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Praise for the Women of Pepys’ Diary series:

‘An intriguing and exceptionally beautifully written book’
Carol McGrath, author of The Silken Rose

‘Swift is a consummate historical novelist, basing her books on immaculate research and then filling the gaps between real events and real people with eloquent storytelling, atmospheric scene setting and imaginative plot lines’
The Visitor

‘The fusion of historical facts and fiction is so flawless that it is hard to know where reality ends and fiction begins’
Readers’ Favorite

‘Pepys and his world spring to vibrant life . . . Gripping, revealing and Stunningly imagined, Pleasing Mr Pepys is guaranteed to please’
Lancashire Evening Post

‘Deb Willet, Elizabeth Pepys’ maid and the object of Samuel Pepys’ attentions, is finally given centre-stage after 350 years, and her tale was worth waiting for. This is exceptional story-telling’
L. C. Tyler

‘An immersive and rich imagining of a mysterious woman from Pepys’ life that will hold readers until the very end’
Historical Novel Society

‘A remarkably beguiling read. It transported me to the glitter and filth of seventeenth century London’
Martine Bailey, author of The Almanack





About A Plague on Mr Pepys
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1665 and The Great Plague has London in its grip.

As the summer heat rises, red crosses mark the doors, and wealthy citizens flee. Only the poor remain to face the march of death . . .

Ambitious and attractive Bess Bagwell is determined her carpenter husband, Will, should make a name for himself. So she schemes to meet Samuel Pepys, diarist, friend of the King, and an important man in the Navy shipyards. But Pepys has his own motive for cultivating Bess, and it is certainly not to benefit her husband.

With pestilence rife in the city, all trade ceases. Will is forced to invest in his unscrupulous cousin Jack’s dubious ‘cure’ for the pestilence. But this only horrifies Bess and leaves them deeper in debt. Now they are desperate for money, and the dread disease is moving ever closer. Pepys’s help seems to be the only answer.

But as with all bargains, there’s a price to pay. A price that could cost more than Bess has to give.
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Before publishing her first novel, Deborah worked as a set and costume designer for theatre and BBC TV. In 2007 she took an MA in Creative Writing at Lancaster University, and since has juggled writing with teaching. She has had ten novels published to date, and enjoyed the journey of each one. She lives in the North of England close to the mountains and the sea.

You can find out more about Deborah’s books and how to sign up for her monthly newsletter on her website: www.deborahswift.com




~ PART ONE ~

Oranges and lemons, Say the bells of St. Clement’s.

You owe me five farthings, Say the bells of St. Martin’s.

When will you pay me? Say the bells of Old Bailey.

When I grow rich, Say the bells of Shoreditch.

Pray when will that be? Say the bells of Stepney.

I am sure I don’t know, Says the great bell of Bow.

Here comes a candle to light you to bed,

And here comes a chopper to chop off your head

Chip chop, chip chop, the last man’s dead.

Traditional Nursery Rhyme


Chapter 1

London, March 1663

Bess Bagwell clung to the seat as a wash of freezing river water sluiced over the side of the wherry. She had to shift fast, to avoid a drenching. And the river was full of the usual detritus: a bloated dead rat, and the scum from the tallow factory upstream. Shuddering, she brushed the spray of droplets off her skirts, and cursed the passing coal carrier as it ploughed past them, and onwards towards the ragged, dockside scribble of Ratcliff.

Ratcliff. It wasn’t a place a body stayed in for long. Not if you had a choice. Up the Thames estuary they sailed: the Huguenots, the Jews, the runaway slaves; the dispossessed of all nations. They landed in Ratcliff in drifts, each new wave bringing the stink of poverty to add to the stench of brine and fish.

But Bess was determined to be out of it. Her friend Meg had told her there was a house for sale over the river, so she thought she’d take a look. Flaggon Row, Meg had said. Bess took out the hand-drawn map and studied it, the sharp evening breeze cold on the back of her neck, until the jerk of the wherry and another slop of water over the bow told her they’d arrived.

Bess followed the main street past the King’s shipyard, the source of Deptford’s wealth, her finger tracing the map. Impressed, she lingered in Deptford village, which was swept and tidy, with broad streets; nothing like Ratcliff with its pitch-roofed lodging houses, ramshackle taverns, brothels and opium dens. No beggars clogging up the passageways, either. She pulled up and re-traced her steps. Being short, she’d nearly missed the sign of the leather bottle for Flaggon Row, which swung above her head.

She turned up the street and scanned the houses. Solid, brick-built affairs for grand merchants. A board nailed to one of them drew her eye.

For Purchase. This must be it.

Lit up in the slanting sunlight, the house was a modest two-storey brick-and-wood dwelling, gabled in the Dutch style, with a steep shingle roof. It was separate from the rest of the row, and as soon as she saw it, she knew it was the one. Even the windows winked, attracting her attention. And they were real diamond panes of leaded glass – not just oiled linen, or cheap stretched-out rabbit skin.

She stopped to take it in. Practical as well as pretty – in its own earth yard with a vegetable plot alongside and hog sty and chicken run behind. Not that she’d keep pigs, smelly animals. Perhaps a herb garden instead; that would be more befitting a lady. Of course downstairs was shuttered, but through the narrow gaps she could see that the former parlour had been turned into a cobbler’s shop. A carved wooden shoe still hung over the door.

But that would have to go. Her husband would have his own sign. ‘William Bagwell, Carpenter. Sign of the Saw.’ Especially now he had a fine new commission. He’d be itching to get hold of a hunk of good oak and start. A set of chairs for Mr Hertford, the judge. Six! With scrolled backs and turned legs. And carved fruit too, if Will had his way. He could fashion them right here, in this workshop.

Touch wood. She put a hand out to the green-painted plank door that opened directly onto the dirt highway, before standing back to look up at the set of wooden steps that led up the outside of the building to a jettied balcony and a neat front door.

Two planks had been nailed roughly across the stairs to stop people going up.

A hasty glance over her shoulder to check nobody was in residence, and Bess hitched her skirts up to her knees and clambered over and up the stairs.

The door had a brass keyhole with a shield-shaped cover that slid over it. An escutcheon.

She said it out loud, ‘escutcheon’. Even the word meant quality.

Bess nudged it with her fingertip and it slid smoothly aside. The very sight of it gave her a shiver of pleasure. No barring their front door with a drop-bar again. Imagine, slipping your key into that lock like the gentry!

She walked around the balcony to peer in through the windows. There had once been four chambers, but now one was a parlour with a scrubbed slate hearthstone and proper brick chimney, and another was a cookhouse and scullery with a sluice pipe leading straight out over the Thames. Two bedchambers fronted the road.

How fine it would be, to perch above her husband’s workshop, with the wherries and barges, and all the trades of London drifting past her window. Close enough to the city to be good for trade, but far away from the smoke and trouble. Far away from the slave-hunters and the whore-houses.

Far away from her mother.

Somehow being up high, above the ground on this jetty, the wind blowing through her curly hair, made her feel like a queen in a castle.

It was perfect.

It was in Deptford, though, and she knew how Will would feel about that.

Lodgings, they’d always had until now. It would be a big step. Will would try to hedge out of it, like he always did, by not making a decision. But somehow, there must be a way. She had never wanted anything so much. Glancing at the board, she wrote down the name of the seller on a piece of paper. Then she kissed it, a big smacking kiss, as if somehow her lips might seal it as hers.

‘I beg your pardon, mistress.’ The voice was strident, and there was no ‘beg’ about it. Bess turned.

‘It’s private property.’ A large, square woman in a wide-brimmed hat was bearing down on her, accompanied by a well-dressed serving girl. ‘Private,’ the woman repeated, wagging a finger.

‘I know that,’ Bess said. ‘We’ll be moving in soon. I’m Mrs Bagwell.’

‘Oh.’ The woman folded her arms. ‘I didn’t realise it had been let.’ It was an accusation.

‘Sold. Yes.’ Bess smiled sweetly. ‘Just yesterday, Mrs…?’

‘Mrs Fenwick. That’s my house diagonally opposite – Strand House.’ She pointed to the biggest house in the street. ‘ My husband is head draughtsman at the shipyard.’

‘How very nice to meet you, Mrs Fenwick. We’ll be neighbours then.’

Mrs Fenwick looked her up and down, eyes assessing the rough broadcloth of her skirt, her old-fashioned stays and well-mended shoes. Bess drew back her shoulders and stood straight, keeping her smile fixed in place.

Mrs Fenwick sniffed. ‘I’ll call, if I may, once you are established.’

‘Please do,’ Bess said. ‘It’s so nice to meet you.’

Mrs Fenwick’s mouth tried to smile, something it was obviously unused to doing, and then she strode away, the servant scurrying after her like a dog. Bess watched her go, ruminating. Best to cultivate a woman like Mrs Fenwick; it would be good for Will’s business. If I can bear it, she thought.

*

‘Here’s the address,’ Bess said, pressing the paper down on the table in front of her husband. She patted him on the shoulder, which released a puff of dust. Will was a fine figure of a man – tall and blond, with arms muscled from lifting timber, and the fine-boned hands of a craftsman, but his clothes were always full of sawdust and wood-shavings.

He turned and smiled, with an expression that said he was ready to humour her.

‘It’s on the other side of the Thames, close to one of the shipyards. Big houses all round. A nice neighbourhood. Quiet.’

‘Where?’ Will asked, standing to pick up the paper, and stooping from habit because their attic room was so low.

‘Deptford.’ She held her breath.

‘Deptford?’ he said, throwing it back down. ‘We’re not living in Deptford.’

‘Oh, Will, it has to stop sometime. He won’t even know we’re there.’

‘You don’t know my father, he gets to know everyone’s business.’

‘That’s no reason. That terrible brimstone preacher lives just round the corner, and we manage well enough to avoid him.’

‘Ho, ho.’

‘ We need never see your father. The Deptford yard is enormous. More than a mile end to end. Just think, you could work there fitting out ships, and you’d never set eyes on him.’ She tugged at his sleeve. ‘The workshop’s so fine – you should see the workbench. More than eight foot long, and it runs right under the window. You can nearly see the whole shipyard from there.’ She paused; she knew his weak spot well. ‘And the house will be perfect for your new commission. You won’t have to hire a work place again.’

‘It’s more than we can afford, love, to buy a house.’

‘You’ll get better commissions though, once people see Hertford’s chairs. You should see it! There’s room for your lathes and there’s already a wall with hooks for hanging tools. Just come and look, Will. That’s all.’

Will sighed. ‘Suppose looking won’t hurt.’

*

In the panelled chambers of Thavie’s Inn, Holborn, Will Bagwell lifted the quill and dipped it in the ink. His heart was pounding beneath the buttons of his doublet. The paper before him was thick vellum, as if to emphasise the serious nature of the agreement. Ten years of his wages in a good year. An enormous loan. He wanted to read it again, for it was a lot of writing to take in, in a language that took some fathoming. But they were all waiting.

Behind him, he could hear Bess breathing, feel the heat of her hand on his shoulder. He tapped the nib on the edge of the bottle to shake off the excess droplets of ink; Bess’s hand tightened. He swallowed. Just shy of sixty pounds. If he signed this, there would be no going back.

He hesitated, and looked up. Opposite him, the turtle-faced goldsmith, Kite, nodded and narrowed his eyes in a tight smile of encouragement. The notary, an official from the Inn of Chancery in a blindingly white cravat, was impatient, shifting from foot to foot. No doubt he’d seen such an agreement many times.

A deep breath. Will felt the nib touch the paper and suddenly, there it was – his signature flowing across the page. He had no sooner lifted the pen from the document than it was swiped out from under his gaze, and Kite the money-lender was scribbling his name under Will’s. Immediately, a serving boy came with a stub of smoking sealing wax, and even before Kite had time to press the metal die into the red puddle on the paper, the notary was adding his witness signature.

It was over in a few seconds and Will’s damp palm was gripped momentarily in Kite’s wrinkled one, before the duplicate loan agreement and the house deeds were thrust into his hand for him to sign.

‘My man Bastable will collect the repayments on the last day of each month,’ Kite said.

Will felt dazed. He wanted to turn back time, give the agreement back. But they were all smiling, Bess most of all. Her face lit up the room. She had her fine house now, and he couldn’t let her down, could he? But all he could think of was the feeling of his empty purse, like a lung with the breath squeezed out of it.

*

Bess paused in her unpacking. ‘Come and look, Will!’ she said, pointing out of the window. ‘We’ve the best view in Deptford!’ She beckoned him over and pointed downstream. ‘We can see the buildings of the Royal Dockyard from here.’

Will stepped over the crates and bags, and slipped his arm around her waist. ‘Aye, it is a fine view across over the marshes. I can’t believe I’m back here. I spent my childhood staring at those lime kilns at Mill Hill. And look at those barges, eh? Who’d have thought it?’

They stood a moment, each with their own memories, watching the log-jam of traffic go by on the Thames. In the spring sunshine the city in the distance was a panorama of shimmering grey spires. Bess sighed. The East End need no longer exist. The memory of Ratcliff was dark and cold; slimy cobbles and the reek of sewers and a bristle of masts stabbing the sky. She pushed it from her mind. It seemed a million miles away from this lofty house above its own carpentry shop.

‘Thank you, Will,’ Bess said, reaching up to wrap an arm around his neck. ‘ Maybe your father will warm to us, now we’re near neighbours.’

‘Don’t count on it. I’m the black sheep, as far as he’s concerned because I don’t want to be a sawman. And he’ll think I’m putting myself above him too; he always fancied a big house like this.’

‘I know it’s a stretch for us, but once you’ve got yourself into those yards and you’re building a fine ship, it’ll get easier. Has there been no word from the Guild yet?’

‘No. But I suppose these things take time to process. They have to consider each application and follow up the references.’

Bess frowned. They’d had his papers long enough. Will should be leaning on them a little. But she couldn’t be cross for long. ‘A new start, that’s what it is. Mr Hertford was right, you were wasted in that boatyard in Stepney. Will you start his chairs straight away?’

‘Sooner the better. No point being idle. And the new apprentice starts tomorrow, so I can get him started, down below.’

‘Jacob, is it?’

‘Yes, Jacob. Seems willing enough. He’ll live at home, though, so we won’t need to provide bed and board.’

‘Still, an apprentice. My, we’re moving up in the world.’ She moved a box of cutlery onto the table, but paused with her hand resting on the back of the bench. ‘And how about a set of new chairs for us too, instead of these old benches?’

Will sighed. ‘Maybe when Hertford’s are done, or I get work in the yards. We can’t afford the wood this month, what with the expense of moving.’

‘It’s a fine house though, and it makes our things look shabby.’

He evaded her eyes. ‘I’ll go below, unpack my tools, shall I, love?’

When he’d gone, she looked around with satisfaction. There was room for Lucy, their live-in serving girl, in the little room next to Will’s workshop, just behind the still-room. Lucy could have a separate bedchamber now, instead of a truckle in their room. And in time, she thought, a cook could be installed in the spare chamber at the back.

She’d need to persuade Will, of course. But she knew she could mould him. She’d always been able to make him do her bidding. Will didn’t like fuss, and as long as he had a place for his precious wood, he’d agree with her just to keep the peace. In ten years’ time, with luck and a following wind, this house would be theirs, and Will a master carpenter in the yards, and she’d have servants galore. Children too. Then they’d be safe, and no-one would be able to put them out on the streets ever again.


Chapter 2

They’d been in the house two weeks, and Bess was almost done with hanging out the linens to dry, when she saw the familiar scrawny silhouette of her mother just approaching on the other side of the road. There was no mistaking her mother’s razor-sharp profile, the squared shoulders, and tightly tied steeple hat, sticking up like a black signpost.

Bess shoved the washing back in the basket and, hitching it onto her hip, ran up the outside stairs. From behind the window she eyed her mother’s progress. Her mother had stopped a moment to stare over the wall at a grain barge trying to force its way through a gap between two flat-bottomed barks.

Nosy crow. Since she’d moved, her mother was always seeking an excuse to call and offer advice. Why, Bess couldn’t imagine, as she’d made such a pig’s swill of her own life.

Bess turned the brass key in the front door with a satisfying click.

At the sound of the lock, Bess’s maid of all work, Lucy, paused to look up from threading her darning needle, with the end of the thread still protruding from her mouth like a mouse’s tail.

Bess didn’t answer her unspoken question, but shut up the shutters, and put her finger to her lips.

Lucy frowned, squinting her dark eyes at the lack of light, and finally having smoothed the end of the thread with spit, she drew the thread through the needle. Bess moved the stockings she was mending to the opposite side of the table. A pale, rippling sun crept in from the window that overhung the river.

A few moments passed as they sewed in the gloom, until a sound like a whip-crack made Bess yelp and prick her finger.

She was here already. For who else knocked like that – as if the knock should bring folks back from the dead?

Lucy leapt up, ready to answer the door.

‘Leave it,’ Bess whispered, shaking her head.

Lucy’s eyes widened.

Bess shook her head again. The door handle wobbled and the door rattled in the frame.

The two of them stayed still, frozen in space a moment, but then the knock shook the door again.

‘We’re not at home,’ Bess mouthed. ‘Go into the kitchen. The peas need soaking for the pudding.’ Then, as an afterthought, ‘Don’t open the shutters.’

Lucy lay down the needle and bobbin with an aggrieved expression and slouched into the adjoining room. Bess bristled with annoyance to see Lucy had deliberately left the kitchen door ajar so she could see what was happening. Bess stood with her back to the door, holding her breath. Thank goodness Will was out; he’d gone to buy timber from the yard at Rotherhithe.

The knock came again. ‘Anyone home?’ Her mother’s hoarse cockney voice.

Bess stiffened, simultaneously irritated and guilty. On the one hand, her conscience pricked her. Her stomach contracted at the thought that she was ashamed of her own mother. On the other hand, she simply couldn’t face her. Her mother was just a reminder of the old days; the days of hunger and humiliation. She didn’t want her here, in her down-at-heel clothes, bringing her down in the eyes of the neighbourhood.

The window darkened as a shadow pressed up to the glass. ‘Bessie? You in there?’

Her mother always called her Bessie and it both irritated and tugged at her heart. She gripped her skirts, but then she slowly let go as she heard the clomp of boots going down the outside steps. When it was silent she felt a rush of regret, but busied herself with putting away the sewing to keep the feeling at bay. When she was quite sure she had gone, Bess opened up the shutters to let in the light, breathed a sigh of relief, and set Lucy to finish putting up the washing and then prepare Will’s evening meal.

It was late in the afternoon and Bess was sewing the trim onto her new pillow cases when there was another knock at the door.

Lucy did not appear.

The knock came again, more insistent.

‘Lucy!’ Bess called, putting the mending in the cupboard.

Lucy put her head around the corner of the kitchen door. ‘Have I to answer the door this time?’ she said.

‘Never mind.’ Bess whispered a curse, then opened the door herself. Mrs Fenwick stood on the doorstep, accompanied by her mousy maid.

‘Oh,’ Mrs Fenwick said, as Bess swung the door open, ‘I was expecting a servant.’

Bess smiled politely at her. ‘Lucy’s busy in the kitchen. Do come in.’

‘Just being neighbourly,’ Mrs Fenwick said, staring past her into the room. ‘I thought you might need something, Mrs Bagwell,’ she gestured to her maidservant to sit on the hard chair by the door, ‘though perhaps I’ve come at a bad time?’

‘No, it’s not a bad time. Not at all.’

Bess stood aside and Mrs Fenwick sailed in, and after plumping up the cushion, lowered her squat, heavy frame into the best chair. It was Will’s chair, and Bess subdued a stab of annoyance.

She was glad she’d put the mending away. Mrs Fenwick was quality. It was written all over her – in the supple leather of her gloves, in the imported French lace on her coif, in the angle of her expensive feather-trimmed hat. Not to mention her air of owning the world.

Mrs Fenwick untied the ribbons of her hat and offered it out into the air, obviously expecting someone to take it from her. Bess obliged and hung it on the hook behind the door.

She hurried into the kitchen, and asked Lucy to bring refreshment.

‘What kind, mistress?’ Lucy asked.

‘I don’t know…canary wine? No. I think it’s too early. Maybe a posset? No, too hot. Lemon water. Yes, that should be acceptable. Two glasses, no three, she’s brought her maid.’

When the lemon water came, Mrs Fenwick raised her eyebrows, ‘Have you only the one maidservant?’

‘I’m afraid so. Cook was called away.’ Bess took a sip of lemon water to cover the lie.

‘Unreliable servants. The bane of my life,’ Mrs Fenwick said. ‘I really don’t know how you manage without kitchen staff, my dear. I couldn’t manage for one day without mine.’

The maidservant did not flicker. She was obviously used to being talked of in her presence.

Bess smiled and nodded, hoping her inexperience in such company didn’t show. She subdued the rising sense of inferiority that arose when she had dealings with people like the Fenwicks.

‘Your husband makes these, doesn’t he?’ Mrs Fenwick said, indicating the benches around the big table. ‘So clever,’ she said, in a tone that implied he was anything but.

‘Yes,’ Bess said, bridling, ‘but he’s a ship’s carpenter really. Fitting out officer’s cabins. And he makes specialist furniture. He’s not really in trade.’

‘Really? Is he not related to the Bagwell that works the saw in the yard?’

Bess tightened her grip on her skirt. ‘No. No relation. Would you like more lemon water?’

In her hurry to change the subject she hadn’t noticed that Mrs Fenwick’s cup was still full. Now she’d think her a fool. She put on a bright face. ‘Will’s waiting for his papers from the Shipwright’s Guild. But he’s out right now, choosing more timber, for a set of chairs he’s making for Mr Hertford.’ She emphasised the name, hoping it would impress.

‘Hertford? Do I know him?’

‘He’s a judge. Friend of Mr Evelyn’s, from the big house by the docks.’

‘Is that so? Mary Evelyn is one of my dearest friends. Excuse me, Mrs Bagwell, but this lemon is rather tart. I wonder if I could trouble you for a nip of sugar.’

Bess scurried to the kitchen. ‘Cut me some sugar from the loaf, would you, Lucy?’

‘Haven’t got none, mistress,’ Lucy said in loud, accusing tones. ‘You didn’t put it on the list. You said, “it’s either sugar or salt this month”. And salt won. Remember?’

Of course. Lucy was right. She’d forgotten. And now the whole of Deptford would hear those words broadcast abroad via Mrs Fenwick’s tongue. Salt won.

‘What about honey?’ Bess asked.

‘None of that neither. You said—’

‘All right, Lucy. We’ll manage.’

When she returned to the parlour Mrs Fenwick was standing peering at some working drawings of chairs; Will had been inking them and left them on the side table.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Fenwick, we seem to be out of sugar at the moment.’

‘No matter, would you like me to fetch some for you whilst I’m in town?’

‘That would be most kind. But I’m afraid until my husband’s home—’

Mrs Fenwick waved her hand in a magnanimous gesture. ‘It’s of no consequence; we have an account, and an extra cone of sugar won’t be noticed.’ She laughed, and put down the rule that she was turning absent-mindedly in her hand. ‘I called in because we have a little scheme I thought you might be interested in. An educational project.’

Bess was immediately wary. To her regret, she’d had little book-learning, and feared being caught out and made to look a fool.

But Mrs Fenwick was still talking. ‘… a charitable venture that I’m sure will be of interest. All the ladies are collecting. We’re all agreed, we are open to new blood and we’re recruiting now. We’ll meet at Strand House, of course.’ She looked to her servant, ‘I’ll send Maudie with an invitation, when we’ve fixed a date.’ Maudie gave an almost imperceptible nod.

‘Yes, of course. I’d be delighted.’ Bess had somehow missed the part of the conversation that told her what the scheme was about. But she could scarcely believe it. Wait until she told Will! She was going to be invited to the Fenwicks’s, to Strand House – the biggest, most impressive stone house in the street.


Chapter 3

One month later

Will had assembled the last of Hertford’s chairs, and Jacob, his apprentice, had just begun to sand it, when a hand landed hard on his shoulder.

Will swivelled round to see his cousin, Jack Sutherland.

‘Don’t creep up on me like that, you fool!’ Will said. ‘You made me jump. What if I’d had a chisel in my hand?’

‘You never hear anything when you’re working, anyway,’ Jack said, depositing his bag near the door. ‘Might as well be deaf. I was just passing. Thought I’d call in. Are those the new chairs for Hertford?’ His long-jawed face was red from the wind outside, but his slate-grey eyes held an avaricious gleam.

‘They’ve been a devil to do,’ Will said, ‘he wanted turned stretchers. There’s a hellish amount of work in each of those.’

‘When’s he coming to collect them?’ asked Jack, picking up a chisel lying on the bench and turning it in his bony fingers.

Will sighed, took it out of Jack’s hand and replaced it firmly on the bench. ‘Don’t know. I’ll send a note today and maybe he’ll come at the end of the week. We could certainly do with the money. How are the children?’

‘Billy’s got a cough again. He’ll need another tincture from the apothecary. It’ll cost me fourpence. Blighter always gets these things soon as the weather improves. And Toby needs new boots, he’s shot up like an arrow. How much will you get for those chairs?’

‘Don’t know. Hertford said twenty for the six. I’m robbing myself, but I daren’t charge more, I need more work like his.’

Jack raised his eyebrows, then examined the three chairs standing in the corner. ‘That second one’s not straight,’ he said.

‘It is. It’s just the angle you’re looking from.’ Why did Jack always make him defensive?

‘And he’ll pay you twenty pounds for them?’

‘It’s not much for all that work,’ Will said. ‘There’s a good three months’ labour in those. I’ve worked my breeches off to get them done in a month. Jacob too.’

Before he could stop him, Jack hitched up his doublet and sat down on one of Will’s new chairs, leaning back and sticking out his legs; ‘spider legs’, Will used to call them behind his back, when they were children.

Will curbed the urge to shout at him to get off. Jack always did what he wanted to do; no point in having an argument. Instead, Will hovered over him, frightened he might break it or scratch the carefully polished seat that had taken him so many hours to do.

‘Not bad,’ Jack said, shuffling his bottom, his sword scabbard scraping on the edge of the seat.

It offended Will to see him sitting there. His fair hair was shaved to a stubble, so he looked like a convict, and his clothes were greasy, the cuffs of his shirt soiled and dark. Nothing seemed to have seen water, or a buck-tub in a long while. Yet he still had that easy swagger that made him seem like a wealthy man. It was something in his face; the rise of his chin, the watchfulness of his eyes.

‘What’re you looking at me like that for?’ Jack said.

‘Nothing.’

‘You’re thinking you don’t like me sitting on this chair, aren’t you?’

‘No … ’ Will was conscious of Jacob the apprentice listening to their conversation.

‘Well? They’re for sitting on, aren’t they?’

‘Yes, but … well, it’s not quite finished – it’s pegged, but still needs glueing. It’s not really ready to take any weight.’

Jack smiled, as if he saw straight through Will’s excuses. Slowly, he stood up. ‘Well, you’d best get it finished then. And straighten it up while you’re at it. You can see it’s crooked, can’t you?’ He fired the question at Jacob, who flushed beet red, but wisely kept his mouth closed.

‘Aren’t you working today?’ Will said.

Jack wandered away from him, scuffed the sawdust with his boot. ‘No. I’ve moved on from the wool trade. The felt-maker didn’t do his job properly, and when some of his cloth was sent back, he wanted to pin the blame on me. Said the wool I supplied was below standard.’

Will made a non-committal grunt.

‘I told him where to shove it,’ Jack said. ‘Anyway, I’m well rid – there’s no prospects in wool these days, not with the silk imports from the Indies. No, I’ll try my hand at importing snuff.’

Snuff? Well, he supposed it wouldn’t last long. Jack had gone through as many different trades as jugs of ale. And whenever he left an employment, it was never his fault. He was a man who didn’t seem to be able to stick to anything for long.

‘So who’s looking after the children?’ Will asked.

‘Old Mrs Minty,’ Jack said. ‘Neighbour on the corner. She’s two of her own, so an extra three’s no trouble. She’s got ’em making besoms.’

Jack’s children were always being pushed from pillar to post, or bullied into piece work; carving clothes pegs or tying bundles of spills. Since Jack’s wife Alison had died giving birth to their youngest, Jack didn’t seem to know what to do with them. Though the children adored their father, it must be confusing – his erratic employment, irregular hours, and inability to stick to anything for long.

‘Why don’t you bring them over on Sunday?’ Will said. He couldn’t help being sorry for the three little boys. It couldn’t be much of a life. ‘Bess would be glad to see them, and we could do something nice, maybe go and see the puppet show on London Bridge.’

‘That’s for babes. They’re getting a bit old for that now,’ Jack said, ‘but anything to please the beautiful Bess.’ He always called her that, but the edge to his voice told Will he never really meant it as a compliment.

Will kicked himself. What on God’s earth had made him invite Jack and the boys? Though Bess loved the children, she and Jack could not bear each other’s company, and it often ended like a cockfight between them. Now Sunday would be ruined, and worse, Bess would be unhappy that she’d have to provide dinner for four more people. Not to mention the expense.

As if to read his mind, Jack cleared his throat. ‘With me re-investing, I’m a bit short of change,’ Jack said. ‘The first shipment won’t arrive until next week. I wondered if you could give me a copper or two, Will? I’ll pay you back Sunday.’

‘Don’t know that I’ve got any change myself, Jack,’ Will said.

‘I’ll look, shall I?’ Jack moved surprisingly quickly. He was already feeling through Will’s bag on the back of the door. With the age-old sinking feeling, Will was helpless as Jack tipped out the purse and scraped the coins into his hand. ‘There, see. You’ve got a bit of change. I’ll take this sixpence, oh and the half-crown,’ he said as he stepped out of the door. ‘Thanks, coz. Bring it back Sunday.’ Jack’s voice was already faint as he bounded back into the street.

‘Hey!’ Will followed him but he was too slow. He threw his hands up in frustration. He’d never see that half-crown again, he knew. Yet somehow he couldn’t broach it with Jack. He knew Jack only came to him for money, and Jack knew he knew. But he couldn’t accuse him of it; not his own flesh and blood. He’d given Jack money to pay his rent again only last month, even though with the loan, money was tighter, and Bess hadn’t had any proper housekeeping money that month. The expense of moving had been more than he thought. Of course he’d said nothing, but felt guilty all the same.

Bess hadn’t got work in Deptford either, and when he’d hinted at it, she looked affronted. She was busy making cushions and fancy trimmings for the house. It made her happy, but seemed a damned waste of time as far as he was concerned. Will returned to sanding his chair. You knew where you were with wood. This was where he was happiest; people somehow had the knack of flummoxing him.

And Jack was the worst. ‘Don’t let him rile you,’ he said to himself. He applied more elbow-grease to the chair, but the scrape of sandpaper seemed to have lost its power to soothe him.

‘Damn his eyes,’ he cursed, flinging the sanding block as hard as he could at the wall. But then he saw Jacob’s stare and picked it up again. ‘Family, eh?’ he said.

*

Jack strode down the middle of the street, dodging the horse muck in between the carts and carriages. He was on his way to the Dolphin in Greenwich, where he was meeting Bastable and Kite. At least now he’d be able to stand them a drink. Poor Will, he was such a fool. Jack had only to squeak, and look at him with sad eyes, and Will would hand over his money. It had always been this way, ever since they were boys.

Jack knew Will felt sorry for him, and guilty, and Jack did nothing to disavow him of this idea. They’d always been unequal – Will was the only son, and Jack was an orphan, taken in because he’d nowhere else to go. Always the poor relation.

It suited his purpose right now to act it. Will, the stupid man, kept trying to level it up. He’d never understood that the world would never be fair, that men would never be equal, no matter how much Will wished for it. The world was uncertain; death could come at any moment. Only this morning he’d heard that the plague, the same vile disease that carried off his family, was rife in Holland – and he intended to squeeze some profit from it if he could. After all, it had taken enough from him.

On the corner of Romney Street, Jack paused and sat on a stool to get his shoes shined by a street boy. A farthing well-spent, he knew. People went by appearances. They never looked underneath the surface – more fool them.

Once his shoes gleamed with polish, Jack slid off his filthy coat and pulled another from his bag. This one he’d bought second-hand a few weeks ago from a stall in the Exchange, and it was a clean navy damask that fastened right to the neck with a row of matching fabric buttons. The same rows of buttons were on the turned-back cuffs, and gave him a business-like air. He stowed his dirty coat in the bag and took out a dark ‘tied’ wig as was the fashion amongst clerks. After he’d straightened it on his head, he glanced in a shop window. Perfect. A sober businessman looked back at him.

He strolled down the street and into the tavern, taking a place near the steamy window. It wasn’t long before the bow-backed Kite stooped under the lintel, with the fawning Bastable, his so-called ‘rent-collector’ in tow.

‘Ah, Sutherland. This is Mr Kite.’ Bastable, who Jack already knew from the gaming table, made introductions. Jack had heard of Kite. Rumours abounded about him. A small man with a big reputation. He’d made a fortune out of nothing; built a straw empire on debt and dealing.

‘Ale, gentlemen?’ Jack asked, flashing the half-crown at them.

They sat, and Jack brought a jug over. It cost him three ha’pence but it was an investment.

‘I hear you want a share in this shipment of snuff, Sutherland,’ Kite said, jutting his mottled chin towards him.

‘Depends on the price.’

‘The other investors are putting in thirty.’

Jack kept his face blank. So much. Not a hare’s chance of getting that much from Will. He’d have to try another tack. ‘What are your outbound goods?’ he asked.

‘Sheepskin and leather, tin from Cornwall,’ Bastable answered.

Kite was silent, scrutinising Jack through hooded eyes.

‘Well, since you’re trading to the Low Countries, I have another proposal for you,’ Jack said. ‘It’s a little irregular, but I’m sure you’ll see that it’s an idea that will turn a fine profit.’

Jack knew from Kite’s expression that the word irregular had slid past him smooth as silk, but the words fine profit had stuck like glue.

A few moments later and all three heads were close together, deep in discussion.
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