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Dramatis Personae

John Grey – me, a former servant of Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell but, after His Majesty’s glorious and long-looked-for Restoration, as good a Royalist as I need to be; for many years a lawyer, now a knight, magistrate and Lord of the Manor and fortunate to be husband (at the second attempt) to

Aminta, Lady Grey – noted playwright and also my childhood friend, born Aminta Clifford into a family that is (she tells me) much older, more distinguished and in every way superior to my own, hence her being admitted from time to time to the highest circles of the Court which include

My Lady Castlemaine – mistress of His Gracious Majesty, King Charles II of England, Ireland, Scotland and France, Defender of the Faith (other mistresses are available) and

The Earl of Dartford – a notorious rakehell, author of obscene verse and drinking companion of the aforementioned King, who has allied himself closely with

The Duke of Buckingham – the King’s childhood friend, a distant kinsman of my wife (precisely how distant never satisfactorily explained, in spite of my asking) and the second most powerful man in England, though with many enemies, especially

Henry Bennet, Lord Arlington – the King’s Secretary of State and spymaster, who, in the latter and grubbier capacity, was once my employer, though I have promised Aminta faithfully that I shall never work for him again, since he is a vain and untrustworthy scoundrel, unlike his deputy

Mr Joseph Williamson – a fine and honest servant of the Crown, whose only fault is to believe that the further north you were born the more worthy you are, though he has a high regard for the administrative abilities of

Mr Samuel Pepys – Clerk of the Acts to the Navy Board, who has rarely strayed out of London, other than to visit the estates of his patron Lord Sandwich, because there are in London more actresses, pliant maidservants and other men’s wives, with whom he may spend a pleasant hour or two before returning home to his own wife (and her maidservants), and who is far richer than you might expect for a mere clerk, having profited from naval contracts with men such as

Abel Symonds – acting head of the royal dockyard at Deptford and

Thomas Cade – shipbuilder and owner of a small private shipyard hard by the Tower of London, who is married to

Mistress Cade – originally from Bromley in the charming county of Kent, where her brutish brother Mr Cooper is the worst blacksmith in that town, and who is very friendly indeed with Mr Pepys, much to the annoyance of

Harry Truscott – Cade’s deputy at the yard, long-time admirer of Mistress Cade and the loyal servant of Thomas Cade just as

Will Atkins – is my own loyal servant, fetching, carrying, doing my accounts, nagging me incessantly and watching my back, though

Mr Sparks – my new partner in the Law practice, believes him capable of very much more and wishes to make him a lawyer like

Me – John Grey, though I would wish that dreary profession on nobody and am trying to give up the Law, as you will find out if you choose to read very much further in this story.

But that is your decision entirely.




Prologue

May 1669

Samuel Pepys reflected yet again on the great personal inconvenience he was put to when seducing other men’s wives.

It was true that, on this occasion, the husband was safely out of the way. Pepys had himself sent Thomas Cade to Rotherhithe to examine a massy parcel of timber, newly arrived from the Baltic, that might be purchased for the King, on terms that were advantageous to almost everyone except the King, for possible use in constructing a warship. And yet, even as he thought about the doubly happy expedition that he had sent this husband and shipbuilder on, Pepys became fretful, as he so often did once his immediate objective had been gained. Had Cade not accepted the commission with too great alacrity? Had he not shown too little interest in the likely size and configuration of this purely imaginary ship? And, critically, hadn’t Cade failed to question him in any way whatsoever as to the likely division of any profits from the enterprise? Moreover, Pepys was worried that Mistress Cade had been just a little too eager to see him. Perhaps just a little too willing to do his bidding in all respects. Some show of reluctance, some passing reference to virtue and modesty, was more conventional. In his experience anyway.

Suddenly he suspected a trap. It was not at all unknown for honest gentlemen such as himself, men utterly faithful to their wives for days at a time, to be lured into compromising positions by scheming couples, one of whom would do the luring and the other of whom would burst through the door with much show of well-wrought morality at the most awkward moment. Well, let them try. He had a wife who would not credit any such slanders on her husband’s name or, if she did, could be bought off with a rope of pearls or a new gold-laced petticoat or private dancing lessons with a handsome young instructor. Say two out of three of those. Only a poor man needed to fear his wife’s anger.

‘I hope that was all to your satisfaction, Mr Pepys?’ asked Mistress Cade, still seated on the bed. She held a hairbrush in her hand, perhaps not being able to afford a maid to brush her hair, or perhaps not caring to face her maid’s enquiries as to why her mistress’s hair needed brushing again before dinner time. Just for a moment Pepys imagined Mistress Cade brushing his own hair, the bristles gently caressing his head, her hand on his shoulder, her breath on his ear, her warm little body enticingly close. But he would not take the risk of requesting that service now. That was for another day, because Cade might return at any moment and for any reason: even if he set out honestly and trustingly, a thousand possible accidents on the road to Rotherhithe might force him to retrace his steps to his front door, then, failing to locate his wife in the proper place, up the stairs to his bedchamber, where she had no business to go if there was work to be done in the kitchen. The sooner Pepys was on his way the better. What was without question, however, was that there would most certainly be another day and on that day there would be another place to send Cade on another plausible errand that would again engage him for a whole morning or afternoon. Though one part of Pepys swore that he would never return here, never give way to temptation again, another part of him was calculating exactly how soon it might be done.

‘It was all very much to my satisfaction,’ Pepys replied, with a slight bow. ‘Thank you, Mistress Cade.’

He looked again in the cracked mirror that hung on the walls of the Cades’ bedchamber. The fracture in the glass ran down the middle of his face, making the left half slightly higher than the right. It gave him a villainous air that did not wholly displease him. There was nothing wrong with being a bit of a rogue. A bit of a rakehell. The King had set that particular fashion. It was very much in the spirit of the times. Pepys took up his periwig from the dressing table and placed it squarely on his head, hiding the real hair that he would so much have enjoyed having combed, if only he dared.

‘I’m always saying to Cade that he should buy himself a periwig,’ said Mistress Cade, head on one side. ‘But he says that he doesn’t want to give himself airs and graces. False hair and false promises are for the gentry, so he claims.’

Pepys waited for her to exclude him from the accusation of falsity, but she fell silent and stared out of the small leaded window, which gave on to a narrow street. The corners of her mouth dropped, as they so often did when something was not completely to her liking. It happened a great deal when she spoke to Pepys of her husband. But this time it seemed that it was the view that did not please her overmuch. The house they were in was large and comfortable, and must once have stood in open fields, but London had crept up on it, new house by new house, new street by new street, and overwhelmed it. Chimneys now smoked on all four sides and the leaves of the ancient apple trees in the garden were covered with a thin layer of soot the year round. There were more fashionable places to live, far to the west, where the merry King and his hard-drinking Court resided, but this place was cheap, practical and close to the river. Nobody here thought the worse of you for wearing your own hair. Thomas Cade would not have considered being anywhere else, however much his better half would.

‘Everyone will wear periwigs ere long,’ said Pepys. ‘First it was the French Court, then the English one … now every squalid little tradesman looks to buy one second hand, usually at his wife’s instigation, and struts around in it as if he were a duke.’

Mistress Cade looked at Pepys as if expecting him to rule out any such accusation against her husband and herself, but it was likely that he was thinking specifically of them.

‘Well …’ she said.

She placed the horn-backed hairbrush on the bed, stood and went over to the great iron-bound chest by the fireplace. She smoothed down the front of her skirt, preparatory to whatever it was she planned to do next, then opened the lid and took something from the very top of the pile. She turned suddenly.

Pepys, watching her curiously from the far side of the room, was for a moment alarmed. Could she be about to level a pistol at him? It again struck him that he was in a dangerous position, alone with a married woman, in a bedchamber, in a street that was neither where he worked nor where he lived. And he had not brought his sword with him. But what she held out was a roll of paper.

‘Here you are, Mr Pepys,’ she said.

‘And what is that exactly?’

‘The contract, dear Mr Pepys,’ she said. ‘Our contract.’

‘Ah,’ said Pepys.

‘You said that the Navy Board would approve the contract for the construction of a new frigate. My husband needs the commission to keep his men employed. The ship they are working on is almost done. The matter is therefore now pressing. We have discussed it all before. As you know.’

‘The board unfortunately awaits a number of decisions from the King as to how many new ships are to be built and of what rating. The King, sadly, pays no more attention to business than he has to. His dogs and his mistresses take up much of his time. Sailing, fishing, wine and horse racing take up the rest. Oh, and sometimes he sleeps. He’s a busy man.’

‘As you are perfectly well aware, the matter is already approved in principle. The drafts are drawn up. The King has nodded appreciatively while perusing them. His spaniel has pissed on them in passing. The King has made a few suggestions, sketched on the back of some dispatch or other. My husband has pulled a face, having strong views on how his ships should look, taken the sketch and lost it, perhaps having accidentally wiped his arse on it in the privy. In short, all is as it should be. It now merely requires the confirmation from the Navy Board, of which you are Secretary.’

Pepys laughed briefly and modestly. ‘I am but one member of the board and, as Clerk of the Acts, the most junior one. And the poorest.’

‘But you said that the board has discussed the matter and is of a mind to place the order?’

‘I have of course persuaded them of the merits of your husband’s proposal,’ said Pepys. ‘As I promised I would, when we last … spoke. It is a question of the final approval of the very document you have in your hand. Therein lies the let and hindrance to reaching a happy conclusion.’

‘In which case, approve it and sign yourself. Thus all is concluded. You know that the other members of the board will not question it. Or, if they do, you know how to buy their support.’

‘That may not be cheap.’

‘If you sign, you will not find us ungenerous, Mr Pepys. My husband would pay you what he paid before.’

‘I hope you are not suggesting that the Clerk of the Acts to the Navy Board would accept bribes when allocating naval contracts?’ Pepys laughed, to give her a clue as to what the correct answer should be.

‘Of course not, Mr Pepys. Your devotion to the King’s interests is well known. I am just saying that, once the contract is signed, entirely on the merits of our offer, Cade would be indebted to you in all sorts of ways. He would wish to show his appreciation. As he has done before. And, by pure coincidence, at an identical number of pence in the Pound.’

‘I shall think on the matter—’

‘Then there is the question of your wife. We should consider what it is right to do there.’

Pepys looked at her. She didn’t have the face of a blackmailer, but only the most unfortunate of blackmailers actually did. The threat was clear enough anyway.

‘Tell my wife about this morning if you wish. She won’t believe a word of what you say. She trusts me utterly.’

Now it was Mistress Cade who laughed. The false tinkling note was almost as painful to Pepys as the threat of exposure. ‘Indeed you misunderstand me,’ she said. ‘I mean that my husband would feel indebted both to you and to Mistress Pepys. We do of course understand that a present to you, given freely and openly, might make it appear that your decision to award us the contract was not impartial. But presents to ladies are innocent enough and leave no muddy footprints on a polished floor. Some lace. And a pair of gloves, perhaps with something more substantial tucked inside. Something metallic.’

Mistress Cade gave Pepys a wholly unnecessary wink. He knew which metal she had in mind. At least, he hoped he did.

‘Whatever he wishes to do – not that I am requesting anything, mind – it may be given to me.’

‘Entirely as you wish. But if he wanted to give your wife a small gift in addition? It would be no more than a courtesy. A monkey, if she would like one, or some fine Brussels lace or a set of china cups.’

‘There is no need to reward my wife in any way whatsoever. She has done nothing for you. She is not aware of your existence.’

‘Then let us by all means keep it that way, if you would prefer. I am agreeable that a happy ignorance should be part of our bargain.’ She winked at him again. ‘I have a pen and ink in the drawer over there.’

Perhaps it was the revived hint of blackmail, perhaps it was the second wink of complicity, implying an easy understanding of his baser nature, but it was enough to make Pepys cautiously honest, if only for a moment.

‘Let me read over this agreement again,’ he said. ‘My duty is to His Majesty the King and I believe that the price demanded may be too high – even for this particular king. I shall study this and compare it with other similar contracts. Precedents are everything. Then I shall visit your husband as soon as I can and discuss the matter with him.’

‘This was the price we agreed, Mr Pepys.’ All trace of flirtatiousness had left her voice. The words were stonily polite.

‘It was the price you proposed. That is not the same thing,’ he said.

‘Well, I did what you proposed and you made no distinction then between proposal and agreement. You assumed my consent to everything very easily.’

‘That is another matter entirely.’

‘Was it? Was it really? My virtue and yours are clearly beasts of a very different colour. Look, you’ve had your fun, Mr Pepys. Now it’s time to pay for it. Like the gentleman we both wish you were.’ She knew that she could have phrased that better, that she had not advanced her cause by attacking Pepys’s origins and status in society, but she still held out the paper hopefully towards him. Business was business, after all. Surely he could see that?

But Pepys had decided he would have to comb his own hair in future.

‘I’ll talk to your husband,’ he repeated. ‘This is not the time or place to discuss official matters.’

‘It’s how the King proceeds,’ she said. ‘Most of his decisions are made in his bedchamber.’

Pepys picked up his hat. ‘Precisely,’ he said.

‘You’ll regret this,’ she said suddenly and without wholly realising she was saying it. She bit her lip.

‘There are other shipyards,’ he said.

‘Oh, that’s it, is it? Well, if you’ve had a better offer from Pett, you only had to say—’

‘Good morning, madam,’ Pepys said. ‘I can find my own way out.’

She watched him go.

A door opened behind her and, somewhat improbably, her husband appeared. He did not seem to be in Rotherhithe.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.

‘That’s my business. Back early. Where’s Pepys?’

‘Gone. Didn’t you see him?’

‘Came up the back stairs.’

‘Why?’

‘Just thought I would. They’re my stairs. I can do as I like.’

‘Were you listening at that door?’

Cade looked uncertain, as if he couldn’t quite recall what he’d been doing a few moments before.

‘Can’t hear a thing through that door,’ he said eventually.

‘So you were listening then?’

‘I said, I couldn’t.’

‘Makes no difference to me,’ she replied. ‘Some men trust their wives.’

‘So, did he sign?’ he demanded. ‘Yes or no? Do we have a contract?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘He didn’t sign.’

‘But you tried everything?’

She looked at him. Had he really not heard anything that had been said? Or that had been done? Of course he could be lying. Most people did lie all the time, in her experience. Especially men.

‘I did everything an honest woman might do,’ she replied, ignoring the things she had also done that an honest woman possibly wouldn’t. ‘He still said no. He’s no gentleman, that one. Jumped up little nobody with a rich cousin to buy him a place on the Navy Board.’

‘That’s that then,’ said Cade. ‘No contract. No new work. The yard is finished. That’s the end of us. Unless I can get Pepys to make me commissioner at Deptford. That’s a snug little nest. What do you think?’

‘I’ve told you I’m not going to Deptford, miles from anywhere.’

Cade sighed. His wife normally complained about every aspect of living by the Tower. Deptford, a few green miles downriver, should have been an improvement for her in most ways. A better house. A garden with roses and quince trees. But it clearly wasn’t what she wanted either.

‘Anyway, we’ve still got a trick or two up our sleeves before we abandon the yard here,’ she added.

‘Really?’ he said. ‘What trick’s that then, my girl? You’re going to get the whole Navy Board in here, are you?’

She considered this possibility for a moment, then shook her head. They didn’t have that much time. ‘Pepys is scared half to death that we’ll go to his wife and tell her he tried to lead me astray. It won’t be difficult to convince her. She’s caught him at it before. In the act. With her own maid. That always concentrates a wife’s mind.’

‘You know that for sure?’ he said.

‘Oh yes. Our maid knows the Pepys’s maid well, the dirty little slut.’

She looked at Cade with an enquiring eyebrow but, unexpectedly, he shook his head. ‘This is wrong,’ he said. ‘I’ve done all I can to keep this yard running. And I’ve done it honestly – sometimes anyway. But at every step we sink deeper and deeper into the slime. I don’t mind blackmail, but we’ll get nowhere with trumped-up accusations … They are trumped-up, I hope?’

‘Trumped-up? Course they are, my pet. You know me.’

‘Still, we know a lot about how Pepys conducts his business,’ said Cade. ‘That could be the way to go.’

It was Mistress Cade’s turn to sigh. Was the man a complete fool? ‘I grant you he’s done a lot that’s wrong, but so have we. We could go down with him, unless we’re careful. Actually we’ll go down alone, because, unlike him, we can’t afford to bribe the jury.’

‘Men like Pepys – they shouldn’t be allowed to get away with the things they do. We should go to the authorities—’

‘Don’t start on that again,’ she said. ‘Denouncing him to the King is as dangerous as blackmailing him – and there’s nothing in it for us.’

‘Maybe it’s not that dangerous. We could get a pardon, if we give evidence for the Crown.’

‘We’ll get hanged more like. Blackmail’s one thing, but this is certainly no time to decide to become an honest informer – don’t even think about that.’

‘We might as well be hanged than die of starvation. The yard’s finished. Look, why don’t I see how much I need to pay Pepys to give me the commissioner’s job?’

‘I’ve told you – I’m not going to Deptford.’

‘Why? You’re always saying how you hate it here.’

‘Well, now I’m saying I’m not going.’

‘So, what do we do? We can’t say Pepys tried to seduce you if he didn’t.’

‘That’s true.’

‘And we can’t risk accusing him of taking bribes without admitting we gave them to him.’

‘That’s also true.’

‘But don’t forget we know about the Ruby.’

Mistress Cade pulled a face. ‘The Ruby?’ she said. ‘We don’t want to be digging that up. You tried that once and it didn’t go well. Forget hanging after a fair trial – the Ruby will get us knifed as soon as we step out of the house.’

Cade shook his head. ‘Then let’s give bribery another go. Even if Pepys thinks he’s too good for us, his wife may be more sensible. She won’t look a gift horse in the mouth. And Pepys knows she’ll make a fuss all over London if he tries to get her to return whatever we give her – he won’t want to risk that. So, once she’s taken our little present, and Pepys knows she has, maybe he’ll feel he has no choice but to give us a hand.’

‘Pepys is no fool. If we’re to save the yard, we need divine inspiration.’

‘A parrot,’ he said suddenly. ‘We’ll give his wife a parrot.’

Mistress Cade looked out of the window in case that idea had come accompanied by a sudden shaft of sunlight from Heaven.

But it hadn’t.
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