men must share their graves as they do a bed at a busy inn on the King’s Highway. The old churchyards are so crammed with bodies that the ground is three feet higher than it was last year. New Plague pits are being dug everywhere, but soon even they will be full.’

I see Ruggles shudder. This is all still a novelty to him. In Essex the Plague is no more than a distant rumour, like unicorns and camelopards. ‘I was told of the pits . . . for those who have died of the pestilence. Christian men and women thrown or just tipped in. One naked body promiscuously on top of another. The horror of such a burial . . . To think of your wife or your daughter thus . . .’

‘The dead themselves are untroubled,’ I say. ‘And it saves their families much needless expense.’

‘You are hardened to it, sir,’ he says. ‘Have all Londoners become as unfeeling as you are?’

‘You should visit a pit while you are here,’ I say. ‘They are most instructive. Better than a sermon if you wish to contemplate your own mortality. Men come away weeping and repenting of their sins.’

‘No, thank you,’ he says. ‘I already have sufficient reminders that death is imminent for us all. But have you done so, sir? Visited a pit, I mean.’

‘I might have done,’ I say.

‘But surely you wouldn’t forget that?’

‘No,’ I say, ‘you wouldn’t forget that.’

He’s right, of course. You don’t forget your first visit to a pit. I remember the hot sun and the stench of rotting flesh, so strong that you might have seized handfuls of it. I remember the dead cart backing up to the pit with great care, inch by inch, then the tail gate being lowered and the bodies pitched out, some in shrouds, some in their day clothes, some stark naked, rolling over each other in a strange race to the edge of the pit and beyond. I remember the wet thud as each body fell six feet or so onto the layer of corpses that was already there. I advanced, purely out of curiosity, as far as the edge of the pit and looked down. A hundred souls at least were already packed into the space. Dozens of blind eyes looked up at me. Then there was a scream behind me and something hurtled past, almost taking me along with it.

‘Live one in the pit!’ somebody yelled. ‘Stop shovelling, lads!’

The carter, who had been watching the last of his load being pushed over the edge, turned to see who had jumped in. He tapped out his pipe on the wheel of the cart and pointed the stem at the man below him. ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking, but are you planning to stay there, sir?’

The jumper, a middle-aged gentleman in a mulberry-coloured suit, was now kneeling on the last layer of corpses and looking around helplessly. ‘Where is she?’ he asked.

‘Who’s that then, sir?’ asked the carter politely.

‘My wife. She was on the cart. You took her. I gave her up to your care, you bastard. I thought there would be some form of burial – a priest, some prayers – not that you would just tip her in like . . . like . . .’

He was rightly lost for words. I also had nothing to compare this to. I have seen dogs buried with greater ceremony, though not recently.

‘We have no time to do it in any other way, sir,’ said the carter. ‘No disrespect intended. It’s the same for all. Beggars and harlots and lords and ladies alike, you might say. It is not a lack of respect for your good lady, sir, just a lack of time. And you were strictly instructed not to accompany us. We did warn you. It isn’t pleasant here – not if you’re not used to it, as we are. Can I help you out of the pit, sir? It can’t be comfortable down there. And it’s not very respectful to the ladies and gentlemen you’re kneeling on.’

‘I have no wish to live,’ said the man. ‘My daughter, my wife . . . All dead. Bury me with them. Do you hear me? Just shovel the earth on top of me until I suffocate. Entomb me with those I love. Let the worms that consume them consume me.’

‘So, just to be clear, you’d like to stay down there, then?’

‘Leave me,’ said the man. ‘Leave me to my grief.’

‘As you wish, sir,’ said the carter. ‘But, if you were to change your mind, I have to point out that they’ll be filling in soon.’

‘Good,’ said the man. ‘And I hope you and the rest of your crew rot in Hell.’

‘So, what are we to do?’ asked one of the men with the shovels. ‘We can’t bury him alive. It wouldn’t be Christian.’

‘It’s not my affair what you do,’ said the carter, who already had hold of the reins of his horse. ‘My contract is with the dead. I bring full carts and take away empty ones. Once they hit the ground, they’re no concern of mine. Ask the lawyer if you don’t believe me.’

The digger looked at me hopefully.

‘If you bury him alive it would probably be murder,’ I said. ‘He may have requested it, but he is not in his right mind. No charge for the advice.’

‘Are you sure of that, sir? I mean, that it would be murder?’

‘Another lawyer would doubtless give you a completely different opinion. So, do bury him if you wish. It’s all the same to me. And in all probability nobody will notice. But if I were you, I’d leave him as he is.’

The digger looked at me resentfully. He’d hoped the law would be slightly less ambivalent and more as he wished. It’s something that most of my clients hope for.

‘But we’ll lose our positions if we don’t cover the bodies with soil,’ said the man with the spade. ‘That’s what the Ordinances say. Can’t you use legal trickery to make him come out of the hole, sir? It’s not fair on us, sir. We shouldn’t have to bury the living, sir. They don’t pay us enough for that.’

‘Shovel earth on the rest of the pit, in accordance with the City Ordinances,’ I said. ‘Just give the gentleman a light sprinkling, which should serve to protect the public until he is dead or decides to come out. And that’s all the free legal advice I’m giving today.’

As I left the field I could hear the sound of earth being thrown about. I had cause to return a couple of days later. The pit was full and the ground levelled. Nobody could remember if the gentleman had chosen to come out or stay in.

‘Yes,’ I say to Mr Ruggles. ‘I have visited a pit. The Plague has not yet reached your own village in Essex, I assume?’

‘May it please God, it shall never reach it,’ he says with much feeling. ‘We pray most earnestly in church every Sunday for deliverance. I pray. My wife prays. The servants pray on our behalf if we can’t attend in person. The pestilence has stayed away so far. God watches over Essex.’

‘That’s what we thought in the City,’ I say. ‘Nobody could have prayed harder that the Plague should strike any rather than ourselves. For a long time it seemed as if God had heard us and that He would smite only the outlying parishes beyond the city wall. Now, house by house, street by street, the disease is taking over every ward and every parish here too and making the City its own. God is listening to the supplications of others.’

‘Lincoln’s Inn seems empty.’

‘There is little work for lawyers, except for wills and the attendant litigation.’

‘They say the doctors have left too.’

‘Not all. But they are obliged to go where their patients go, and the rich have fled. There would be little point in their staying in the city if nobody can afford their services – they would simply be idle. The poor can die well enough without their assistance.’

‘If the poor are dying, then they have nobody to blame but themselves. An alderman I know has assured me that the Plague has spread entirely because of the filthy habits of the lower-class inhabitants.’

‘An alderman told you? Then it must be true,’ I say.

Ruggles looks at me suspiciously. ‘I think you mock me, Mr Grey,’ he says. ‘I have no intention of paying you for your sarcasm, sir.’

‘Rest assured, I shall not charge you for it,’ I say. ‘Consider it a gift. My fees are precisely as we have agreed. No more, no less. And I think you have a good case – or a winnable one anyway.’

‘My alderman friend said you were the best lawyer in London,’ says Ruggles grudgingly.

‘I am possibly the only lawyer in London,’ I say.

‘Why do you remain, Mr Grey? When I reached the gates of the city, I could scarce force my way through, so many carts and carriages were trying to leave. I am told that the River Thames is full of ships, sir, from London Bridge down to Woolwich, to which people have fled, and that they now live on the water to avoid contact with their fellow men. They say a forest of masts fills the river.’

I shake my head. ‘You should not believe everything you hear,’ I say. ‘I have never seen the forest you refer to. But you are right that London will soon be empty.’

‘Precisely. You are not a native of London. You have a family elsewhere. Indeed, you come from the same salubrious part of the country that I do. Why not leave here while you are still in good health and can get a certificate to travel?’

I ponder this question. It has also occurred to me from time to time. The small black figure in the street below has now stretched himself out under the shade of the elm. He is very still. One might almost think he is holding his breath. A woman, crossing the field, sees him and changes direction a little, perhaps not wishing to disturb his repose. She hurries off, with her shawl wrapped round her nose and mouth.

‘I stay because I want to,’ I say. ‘You, conversely, I think, wish to be away as soon as you can. I shall not detain you, Mr Ruggles. I’ll consult some precedents concerning your case and then write to you in salubrious Essex. The post is still working and there is little to be done anyway while this pestilence rages. Once it is over, we shall summon your uncles to appear and give an account of themselves before a judge.’

‘Is that all?’

‘No,’ I say, ‘you will leave the fee for this consultation with my clerk as you pass his room. He will tell you how much, for I cannot; it is not considered gentlemanly to know how much gold you are about to pocket for your services. My clerk will then unlock the gates of Lincoln’s Inn and let you out. And, as you cross Lincoln’s Inn Fields, I would advise you to avoid at all costs the man lying under a tree. He is not well.’

‘Thank you,’ he says.

‘I am delighted to be of service,’ I say.

After Mr Ruggles has gone, I call my clerk.

‘Paid, two guineas, Mr Grey,’ he says. ‘Genuine gold with the King’s head newly stamped on it. None of your old Republican coin with that man Oliver scowling at us. I’m pleased to note that you are demanding cash and no longer leaving the submission of your bills to a month end that many will never live to see.’

‘Take both guineas for yourself and go to the country, Will,’ I say. ‘It’s safer outside London and there’s little enough work for either of us here.’

‘I’ll stay as long as you do, Mr Grey,’ he replies. ‘And thank you for the offer, but I’ve already put the money in the strongbox and recorded it in the ledger. In any case there is some work for you, I think.’

‘Not another case like Mr Ruggles, I hope. If so, I shall die of boredom long before the Plague carries me off.’

‘Not at all,’ says Will. ‘Lord Arlington’s man called while you were closeted with Mr Ruggles. My Lord presents his compliments and requests your company as soon as is convenient. He has a dead body that he thinks may amuse you.’
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