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          ‘For God’s sake let us sit upon the ground




          And tell sad stories of the death of kings’




          RICHARD II, 3, ii


        


      


    


  




  





  Historical Note




  In the early months of 1601 England faced its worst crisis since the defeat of the Spanish Armada thirteen years earlier. Queen Elizabeth was in

  her 68th year. Most of her subjects had never known another ruler. An ageing virgin, with no direct heir, she flew into a fury if anyone even hinted at the question of succession. The last of her

  many flirtatious and teasing relationships with the men in her aristocratic coterie, that with Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex, had come to a bitter end.




  Essex was by far the most dangerous of Elizabeth’s ‘courtly lovers’. Volatile and paranoid, he suspected a court faction (led by Robert Cecil, the Secretary to the Privy

  Council, and by his old enemy, Sir Walter Raleigh) of conspiring not only against him but against England itself. Their supposed object? To install the Spanish Infanta on the throne. Essex plotted

  rebellion, though whether it was to protect the Queen or to supplant her was never quite clear, perhaps even to him. Essex enjoyed immense popularity among his fellow Londoners, many of whom

  considered him to have been persecuted by the faction surrounding the Queen.




  Essex’s followers sought to capitalise on that support in various ways. One of these was to enlist the Chamberlain’s Men, the acting company of Shakespeare and the Burbage brothers,

  to put on a performance of Shakespeare’s own Richard II at the Globe playhouse in Southwark on the afternoon of Saturday, 7 February, the day before the planned uprising. This

  historical play was no ordinary drama. Richard II climaxes with the deposition and death of a lawful monarch and his replacement by a younger and fitter (in any sense) usurper. In the

  circumstances of the time – with Elizabeth nearing the end of her reign, Essex perhaps ready to seize control, the people of London full of apprehension – to perform this play was to

  invite trouble.




  





  Beginning




  Sunday 1 February – Tuesday 3 February 1601




  Though I saw nothing when I glanced over my shoulder, there could be no mistake about it this time. The man behind me might be able to rely on the

  night and on the shadows of the narrow street for cover, but he couldn’t conceal the noise of his boots. So far he had managed to keep his steps in unison with mine. It was this whispering

  agreement with my own progress that first aroused my suspicions. Now, when I stopped abruptly, so did he – only he stopped a fraction too late. The sound of his heel on the icy cobbles rang

  in my ear. Then silence.




  I looked up as if the night sky would tell me what to do next. Stars pulsed in the gap between the overhanging houses. The nipping, eager air sank its teeth into my exposed face. My breath

  plumed upwards. The night sky told me nothing that I didn’t already know.




  It was late, not long before a winter midnight. It was bitingly cold. And it was unlikely that anyone walking the streets of our capital was going about any lawful business (myself excepted, of

  course). What made my innards do a little dance, though, was the certainty that my friend in the shadows wanted to keep his presence a secret. Otherwise, why match his steps to mine, why stop at

  almost the same instant that I did? I had it in mind to call out that I was nobody, merely a poor player. He could have all of the shilling in my pocket for the asking. But a desire to avoid

  looking foolish prevented me.




  I was unarmed, or as good as unarmed. A decorative little knife, suitable for nail-paring, lay somewhere fast asleep under my clothing. As for any representative of the law – a catchpole

  or a headborough – well, where are they when you need them? I might have cried out in alarm, but Mill Street, where I was standing this winter’s night, though not in the first rank of

  turpitude, was the kind of area where doors slam shut against trouble. The only remedy lay in my feet.




  Hoping that my pursuer would think that I’d stopped merely to gaze at the heavens, I started walking again. Sure enough, within two paces, the echo fell in behind me. As my boots struck

  the cobbles, so did his. With each step I lengthened my stride and walked a little faster. My aim, with my heart banging in my chest and clouds of breath exhaling in my wake, was to reach the

  corner of Hart Lane, a hundred yards or so to my right. Once there I could, perhaps, lose my pursuer in the dark warren of lanes and alleys that stretched between Mill Street and the riverbank.

  None of the houses and shops betrayed any sign of human life by as much as a glimmer. We might have been threading a path through a dead city. Overhead, the stars danced with cold life. Whoever was

  behind me seemed content to match my pace, quickening his march as I quickened mine but, as far as I could tell from the echoed steps, not attempting to gain on me.




  Now I was nearing the corner of Hart Lane. And, at once, I grew frightened – I mean more frightened than before. Maybe it was the regular, remorseless tread of the being over my shoulder,

  a sense that I wouldn’t be able to shake him off, twist and dodge as I might in any maze of alleys. Instead of walking at a steadily increasing rate towards the mouth of the Lane, I panicked.

  I broke into a run. But there was more than one of them. From the entrance to Hart Lane a shadow started from the darkness of the corner, as if it knew precisely the route that I intended to

  take.




  I slowed. By instinct, I veered in the opposite direction, attempting to put space between myself and this new threat. But as I moved towards the other side of the street a third shape

  moved out from my left, and I knew that I was caught.




  I stopped.




  I tried to control my panting breath.




  I resolved to make a good end. Why, one can do a little even with a knife that is fit only for nail-paring. Cursing the thick clothing that kept it buried, I started to fumble for the

  weapon.




  The three figures closed around me. I couldn’t see the one approaching my back but I could hear his rapidly advancing footsteps. I turned to face him, a mere shadow. He spoke. He had a

  soft, even voice.




  “Master Revill?”




  Now a different kind of fear overcame me. It was not any late passenger that these men were after, not anyone who chanced by. They were looking for someone specific, they were looking for me. I

  attempted to master my own tones.




  “You have the advantage of me, sir.”




  The courtesy wasn’t returned. He repeated himself, a statement now rather than a question.




  “Master Nicholas Revill, the player.”




  His face was a darker patch in the night, a no-face.




  “What do you want from me?”




  I felt the presence of his two companions closing in behind me.




  “Speaking for myself, nothing.”




  “That’s good, because you’ve hit exactly on all that I possess. Nothing.”




  I was pleased at the steadiness in my tone.




  “ ‘Nothing’ is the usual condition of players, I believe, sir,” said the other. He had a very soft voice. I had to strain to hear it and thought at the time that it was

  doubly insulting to have to struggle to hear an insult.




  “Since you’ve stopped me merely to sneer at my poverty,” I said, “I’ll be on my way. If you want to flatter me any further you can pay your pennies at the

  playhouse, like everybody else, and do it there.”




  I made to slip aside and was not surprised to find my path blocked by one of the shapes to my rear. Let me pass.




  “You are required,” said the soft-toned man. I turned back towards him since he was evidently in command.




  “Required? How so? Who are you?”




  Even as I said these words, I was grasped by the upper arm on either side. The grip was firm to the point of discomfort.




  “We have been instructed to take you to a place,” said the shadow. The mildness of his tone contrasted with the coercion implicit in his message. “It is better for our safety

  – and for yours – that you don’t know exactly where you are going. Accordingly, you will be blindfolded. Please don’t struggle or attempt to remove it.”




  I almost laughed – from fear or from genuine amusement, or a mixture of both.




  “For God’s sake, man, it’s dark.”




  “It is for the best, sir.”




  He spoke respectfully but there was a sneering quality to his words.




  One of my arms was released, and the next instant the individual on that side had slipped a band of some smooth material over my head. Fumblingly, he checked to ensure that it covered my eyes

  before tightening the knot at the back. Then he resumed his hold on me. So I stood, pinioned, in double darkness.




  “Who are you . . . thieves?”




  By now I would have been relieved to discover that that was all they were. (Relieved, but also perhaps obscurely disappointed.)




  “We are in authority.”




  “Whose authority?”




  My voice broke into a kind of ignominious yelp. In any case, the question was overlooked. At once, the two men on either side began – slowly at first and then faster and faster – to

  spin me round in circles like a top. Instinctively, I tried to reach up with my hands to tear the cloth from my face, but my companions kept me so close that, although I could smell their breath

  and feel their warmth, I was unable to lift my arms. Within a few moments I was giddy enough to have fallen if they hadn’t been buttressing me on each side. My wits whirled round with my

  body.




  Then, like children at hoodman-blind, they suddenly brought me to a stop. The dark world continued to spin most unpleasantly round my head, and my ears sang. Now I was being ushered forward by

  my escort. Forward where? Obviously this ridiculous child’s business of turning me top-wise was an attempt to make me lose my bearings. They’d succeeded too. I had no idea what

  direction we were going in.




  As I was pushed through the streets, helpless as a babe-in-arms, I had freedom to think. Oddly, I was slightly less scared now than when I’d first sensed that I was being followed. My

  initial assumption had been that I was the target of ruffians or rakehells – but the behaviour of this threesome (or rather of the only man to have spoken) suggested that they wanted nothing

  so vulgar as my life or my non-existent property. ‘You are required.’ This had a portentous ring, as of the devil in some morality drama summoning down an overdue soul to flame and

  perdition. I’d have laughed at the absurdity of it if my throat hadn’t been dry and my heart thudding. But it was no joke. While my feet clattered across the icy cobbles my mind

  wandered in a maze.




  After what I supposed was about ten minutes – during which time we changed direction on several occasions and once, I am sure, merely turned round in order to go back the way we’d

  come – we halted. I felt dizzy and queasy. I wanted to sit down. But there was a rap on a door, there was the creak of it opening, and a wash of warmer air on the exposed part of my face.




  “We have arrived. There are two steps in front of you, shallow steps. Negotiate them with care.”




  His advice wasn’t needed for I found myself being hoist up the steps anyway. Then suddenly the arms which were pinioning me fell away. I tottered but kept my balance. Unthinkingly I made

  to remove the blindfold but was anticipated.




  “Do keep your hands down, Master Revill.”




  Reluctantly, I did as I was told. I was tired of being kept in the dark.




  “Before you is a doorway, only wide enough for one man at a time. Step through if you please.”




  “No.”




  I had decided, you see, that it was foolish – to say nothing of unmanly – to step into what might be a trap. It was time to take a stand. Being led along was one thing, but to cross

  a hostile threshhold of my own accord, this stuck in my gullet. Out on the cold, dark streets there was still a tiny measure of safety but once inside private quarters, God alone knew what might

  happen. Unfortunately, my ‘No’, intended as a curt vowel of refusal, emerged new-born and quavering into the night air. I must have been more frightened than I knew.




  “No?” said the man behind me, gently but wearily as it seemed. “Well, never mind . . . I am only thinking of your dignity, sir.”




  Hands gripped my shoulders and half steered, half pushed me forward, as though I were a recalcitrant child. I felt wooden boards beneath my feet, and my face tingled in the comparative warmth

  after the night air.




  “Now we are here.”




  The same smooth low voice at my back.




  “In a moment you may remove your blindfold. When you do, you will see a flight of stairs ahead. Which you will please to climb, sir. In the room facing the head of the stairs there is a

  man who wishes to talk to you.”




  “I suppose I should count up to ten before I start looking for him,” I said, trying to introduce a sneer of my own into the conversation. Perhaps the other individual was stung by

  the remark because he said nothing.




  “Who are you?” I ventured now. “I demand to know before I go any further.”




  No answer. I sensed space around me, although if my companions had exited they must have done so as swiftly and silently as ghosts. I waited a moment longer then reached up and lifted the scarf

  from a corner of my eye, expecting each moment to be rebuked. But there was nobody there. I was in a bare, dimly illuminated lobby, off which several doors opened. My escort had presumably vanished

  behind these. I had a sense of exposure, not the agreeable feeling of being the cynosure of all eyes which one gets as a player on stage but the less pleasant impression of being spied-on through

  knot-holes and secret cracks in the dark woodwork. I was still holding the blindfold. In a tiny act of resistance, I dropped it on the floor.




  Ahead of me was a flight of stairs, as described, leading up into darkness. I turned round and tried the main door, the one which led into the street, but it was fastened and there was no key in

  sight. I might have tested the two or three other exits from the room but suspected that they too would be barred against me. I thought of the quarry in a hunt, channelled to its doom by the

  hunters and the hounds, forced down its final path. I climbed the stairs as if in a dream. I remember that they creaked underfoot.




  At the top of the stairs was a small open area and a room directly facing. The door was ajar and a faint light slipped out through the gap. I tapped timidly with my fingers’ ends and a

  voice said ‘Come in’, and I did so and on the far side of a large room there sat a man at a big table. He was writing. He looked up briefly.




  “There is a chair against that wall. Please be seated, Master Revill, and be easy. I shall not be a moment more on this thing.” And he resumed his writing.




  I did as instructed – this was a night for doing what I was told. Several candles burned on the desk or table but otherwise the room was unilluminated. I was therefore in the dark and the

  gentleman opposite me was in the light, available for my inspection. Perhaps he had intended this, but I do not think so. There are some men who will deliberately keep themselves writing or

  fiddling with their documents in order to keep you waiting, as if to say ‘See how busy and important I am, see how little you matter’, but it was not so with this nameless

  individual.




  Hunched over his table, he wrote with a wide, scrawling hand, breaking off from time to time to to refresh his pen or to consult other sheets of paper spread about him. Apart from his hand

  nothing else of him seemed to stir, except for his feet under the table which did a little circumscribed dance of their own in time with his mobile hand. Otherwise, he did not scratch at his broad

  white forehead, or stroke his tapering beard; he did not stop to scrutinise his fingernails or the single golden bands which he wore on each ring-finger. He did not indulge in any of those

  scribbler’s little delays and diversions which signify ‘I am thinking’ or ‘I wonder what I look like when I am thinking like this’. Instead he kept on writing as if

  his life depended on it.




  His large, pallid forehead seemed to suck in the light in the room rather than to reflect it. The candles cast shifting, contradictory patterns on the wall behind the man at the table, and there

  was something about his quivering shadow that did not accord properly with the solid shape in front of me – although I did not realise until later exactly what it was.




  For several minutes this individual did not stop his moving, scrawling hand. Then, without any flourish, without the grin or the sigh which usually signals finis to our efforts on paper,

  he laid down his pen, clasped his hands together and rested his chin on them. His candid eyes looked at me and, in shadow though I was, I felt myself being thoroughly and rapidly assessed.




  “Please, Master Revill, bring your chair forward – into the light – yes, so.”




  With someone else I might, I suppose, have protested at the way I’d been snatched off the street and brought to this upper room – now that I was pretty sure that I had not fallen

  into the hands of desperadoes, an objection or two seemed called for. But something informed me that protest was futile and that I’d be told what I needed to know when the time was ripe.




  Sure enough.




  “Master Nicholas Revill, of the Chamberlain’s Men?”




  “Yes, sir, now of the Chamberlain’s. I have this very evening been at rehearsal with them.”




  “I know,” said the man.




  “We are rehearsing to play before the Queen.”




  “That I know too.”




  Evidently not a man who was easily impressed.




  It was only a matter of weeks since my place in the Company of Masters Shakespeare and Burbage had been confirmed. I was still inordinately proud at securing a position with London’s

  leading players. Dammit, any young man who has dreamed of a life in the playhouse ever since he was knee-high to a pew-step, to be precise from the moment when as a child I had first heard my

  parson-father thundering against plays, players and playhouses from the stage of his own pulpit – any youngster, I say, would have struggled to keep his pride within bounds when invited to

  join our capital’s crowning glory, the Globe theatre.




  “Have you seen us?” I said. “Have you watched the Chamberlain’s?” It’s strange how, in my eagerness to talk about my craft, I mislaid any sense of the danger

  I might be in, to say nothing of the insult of being lifted from the street and carried off who-knew-where. Or perhaps it was not eagerness but a player’s necessary vanity.




  “I have little time for the playhouse . . .” he began.




  He was a puritan, then, or one of those disapproving city folk who believe that playing is the root of all evil, as well as being bad for business (because it encourages the apprentices to play

  truant and the common people to spend their pennies on dreams instead of worldly goods). And yet he did not look or sound like a puritan or a priggish cit.




  “But I make an exception for the Chamberlain’s Men.”




  “I am pleased to hear it, sir.”




  “Your Cowley, your Pope and Gough. Let me see . . . Tawyer, Sincklo and Jack Wilson too. Then there’s Rice and Tyler. Fine players all. And now we must add Master Nicholas Revill to

  this catalogue of men.”




  Delighted as I was that this stranger showed such a fine awareness of our Company, I couldn’t help wondering why he needed to know these things. It did not escape me, either, that

  the players he had just listed were by no means the best known or the most distinguished in the Chamberlain’s – no mention of Augustine Phillips or Armin the clown or the Burbages or

  Master WS himself. These latter would be the only names familiar to most attenders of our little entertainments.




  I grew uneasy again.




  “You are asking yourself where all this leads?”




  “Why you had me snatched from the street while I was going about my lawful business.”




  “Lawful business, indeed,” he echoed in a way that suggested he doubted whether I wasn’t the one at fault, and I grew uneasier still. “I must apologise for the way in

  which you were conveyed here. But there is no need for you to know where you are, precisely where you are, in the metropolis. In fact it is very much to my advantage—”




  Sensing that I was about to interrupt, he opened, palm downward, one of the hands that still perched beneath his chin.




  “—and even more than it is to my advantage, I should say it is very much for your safety’s sake that you are, and remain, in ignorance of your whereabouts.”




  “So that when I leave I shall again be blindfolded, and so on?”




  “I fear so. But if your question, Master Revill, is intended to establish that you shall leave in due course, then be assured that you will.”




  I made some deprecatory gesture, as if such a fear had never crossed my mind. His large, candid gaze rested on me.




  “Not a hair on your head shall be touched. You are much too valuable to us.”




  “A poor player?” I said, thinking of the other man’s comment in the street.




  “Would you help yourself – and me – to some wine? There is a flask on that cupboard by the wall.”




  I did as he directed, noting that he had turned aside the ‘poor player’ remark. Even in the few moments occupied by my pouring the wine, he had returned to his paper-work so that I

  stood uncertainly above him while he scrawled a few words in the margin of a sheet close-written in another’s hand. There was something strange about him, hunched over his work, but I could

  not quite put my finger on it. Then he gazed up and motioned for me to put down the glass which I held for him, all the time smiling with a candour that had me, helplessly, smiling in return.




  When I’d resumed my chair, he said, “Master Revill, you are a loyal Englishman?”




  “I hope I have it in me to love my country.”




  “And our sovereign lady, the Queen?”




  “You hardly need to make that a question.”




  “But I do. Oblige me with an answer.”




  “She deserves respect and reverence, sir. I would not dare to talk about love . . .”




  “She is lovable too, provided one be wary about it.”




  In another man I might have suspected that this had been said to establish a personal connection with the sovereign, yet I did not think the man opposite me was seeking to elevate himself

  through great associations. His comment, rather, had the air of a thrown-off observation, made half to himself. No wonder he hadn’t been impressed by my saying that the Chamberlain’s

  had just been rehearsing for a royal performance.




  “Like most of our countrymen I have known no other monarch,” I said.




  “Yes,” he said, “you’d have to be in your fifth decade to have even a child’s memory of her father.”




  I wondered whether he remembered Henry VIII. The man at the other side of the table seemed ageless – or rather he was like what I had once read of the Roman emperor Justinian, that

  no man could recall his ever having been young.




  “While she herself is now in her seventh decade,” he pursued.




  Talking of the Queen’s age was, somehow, disrespectful and I wished he would come to the business in hand, whatever it was.




  “I find it hard to conceive that another could reign over us as she does,” I said, meaning a diplomatic compliment.




  “Then you are like the rest of our countrymen in that too.”




  “How so?”




  “Unhappy.”




  “Unhappy?”




  “In having to think of another occupying her place on the throne of England.”




  “I – I suppose so.”




  “Yet it is something that we must think of. We wouldn’t be human if we didn’t consider what will happen next, who will come afterwards.”




  “No,” I said.




  These were dark waters and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to set sail on them.




  “Come, Master Revill, let us speak more plain,” he said, sipping at his glass. “The Queen must die.”




  “Sir, I must respectfully ask you to let me go. I did not come here of my own free will. I never asked to be brought to this place. I have no desire to listen to treason.”




  “So it is treason to claim that an old woman will die?”




  “No, but . . .”




  “You think that I am trying to inveigle you into some trap.”




  “No, though . . .”




  I did, and I did not. I didn’t know what I thought.




  “Nicholas, Nicholas, princes are as mortal as the rest of us,” said the man on the far side of the table. In everything, he used a tone of sweet reason. “We know better than to

  believe with the Romans or the Egyptians that our rulers are gods. Our own sovereign would be the first to cry blasphemy if we did. She is nearly as pious as my own mother.”




  “Well then . . .” I said, for the sake of saying something.




  “If I could extend our Queen’s life by a year – or even a month – by giving her a year of mine in exchange, I truly believe that I would.”




  “Why am I here?” I said, tiring suddenly of this dangerous fiddle-faddle.




  “When a king nears to the end of his reign there is fear among the populace. This is so even in the best run realms, the most orderly states. How much more do men have cause to fear when

  the king – or the queen – has no issue. We can’t see our way clear to the future if we do not know who is to rule over us. You follow me?”




  “I do not know where you are headed.”




  “You will soon, Nicholas. I am leading you to no place of treason or disloyalty, be assured of that. As I say, doubt over the succession breeds alarm and despondency. This is natural. With

  some it does more. They begin to think that it is their business to fill the vacuum which will be left at the top. Not just their business but their right and their duty.”




  “These are matters far above my head, sir.”




  “There is a certain great gentleman of this city who has recently returned from Ireland,” he said, then paused. “You know who I mean?”




  “It is the – the – Earl of Essex.”




  He tapped his forefinger against his lips. “Good. I wanted you to name him for yourself. He returned from Ireland helter-skelter, thinking to save our Queen.”




  “I don’t know about that.”




  “Don’t play ignorant. All of London knows his offences, and half the country besides.”




  True enough. Essex had been sent to that troublesome island (or had badgered the Queen and Council that he should be sent) to deal once and for all with the rebel Tyrone. I had actually seen him

  as he paraded through the streets with his commanders on his way northwards to embark for Ireland. The air was full of success. Victory was inevitable. But victory proved elusive. Even the expected

  pitched battle never took place . . . rather a meeting of the two leaders, by a river, alone . . . and rumours of an ‘understanding’ between Tyrone and Essex. Following which, this

  great gentleman conceived the idea that the Council was plotting against him and his Queen. Accordingly, he raced back to see her at her palace at Nonesuch.




  “For which he was arrested and tried on a charge of treason,” I said.




  “And in her great mercy, our sovereign lady did not demand the extreme forfeit. You see, Nicholas, you are as familiar with the story as any citizen.”




  He paused and rose from the table and made his way to the cupboard against the wall to refill his glass. My drink was almost untouched. When he got up his flickering shadow seemed to swell on

  the plastered wall and I saw that he was a hunchback. I realised then who he was, and a great gust of fear swept across my soul. I think he understood that I had grasped his identity because he

  gave me time, after he’d resumed his place, to compose myself. But my hands trembled and my mouth seemed filled with sand.




  “Some men are not apt for mercy,” he continued. “It merely provokes them to greater disobedience. This noble gentleman we are talking of, for example. His sovereign forgave him

  for his disobedience, his importunacy, etc. All he had to do was to utter an appropriate declaration, to bind himself by a soothing promise, and he would have been allowed to retire to the country

  to meditate on the Queen’s goodness. He should have struggled to bring himself within the pale. But he chose not to. We have one here who prefers to command an army rather than to command

  himself.”




  I nodded. Some strangled noise emerged from my throat. I was still too nervous to speak.




  “Come, Nicholas. We are on the same side, you and I.”




  “Yes, Master Secretary,” I managed through a tightened gorge and a sand-filled mouth.




  Sir Robert Cecil, Secretary to the Council, smiled in a pleasant but slightly disdainful manner, as if he were complimenting a not overbright boy on cracking a not particularly difficult

  riddle.




  “Now you know who I am you can surely understand why it is better that you don’t know precisely where you are. This is one of several secure places that we use when we wish to

  conduct business away from the Argus eyes of the Court. So our guests are usually brought here as if they were playing at hoodman-blind. Ignorance is safety.”




  “I may not know where I am, but I can’t be any use to you if I remain in ignorance about why I am . . . wherever I am,” I said, neglecting in my urgency to be frightened of

  this great and powerful man. “Why have you brought me here? I am altogether in a mist.”




  “Well. Let me clear a little of it. I want you, Master Revill, to do some work for your Queen and your country. To the quick of the matter. I have information that, within the next couple

  of days, the Chamberlain’s Men will be approached to put on a performance of a play.”




  “Saving your reverence, there is nothing special in that.”




  “There will be about this performance. Your Company will soon be requested to stage Master William Shakespeare’s Richard II.”




  Ah, Richard II.




  I began to see through the mist that surrounded me not so much a glimmer of light as a darker shape forming.




  “You are familiar with the play?”




  “It is a fusty piece, not often performed,” I said.




  “With good reason. It deals with the death of kings. It ends with the deposition of the lawful Richard and the triumph of the usurper Henry Bolingbroke. Anybody must see that a

  presentation of this play now, at this moment, would be—”




  “—a nice question,” I interrupted, forgetting myself.




  “—a dangerous proceeding, I was going to say. But I am glad that you have such a quick apprehension, Nicholas. Yes, dangerous to all, players and spectators alike. To stage this

  Richard now is to bring fire and powder together.”




  “Only a play,” I said.




  “One spark is enough,” said Sir Robert Cecil. “A fool may fire a forest. Why, you know that he wears a secret note in a little black bag tied round his neck.”




  “Who, sir?”




  “Essex. He wears a note from James of Scotland about his neck and shows it to his intimates. He thinks his treason to be so fine that it must be displayed not once but again and again.

  Well, he’ll find that the cord holding that bag round his neck will be strong enough to hold up something else.”




  The smooth, even tones had left Sir Robert’s voice. His hands no longer perched neatly under the bearded chin or lay at rest on the paper-strewn table but opened and closed in the

  candlelight like agitated birds.




  “No matter. Essex is not your concern. He is out of your sphere. He will not be approaching the Chamberlain’s Men with the request for Richard. You are to watch for a

  man called Cuffe or one called Merrick.”




  “But what do they hope to gain? Forgive me, sir, I cannot see the advantage in asking for an old play to prop up a new cause.”




  “Nicholas, you believe in your craft?”




  “Of course.”




  “In fact, I have heard that you make great claims for it. Let me see—” (and he cast about among the sheets in front of him until he found the one he was looking for)

  “– What was it you once said? Ah I have it. You were talking of players, I believe. ‘We are the voice of our age. We are the mirror of the times.’ ”




  “No doubt I was – my tongue was carried away by liquor, perhaps.”




  I squirmed on my chair in embarrassment. Were those words mine?




  They had a familiar ring.




  “Those are the very words, the liquor-borne ones I mean, that it is worth paying attention to. In vino Veritas,” said Sir Robert. “This is beside the point. Very

  recently you were in the habit of making the largest claims for the players and the playhouse. Surely you haven’t changed your mind?”




  “I – no – I still think my profession to be an honest calling.”




  “No more than honest?”




  “Even a noble one if it helps to cast a little light onto the benighted stage which is this world,” I said defensively. “I stand by what I said.”




  “Very good,” said Sir Robert. “Every man should esteem his trade, provided it be lawful.”




  But I hardly heard what he was saying. Those fine utterances about ‘voices’ and ‘mirrors’ were, no doubt, the kind of thing that I was accustomed to say too often,

  particularly in my early, heady days with the Chamberlain’s Company (I was all of a four-month veteran now and looked back on my unfledged beginnings with amusement), but the sentences

  he’d quoted were precise and had the air of being reported from life. Indeed, they were from life. I now remembered a scene at supper with the Eliots, Sir Thomas, Lady Alice and young William

  Eliot. I remembered myself, a little flushed with drink and with the elevated company, being hoist up on my own rhetoric as I made great pronouncements on the value of plays and

  playing.1




  But what made the sweat stand out on my brow was the realisation that this great man had before him a document which detailed some – all? – of my heedless words at a supper in a

  private house the previous autumn. Would you care to have recalled to you what you said last Thursday morning to your wife in the privacy of your chamber? No? Or that wordy dispute with an old

  school friend in the corner of a tavern? Not that neither?




  Well, you may see how alarmed I began to grow as I understood that the Secretary to the Council had a record of my unconsidered words. I felt also a little anger, but that was easy enough to

  hold in check. Sir Robert Cecil grasped my discomfort.




  “Nicholas,” he said soothingly, “do not worry that I can quote you to yourself. Some men might be flattered. Anyway it is my business to know what people are thinking and

  saying. I agree with your words on the value of plays, by the way. I believe that Master Shakespeare has put something not dissimilar into the mouth of one of his characters.”




  I realised how artfully Sir Robert had gone about not only to reassure me but also to put me in my place by demonstrating that the high view which I had expressed of my profession was taken,

  pretty well wholesale, from our greatest playwright. I saw how quietly, how subtly, he had been able to suggest the frightening extent of his knowledge. Why, his network of informers and agents

  must be all-encompassing if he received reports on the high-flown words of a poor player at the supper table.




  “But since you share my regard for plays,” he went on, “you hardly need to ask what the value of a performance of Richard II is to these desperate men. They plan to use

  it as a fingerpost signing the way down their chosen road.”




  “Yes,” I said.




  “The road to treason is miry, and it helps to know that others have travelled that route before.”




  “If enough travel it, it becomes well paved,” I said.




  “Well,” he said, looking directly at me, “that is quick of you. I believe that I have the right man in front of me. Unlike most roads, the greater the number that walk it the

  smoother and more even it becomes. So, Master Revill, that is why I require your help. To uproot this fingerpost before it gets firmly planted.”




  “Yes,” I said.




  “I am sorry on such a night to have kept you from your warm bed but, as you can see, these are urgent matters of state. Your mission is important . . .”




  “Yes,” I said. “I understand.”




  And what I understood was that this man must have in his service as many eyes as there were stars in the frosty sky outside.




  It was under the stars that I was abandoned when the game of my arrival was reversed at the end of the interview. After telling me a little more in respect of the grandly

  termed ‘mission’, Sir Robert instructed me to return to the lobby and wait. Again, I was grasped from behind and a blind slipped over my eyes before I had an opportunity to glance

  round. Ushered back into the biting air, I was whirled through the streets, spun round and marched in the opposite direction, not once but several times. Eventually we halted. The same voice as in

  the beginning, courteous, low but firm.




  “We are leaving, Master Revill. Thank you for your compliance.” He spoke as if I had had a choice. His tones were soft as smoke in the night air. “Even though you might

  consider this a piece of child’s play, I require you to count up to ten, let us say, when I give the word. After that you may remove your blind and go on your way.”




  “Where am I?”




  “Where you were, sir. Have no fear. Now you should count.”




  I did as I was told and, after counting silently to ten, removed my blindfold. The dark houses rose up before me, seeming no more substantial than pasteboard against the twinkling blackness of

  the sky. After a moment I was able to confirm that my captor had been as good as his word and that I was standing at the very point where I had first been intercepted, by the corner of Hart Lane.

  The streets were empty. As far as I could tell from the position of the stars the whole episode had lasted some two hours or more. It was that dead time of the night when even the sots and

  ne’er-do-wells have retired or fallen down in their places, and honest, hardworking folk are not yet stirred.




  The entire business might have been a dream, yet not for an instant did I consider it so. I returned to my lodgings and lay awake there, unable to stop thinking of the extraordinary events of

  the night and eventually falling into what seemed to be only a few minutes of strange-coloured slumber before I had to be up for rehearsal.




  My mind was filled with plot and counter-plot. I had been catapaulted onto a greater stage than I was accustomed to play on. One where high and mighty conspirators disposed of whole realms, and

  played with crowns, as easily as you or I might crack an egg.




  As I’ve mentioned, by chance I had once glimpsed the greatest of these conspirators.




  When my lord of Essex departed for Ireland, he was sent off by the London citizenry as though he was already leading his army home, in triumph. Victory in the field was preordained. Only

  now do I see – even I, with my little knowledge of the world – that certainty as to outcomes in such affairs is rarely matched by the event. Fortune is truly a strumpet, or so she

  proved in this case. However, on that March day when the Earl of Essex left for the barbarous isle there was confidence, even exultation, in the air.




  I made up one of the crowd that thronged the thoroughfares along which Essex and his followers paraded. I was then newly arrived in London, a stranger to the playhouse and its kingdom in

  Southwark. A stranger to my friend Nell and to Master WS and Burbage & Co. There is no creature greener than he who is newly come to the city from the country and who would not, for a thousand

  pound, wish to have that green-ness revealed. So, it was with amazement that I found myself within a day or two of my arrival tumbled into a crowd that waved and hurrahed a great general. All around

  us, church bells rang madly. I wondered if this were not some regular happening. Why, perhaps generals and other mighty personages rode through the streets once a fortnight! That would be something

  to boast about to my untravelled parents back at home in Somerset! (I forgot from time to time that I had no home, except a plague-stricken village, and no parents either who were above

  ground.)




  Deliberately selecting a fellow member of the crowd who didn’t look too quick-witted, and wouldn’t therefore be inclined to mock my rusticity and ignorance, I asked him what all the

  to-do was about. Amid great washes of ale-breath, I was informed that a great lord called Middlesex who I could see at the head of the procession – “there, yes, ’im, that’s

  the one!” – was about to depart for a land far away over the sea. An island beyond the place where the sun sets. Where men’s heads grow out of their chests or their arses, or some

  such. Where they boil up their young alive and eat ’em for supper. Where they daily have congress with the beasts of the field. And what, I asked, was the lord commander Middlesex going to do

  when he got there? “Why, kill ’em all,” said my informant, turning away from me in disgust that I’d asked such a stupid question.




  Someone else standing nearby, an apparently more reliable and relatively sober individual, told me that it was the Earl of Essex and that he was going to subdue the Irish once and for

  all. It was already settled. The Queen had given him the commission. At this moment the head of the procession drew level with where we were standing and the crowd, already bubbling, went wild with

  pleasure. My ears were deafened with cries of approbation and screams of delight. Some of the women had tears streaming down their faces. Others held up babies, as if they expected the Earl to

  bless them. He turned his head and the upper part of his body from side to side and smiled benignly on the crowds but in a way that seemed to me somewhat abstracted, as if his mind were already on

  the other side of that sea which separates the greater island from the lesser.




  And now a very unexpected thing happened, and one that augured ill too. Though it was, as I have said, a day in March when this great company set off for Ireland, the weather had been

  unseasonably fair. The sky over the streets of Islington was bright and clear. All at once there arose a great black cloud to the north-east, as if cast up by a giant hand. And moments later came

  thunder and flashes of lightning. Then a great shower of hail and rain. The parade of lords and knights on horseback, sitting so proud and erect, huddled inside their finery and tried to make

  themselves all small, while the honest citizenry crammed into doorways or cowered beneath the eaves of houses. I found myself sharing a nook with my drunken informant, the one who had identified

  the Earl of Middlesex. The mood of the crowd, which had been one of celebration, now turned to its opposite, “’tis a hominous progeny, this ’ail and thund’rin,” he

  said, enveloping me in his reeky breath. “No, I misspeak, ’tis a hominous prodigal.”




  And so it was – a prodigy and ominous both. The Irish enterprise, begun with such fair expectations, was soon enveloped in its own bad weather.




  So much for my introduction to the Earl of Essex.




  But I couldn’t spend all my waking (and sleeping) hours thinking of him and his co-conspirators, and of Secretaries of State and mysterious men who seized one off the street at midnight

  – I had, after all, a working life to get on with.




  You might consider that the life – or at least the revenue – of a player during the winter is as pinched and bleak as the hours of daylight. Who wishes to pay for the privilege of

  standing in an unroofed playhouse, stamping their feet and rubbing their mittened hands against the cold? What eloquent words from the playwrights and, more importantly, what fine gestures from the

  players are scattered by the winter winds or sogged in the winter rains? And it is true, of course, that we are almost as governed by the seasons as those who till the soil. Nevertheless, if we

  stage plays, the customers come, though in diminished numbers. And since players must continue to live even when what Dick Burbage calls our ‘congregations’ are thin, we in the

  Chamberlain’s must continue to play (intermittently) during the cold months. When you consider how matters stand, when you survey our principal enemies – City authorities, plague,

  Puritans, changes in fashion – then the vagaries of winter come limping some way in the rear.




  Yet our limited performances in the playhouse are not the business that really keeps us warm in January and February before the arrival of Lent curtails our activities.




  The Chamberlain’s Men are the prime company in town. We are the Queen’s favourites, and that is something to warm your hands by. Every winter the Chamberlain’s are

  commanded to play before Her Majesty at one of her palaces, usually Whitehall. Our playwright, shareholder and occasional player, Master WS, provides the fare to put before her and we do our best

  to serve it up piping hot and spicy for her delectation. I say ‘we’ (like an old hand) but this is the first year in which I’ve been privileged to be a member of the Company, so I

  (like new hands everywhere) do my best to appear all easy and unconcerned at the terrifying prospect of appearing and speaking before our sovereign lady – but my heart bangs to think

  about it and my palms start to sweat a little. Others in the Company, however, really do seem all easy and unconcerned at the idea. To them it’s just another performance, a little special

  perhaps, more finely honed and better dressed, but essentially no different from playing before the penny knaves on the ground and the gents and ladies in the gallery.




  We have to prepare for this royal appearance. The play must be read beforehand. All plays must, in fact, be read beforehand in the office of the Master of the Revels to see whether they contain

  anything that might offend or undermine those in authority. The ones intended for the Queen’s eyes and ears are studied with particular care. Of course, our costumes should gleam while Master

  WS’s lines have to glitter in our mouths. This demands much more time, care and patience than we are accustomed to in rehearsal. A great room, well-lighted and well-heated, is made available

  to us at the old Priory of St John’s in Clerkenwell where the Master of the Revels holds sway. Here, generally after dark, we prepare Master WS’s Twelfth Night for Her Majesty.

  Now, the Chamberlain’s had performed this before but never in the royal presence so it was most necessary to plane and polish what was well enough for the general public, plane and polish so

  that the grain of the play shone through for the Queen. I had been returning from a Clerkenwell rehearsal of this piece when I had been so rudely intercepted in the street and led before Sir Robert

  Cecil.




  Nevertheless, Queen or no Queen, Secretary of Council or no Secretary of Council, life goes on, art goes on. As I’ve said, the play-business continues through the winter, not in full spate

  but with a steady trickle of new material and old matter mingled together. If there is work, we players must go to it. I was only too pleased to go to work anyway. I had the strongest reasons for

  being out and about during the day and, if possible, sleeping somewhere apart from my lodgings at night. This was because my lodgings were more fitted for a pig or a dog or a chicken than a human

  being. As it happens, they also housed representatives of those farm creatures and others besides (such as rats and bats and cats) as well as four human specimens. At least, I think they were

  human.




  A poor player cannot be a chooser when it comes to accommodation. He needs to be close to his place of work; he is helped if he has a landlord or landlady who is not implacably hostile to the

  drama; but above all he requires a bed and a roof that are cheap. South of the river is almost a necessity. The climate of acceptance (or indifference) is warmer down there, the questions are fewer

  and, I am persuaded, the air is better. Of course, when you’re searching for a place to live, a personal recommendation helps. It was someone connected with the Company who told me that he

  knew of four sisters who were looking for a man to share their abode off Broadwall.




  So, once I’d got a fairly firm footing with the Chamberlain’s, I took myself down there one autumn morning. It was a few minutes’ walk from the Globe. The day was sharp but

  only so as to give briskness to one’s stride. My head was clear and my spirits high. Who knew but that the quartet of sisters might not be youthful and limber supporters of the drama? Who

  knew what they might not be prepared to share with a young and, even though I say it myself, not completely unattractive player? Sisters! – and four of them, a tetrad! Of course, a

  moment’s thought should have told me that if that was what was in question then my informant in the Company would hardly have passed on the location to me. He’d have kept it for

  himself.




  The point south of Broadwall is where the town and the country fight it out for supremacy and, as usual on a battlefield, the result is somewhat messy. There were buildings but they were not

  particularly respectable or well-kept; there was countryside but it was not especially pure and uncluttered.




  I asked a one-eyed man if he knew the whereabouts of the four sisters’ residence – I’d been given no more precise information than that – and after I’d repeated the

  question some half dozen times he backed away from me, proceeded to make various slurping noises and then stuck out a scarcecrow’s arm. He was pointing at a ragged building a little further

  down the road. After that he crossed himself.




  The house I’d been directed to seemed to have grown out of the ground. There wasn’t a single straight line or clean angle in it anywhere. Rather, it humped and lumped and swelled

  like a monstrous dun-coloured vegetable. Weeds sprouted among the moss on the roof. The walls were pocked and blotchy. The windows squinted or leered at me. I approached the door with some

  trepidation. In the gaps between the boards I could see the darkness of the interior. I knocked but with no result except to roust some pigeons out of the hairy eaves. I knocked again. And

  again.




  After a time a rustling sound approached the door. It opened a crack and a pig’s snout poked out. A cat darted out beneath the snout. Then a human face peered round above the snout.




  “Whadjoowant?”




  “I – I – am looking for – the sisters.”




  “Hoosentjoo?”




  “What? I’m sorry . . .”




  “Izedhoosentjoo?”




  “Ah, yes. I understand now. It was Master Richard Milford who told me of you.”




  “Hoozee?”




  Another face appeared above the first one. It was this face that now asked “hoozee?”




  “He’s with the Chamberlain’s Company. He’s a playwright . . .”




  My voice faltered. It did not seem as though the name of my Company was going to work its usual magic. This was obviously not a good idea. I wasn’t so desperate for lodgings, was I, that

  I’d take anything on offer? (Yes, I was that desperate, and down to my last couple of shillings.)




  “Notim . . . hoozisun?”




  This was the second speaker. Then a third voice came from further down the crack in the barely open door.




  “Broo?”




  The face of this third speaker was as bewhiskered and carbuncled as the first two. You could not have put a hair between them for ugliness. Seeing them lined up with the pig, you might have

  looked from one to the other and not been entirely sure which countenances represented womankind and which the beast.




  “Er . . . I . . . not sure . . .”




  “Youbroo?”




  “Probably not,” I said. “Almost certainly I am not broo – although I am Nicholas Revill, player.”




  “Naynay,” said this creature impatiently, as if it was my fault that I had no idea what she meant. “Youwantbroo?”




  This was evidently a key question because the other two faces, hanging lopsided round the door-edge, regarded me with eyes that were an unappetising mixture of the milky and the blood-shot.




  Then there came words from the area of the pig’s snout.




  “What my sister means is, do you require any of our brew?”




  Jesus, a talking pig!




  I looked down and saw that the snout had withdrawn from the lowest point and been replaced by a different (human) face. There they were, lined up, four heads poking out from a door ajar. All of

  the faces left everything to be desired. The one at the bottom, however, was the least far from the feminine.




  “I am looking for the four sisters,” I began again. “I was told that they have lodgings available. I do not know of any brew.”




  The expression on the bottom one’s face broadened.




  “Go, April and June, go, July. I will attend to this person.”
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