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‘These bawdy baskets be also women, and go with baskets and cap-cases on their arms … they often gain some money with their instrument by such as they suddenly meet withal. The upright men have good acquaintance with them and relieve them when they want. Thus they trade their lives in lewd loathsome lechery.’
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Chapter One





‘A plague on this weather!’ growled Lawrence Firethorn, sinking down on a bench. ‘It will be the death of me, Nick.’


Nicholas Bracewell waited until the next scene in the play was firmly under way before he glanced up from the prompt book. They were in the tiring house at the Queen’s Head, the site of their inn yard theatre, during a performance in front of a packed audience. Nicholas could see that Firethorn was in some distress. His eyes were dull, his breathing heavy, his sturdy frame slack from exhaustion. Playing the title role in Hannibal on a hot summer’s afternoon was proving to be a sustained ordeal. The famous Carthaginian general had just led his army across the frozen Alps, urging them on through a blizzard that existed only in the imagination. While Firethorn and his soldiers pretended to shiver onstage, the sun beat down mercilessly and mocked their snow-covered blank verse. Clad in body armour and helmet, Firethorn felt as if he were being baked alive.


‘Who chose this damnable play?’ he complained.


‘You did,’ said Nicholas with a quiet smile.


‘I must have been mad. August calls for rustic comedies, where we can feast and frolic. Not for martial tragedies that require me to fight a battle every five minutes, and roar down the walls of the enemy’s fortresses.’


‘All goes well,’ noted Nicholas, keeping one eye on the performance.


‘Not with me,’ said Firethorn, removing his helmet to wipe the perspiration from his brow with a forearm. ‘Look at me, Nick! I’m being roasted like a pig on a spit. Sweat comes gushing out of me from every pore. My face is a burning waterfall, my armpits are stagnant pools. There’s a steaming swamp between my thighs and my pizzle lies in the middle of it like a dead lily. God’s tits! How can I duel with Scipio when I’ve no strength to lift a sword?’


‘Owen feels the heat just as much as you.’


‘Which of us will expire from it first?’


‘Stand by for your entrance.’


‘Already?’ groaned Firethorn.


Nicholas raised a hand. ‘Wait but a moment.’


‘Shame on you, Nick! You’re a cruel Nebuchadnezzar, sending me back into the fiery furnace.’ Hannibal put the gleaming helmet on again. ‘I’m supposed to commit suicide at the end of the play, not every time I step out into that flaming cauldron.’


‘Enter!’ said Nicholas, lowering his hand.


Accompanied by four soldiers, Firethorn went storming back onstage to stamp his authority on one more scene. A small miracle occurred. Close to fatigue only a second before, the actor-manager drew on hidden reserves of energy to berate his troops and to instil fresh confidence in them for the conflict that lay ahead. Firethorn strutted with all of his usual arrogance, his voice stronger than ever. The audience responded to his entry with a buzz of expectation. Everyone crammed into the galleries, or standing shoulder to shoulder in the pit, knew that they were in the presence of the finest actor in London. In the part of Hannibal, he had a role that allowed him to display all his gifts and he did so with magisterial control. Whatever his discomfort, Firethorn did not let the spectators get the tiniest glimpse of it. Proud, fearless and peremptory, he looked completely at ease in his armour, ignoring the mischievous rivulets that ran beneath it all over his body.


Nicholas Bracewell paid scant attention to Hannibal. He could rely on Firethorn to surge powerfully on, regardless of the weather. The actor had performed during howling gales, sudden downpours and even a swirling snowstorm in the past. He would not be defeated by the hot embrace of summer. Where he led, others followed. In the guise of Scipio, the ebullient Welsh actor, Owen Elias, was also suffering but nobody would have guessed it from his appearance. Nor did Barnaby Gill, the acknowledged clown of the company, seem troubled in any way, capering nimbly around the stage in one of his celebrated jigs as he lightened the heavy drama with comic interludes. Edward Hoode too, the company’s actor-playwright, appeared to be in his element. Westfield’s Men blossomed in the sun. When they came onstage, they actually seemed to be enjoying the sweltering heat.


There was a single exception and it was he whom Nicholas studied with concern. Francis Quilter was faltering badly. In the important role of Hannibal’s military advisor, he stumbled over lines and forgot crucial moves. At one point, he almost blundered into the mighty general. Nicholas had great sympathy for the young actor. He knew that Quilter was not merely upset by the scorching weather. The latter was distracted by private grief. Something had been gnawing away at him for weeks and he could no longer contain it. His performance suffered as a consequence.


Lawrence Firethorn had no compassion for the actor. He expected sterling support from his company. When he came offstage again, he was in a towering rage.


‘Did you hear that idiot, Nick?’ he cried, dripping with perspiration. ‘Did you see what he almost did out there?’


‘Frank is in difficulties,’ said Nicholas tolerantly. ‘Bear with him.’


‘I’ll do more than that if he bumps into me again. I swear that I’ll run the rogue through with my sword. He’s a walking liability. What ails the fellow?’


‘He has something on his mind.’


‘He should have Hannibal on his mind, for that is the play we perform today. Does he expect to be paid for this afternoon’s mistakes? Even that dolt, George Dart, has given a better account of himself. Heavens!’ he exclaimed. ‘Frank Quilter is supposed to be my chief advisor in these wars. I’d sooner take counsel from a one-eyed baboon. The creature would be sure to remember more of his lines than Frank.’


‘Be patient with him,’ urged Nicholas.


‘My patience has run dry.’


‘He’ll rally yet.’


‘If he values his life, he will.’


‘Frank is a talented actor.’


‘Then where has his talent fled?’


It was a rhetorical question because Firethorn had to enter the fray once more, and Nicholas had to give other members of the company their cue. The play rolled on with gathering force. Acutely aware of his earlier failures, Quilter made an effort to atone for them. His lines were spoken with more confidence, his movements became more controlled and his general deportment was more appropriate to his role. Instead of garnering unintended laughs, he now earned the respect of the audience. Of more significance to him was the fact that he also retrieved a grudging approval from Firethorn. Instead of staring into eyes that blazed with accusation, Quilter saw a faint gleam of gratitude. Hannibal was impressed by the way that his colleague had markedly improved his performance. The errors vanished. As the tragedy moved into its final act, Quilter was showing his true mettle as an actor.


Nicholas watched it all from his position behind the scenes. He did not envy the actors. Discomfited by the heat himself, he could imagine how much worse it was for the others as they stepped out into the bright sunlight. There was an additional problem for them. Nicholas only caught the faintest whiff of it but the company would have to endure the full impact. Pressed closely upon each other in the pit, hundreds of sweat-sodden, unwashed bodies gave off a fearsome stink, intensified by the bad breath of the standees, and mingling with the odour of fresh manure that came from the stables. Seated in his familiar position in the gallery, Lord Westfield, the troupe’s patron, was holding a pomander to his nostrils, and many of the spectators in the upper levels were sniffing nosegays or pomanders to ward off the stench from below.


Only a performance of the highest quality could make the audience forget the torrid conditions, and Westfield’s Men provided it. With a revitalised Frank Quilter at his best, the play moved into its closing scenes with cumulative power. Firethorn was supreme. Having watched his military triumphs being overturned by the enemy, he felt that suicide was the only way to make a dignified exit. His final speech was truly harrowing. As the erstwhile conqueror collapsed in a heap on the ground, there was a collective sigh of pain, sorrow and regret. It was some time before applause rang out to fill the inn yard.


All discomfort was now forgotten. Actors who had sagged in the stifling heat positively bounded back onstage to bask in the ovation. Lawrence Firethorn led his troupe out with eager strides, holding a position centre stage and bowing in turn to different sections of the audience. His face was now one big, broad, gracious, endearing smile. High above him, surrounded by his effete entourage, Lord Westfield discarded his pomander long enough to clap his gloved hands enthusiastically together. Hannibal was among his favourite plays and he was delighted with the way in which the company that bore his name had acquitted themselves. As the noisome reek rose up from the pit, he resorted to slapping his thigh with one hand while the other held the pomander in place. Heat and stink notwithstanding, it had been a remarkable performance.


Francis Quilter was relieved that it was finally over. He was a tall, slim, wiry, sharp-featured man in his twenties, with a handsome face that lent itself to comedy or tragedy with equal facility. Having discharged his duty, he was preoccupied with more serious concerns. While the others beamed and grinned at the cheering spectators, he remained detached and expressionless. He knew that he had let his fellows down badly in the earlier part of the play but hoped that he had done enough to make amends. A confrontation with Firethorn was inevitable and there would be criticism from other quarters as well. Barnaby Gill, in particular, would voice his displeasure at Quilter’s shortcomings. So would the forthright Owen Elias. A testing time lay ahead for the young actor. The sole support would come from Nicholas Bracewell. The book holder was Quilter’s one real friend in the company, the only person in whom he had confided his grim secret. With Nicholas at his side, he felt, he could face anything, even the wrath of an enraged Lawrence Firethorn.


Nicholas, meanwhile, resolved to protect his friend. When the actors quit the stage at the end of their curtain call, he took Quilter aside to whisper some advice.


‘Keep clear of Master Firethorn,’ he said.


‘Is he angry with me, Nick?’


‘Furious.’


‘He has every right to be. I was abysmal.’


‘You were distracted, Frank, that is all.’


‘I was completely lost at the start,’ admitted Quilter. ‘I gabbled the first lines that came into my head.’


Nicholas gave a kind smile. ‘Fortunately, some of them were correct.’


‘Most of them were not. Master Firethorn’s eyes were ablaze.’


‘You vexed him in the extreme.’


‘I thought he was going to strike me.’


The whole company was crowding into the tiring house. Complaining about the heat, most of them tore off their costumes and sat down on the rough wooden benches that were arranged around the walls. Firethorn was the last to leave the stage, preening himself in front of his public before departing with a final wave. When he swept into the tiring house, his mood changed. He glared around the room.


‘Where is that traitor?’ he demanded.


‘Here it comes,’ murmured Quilter, bracing himself for the onslaught.


‘Where is that tongue-tied lunatic who dared to take part in my council of war? I should have killed him in the Alps and left his rotting body to feed the birds!’


‘I am the clown in the company,’ protested Gill, waving a peevish hand, ‘and I was robbed of my just reward. I blame you, Lawrence. You let that gibbering imbecile, Francis Quilter, run amok so wildly with his lines that he provoked more laughter than me. I’ll not stand for it, do you hear?’


‘Be quiet, Barnaby!’


‘Not until you censure an appalling performance.’


‘If you wish,’ retorted Firethorn sharply. ‘You gave an appalling performance, Barnaby, and it’s earned my severest censure.’


‘I was at my peak!’ yelled Gill over the mocking jeers of the others.


‘Then I would hate to see you at your worst.’


‘Francis should bear the brunt of your admonition – not me.’


‘I agree with you there, Barnaby,’ said Owen Elias. ‘I know that Frank is new to the company but he should know the difference between an exit and an entrance by now. If I’d not pushed him off when I did, he would have been party to a debate in the Roman camp. Try to remember whose side you are on, Frank.’


‘I crave your pardon, Owen,’ said Quilter.


‘We’ll need more than an apology,’ resumed Firethorn, determined to upbraid the actor in front of his fellows. ‘To begin with, we need an explanation. How could an actor in whom we have placed such faith betray us so completely?’


Nicholas moved in quickly. ‘Before we hear his answer,’ he said politely, ‘I have some news to report. It concerns the day’s takings.’


‘Nothing is amiss, I hope?’ asked Firethorn anxiously.


‘Not with regards to the money itself. The gatherers did brisk business. Hannibal has made us a tidy profit for us this afternoon. Our efforts were richly rewarded.’ There was a murmur of approval from everyone. ‘No,’ he went on seriously, ‘the problem, I fear, is related to the landlord.’


Firethorn snorted. ‘That death’s head! Marwood is an eternal problem.’


‘He is due to collect the rent from us today.’


‘Then pay him off and keep his hideous visage away from me.’


‘That will not be possible, I fear.’


‘Why? The varlet is not trying to raise his charges again, is he?’


‘He’s in no position to do so.’


‘Then why even bother me with the hated name of Alexander Marwood?’


‘Because I bring sad tidings.’ Nicholas paused to make sure that everyone was listening. ‘The landlord is so ill that he has taken to his bed.’ A spontaneous cheer went up. ‘The rent is to be paid instead to his wife.’


‘Marwood, ill?’ said Firethorn, rocking with laughter. ‘This is wonderful news, Nick. Why did you keep it from us, man? By heaven, I’ll ride to church this very afternoon and pray for the continuance of his malady!’


‘I’ll gladly kneel beside you, Lawrence,’ said Elias, grinning happily. ‘If that miserable devil is abed, we can venture into the taproom with pleasure for once.’


‘Am I authorised to pay Mistress Marwood?’ asked Nicholas.


‘Yes,’ replied Firethorn. ‘Give the money to that old gorgon and have done with it. Tell her that if her husband has the grace to die of his disease, we’ll gladly open a subscription for his coffin. And I’ll be the first to dance on it.’


The remark unleashed general hilarity. Alexander Marwood, the gloomy landlord of the Queen’s Head, was their sworn enemy, a man who loathed the presence of actors on his premises, yet who welcomed the regular income that they brought in. At the best of times, Westfield’s Men had an uneasy relationship with him and his flint-hearted wife, Sybil. If either of them was laid low by sickness, no tears would be shed on their behalf in the company. It would be seen as a welcome gift to the actors.


‘This calls for a celebration!’ announced Elias. ‘Come, lads! Let’s drink to our deliverance. We’ve sweated enough for one day. It is time to slake our thirst.’


There was immediate agreement. Everyone hurriedly changed out of his costume so that they could troop off to the taproom. Nicholas took care to keep Firethorn talking so that the actor-manager’s ire was deflected from Quilter. When their discussion came to an end, the room was almost deserted. By the time that Firethorn remembered the sins of his military advisor, the miscreant had slipped quietly away.


‘This is your doing, Nick,’ decided Firethorn.


‘What is?’


‘This ruse to distract me so that Frank Quilter could sneak off.’


‘The news about the landlord’s illness was important.’


‘That’s why you saved it until now, you cunning rogue. You used it as a cloak to throw over the misdemeanours of a bad actor.’


‘A good actor, on a bad day,’ corrected Nicholas.


‘I’ll hear no excuses.’


‘Nor will I offer any. I’ll simply say that Frank has learnt his lesson and is duly contrite. It will never happen again. I give you my word on that.’


‘I want to hear the promise from his own mouth.’


‘You will, have no fear.’


Firethorn unclipped his breastplate and tossed it aside. After wiping his face with a piece of cloth, he stared at Nicholas through narrowed lids. The anger had now gone from his voice. It was replaced by curiosity. He scratched his beard ruminatively.


‘You like Frank Quilter, do you not?’


‘I like him as a friend and admire him as an actor.’


‘There was little admire to in his performance today.’


‘I disagree,’ said Nicholas. ‘He may have gone astray at times but he was very conscious of his waywardness. When he found his bearings, he sailed through the rest of the play without a single mistake. Reproach him for his faults, if you must, but give him credit for pulling himself together.’


‘Can the fellow be trusted, Nick?’


‘Without a doubt.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I’d stake my life on it.’


‘Look to the man’s history,’ warned Firethorn. ‘Before he came to us, he was a sharer with Banbury’s Men, our deadly rivals. I thought that he joined us to belong to a superior company but this afternoon’s disgrace made me consider a darker motive.’


‘And what might that be?’


‘He was planted on us with deliberation by Giles Randolph.’


‘Never!’


‘Instead of yielding up one of their best actors, Banbury’s Men were putting an enemy in our midst to wreck our best endeavours.’


‘That’s unjust!’ returned Nicholas with vehemence.


‘Is it?’


‘Frank Quilter is proud to be a member of Westfield’s Men. It’s the fulfilment of a dream. He would not willingly inflict damage on us for the world.’


‘Then what was he doing this afternoon?’


‘His mind strayed to other things.’


‘What other things?’


‘It’s not for me to say.’


‘What other things?’ repeated Firethorn, stepping in closer. ‘Come, Nick. I must know. I have responsibility for what happens out there on the stage. If I am to risk letting Frank play with us again, I need to understand the man and be aware of his concerns. Out with it, man! What caused his mind to stray?’


Nicholas glanced around the room. It was now completely empty. He could not go on shielding his friend indefinitely from Firethorn’s chastisement. The best way to help Frank Quilter was to tell the truth. Hands on his hips, Firethorn would clearly settle for nothing less. He raised a challenging eyebrow.


‘Well, Nick?’


‘I must first swear you to secrecy. Frank does not want it noised abroad.’


‘I’ll be as close as the grave.’


‘Then thus it stands,’ said Nicholas quietly. ‘Frank is sorely troubled by a problem in his family and it preys on his mind.’


Firethorn was scornful. ‘We all have problems in our families,’ he said harshly. ‘Look at me, for example. My wife hounds me from breakfast until bedtime, my children tax me with their incessant demands, and my servants irritate me with their stupidity. I tell you, Nick, in all honesty, there are days on which I regret that I ever surrendered my freedom and married. Here at the Queen’s Head, I’m a bachelor still. Whenever I step upon that stage, I repudiate the very existence of a wife and children.’ Striking a pose, he made a grand gesture with his arm. ‘An actor should have no family.’


‘Frank has no choice in the matter.’


‘When he takes part in a play, his family should disappear.’


‘A disappearance is the source of his grief.’


‘Tell him to pattern himself on me.’


‘His troubles are not related to a wife and children.’


‘Then they are mild by comparison,’ boasted Firethorn. ‘Marriage is the highroad to suffering. It’s nothing but a case of wedding, bedding and woe. What, then, irks Frank Quilter, a single man? Has his mother been robbed of her purse? Does he have a sister who has unwisely parted with her maidenhood?’ His sarcasm deepened. ‘Or is it some more distant family catastrophe? A second cousin who has mislaid his hat, perhaps? A nephew with a speck of dust in his eye?’


‘Something far worse than all these together.’


‘Then tell me – as long as you expect no sympathy.’


‘I ask for nothing but understanding,’ said Nicholas calmly. ‘The reason that Frank Quilter faltered out there this afternoon is quite simple. His father will be executed at Smithfield next week.’




 





Francis Quilter was in a quandary. Wanting to escape to the privacy of his lodging, he felt obliged to stay at the Queen’s Head in order to make peace with his fellows. If he stole away, he feared, he would only set up resentment among the others, yet if he joined them in their celebrations, he was sure to be the target for ridicule and tart comment. There was no easy way out. Having enjoyed the privileges of being a member of the company, he had to pay the penalties that were sometimes involved. Accordingly, Quilter gritted his teeth and entered the taproom. A flurry of jibes greeted his appearance.


‘Look!’ said Owen Elias, pointing a finger at him. ‘Wonder of wonders! Frank has entered through the correct door for once.’


‘I’ll warrant that he won’t remember the correct lines,’ observed Barnaby Gill.


‘He won’t even remember the title of the play.’


‘Or the name of the playwright,’ sighed Edmund Hoode. ‘When I wrote the tragedy of Hannibal, I thought I was its sole creator. This afternoon, I learnt that I had a co-author, for Frank invented new speeches every time he opened his mouth.’


‘What will you call the piece now, Edmund?’ teased Elias with an arm around Hoode’s shoulder. ‘Hannibal and Quilter?’


‘Quilter and Hannibal,’ decided Gill. ‘For the former conquered the latter.’


‘Not with intent,’ said Quilter with an apologetic shrug.


‘You mean that you could have ruined the play even more?’


‘I offer a thousand pardons to you all.’


Gill was dismissive. ‘It will take more than that to buy off me.’


‘My price is lower,’ said Elias, downing his ale in one monstrous gulp. ‘Fill up my tankard, Frank, and we are friends again.’


‘Gladly!’ agreed Quilter.


‘You do not need to spend your way into my good graces,’ said Hoode. ‘Though you stumbled through the first half of the play, you trotted through the rest with the grace of an Arab stallion. The final scene has never been played with more poignancy, even though I’ve taken your role myself on more than one occasion. Welcome to the company, Frank! We are glad to have you.’


‘Yes,’ added Elias with an affectionate chuckle, ‘there’s no shame in what you did. None of us is perfect. We all have poor days upon the boards.’


‘Speak for yourself,’ said Gill with disdain.


‘All of us except Barnaby,’ joked the Welshman.


‘Consistency is the mark of true art.’


‘Is that why you have nothing but poor days?’


Gill’s apoplectic reply was lost beneath the guffaws of his fellows. While they praised his comic skills onstage, they detested his self-glorification whenever he left it. Gill was far too arrogant and condescending. Firethorn and Elias were the only two members of the company who were able to pierce his pomposity with a verbal rapier thrust. Such moments were savoured by the others. A servingman was called and fresh ale was ordered by Quilter for his friends. The taproom was now full. Hot weather was good for business. Spectators who had sweated in the sunshine were zealous customers, their numbers swelled by the arrival of the actors. The atmosphere was convivial, the noise increasingly deafening. Quilter squeezed into a place on the oak settle between Hoode and James Ingram, one of the younger sharers. He felt accepted again. He was one of them. His mind was still preoccupied with the fate of his father but he was grateful that he had elected to join the other actors. They were his family now.


Edmund Hoode did not linger. After finishing his drink, he made his apologies and rose to leave. Elias tried to persuade him to stay.


‘Toast your success, Edmund,’ he urged. ‘Hannibal was a triumph.’


‘Thanks to my fellows,’ said Hoode modestly. ‘Plays are nothing but words on a blank page. Only actors can breathe life into them.’


‘You are an actor yourself, remember. You took your part.’


‘And I was happy with the result, Owen. But now, I must leave you.’


‘When the carousing has not yet begun?’ asked Ingram.


‘Yes, James. I have an appointment elsewhere.’


‘An assignation, more like,’ said Elias, nudging his companion. ‘Who is she, Edmund? Only a beautiful woman could tear you away from us. What is the divine creature called?’


Hoode smiled. ‘Thalia,’ he confessed.


‘A bewitching name for a mistress.’


‘She occupies my brain rather than my bed, Owen,’ explained the playwright. ‘Thalia is the muse of comedy and idyllic poetry. It is to her that I fly.’


Brushing aside their entreaties to stay, Hoode made his way to the door.


‘Is Edmund at work on a new play?’ wondered Quilter.


‘Yes,’ replied Ingram. ‘He is contracted to write a number of new pieces for us each year, as well as to keep old material in repair. Truly, he is a marvel. No author in London is as prolific. Words seem to flow effortlessly from his pen.’


‘It’s one of the reason I sought to join Westfield’s Men. Your stock of plays outshines all others. Banbury’s Men had no Edmund Hoode to supply fresh work of such a high standard.’


Gill flicked a supercilious hand. ‘It has no Barnaby Gill either.’


‘Then fortune has favoured them,’ said Elias waspishly.


‘I suspect that this latest play of Edmund’s is something of note,’ said Ingram. ‘He has been working on it for weeks and has shunned our fellowship many times.’


‘What can it be that it absorbs him so completely?’ wondered Quilter.


Elias looked up. ‘Here’s the very man to tell us,’ he said, seeing Nicholas Bracewell pushing his way through the crowd. ‘Come, Nick. There’s room on the settle for you, and George can sit on my knee.’


George Dart recoiled at the suggestion, even though it was made in fun. As the smallest, youngest and least experienced member of Westfield’s Men, the assistant stagekeeper had become its familiar whipping boy. He was a willing labourer. While the actors were relaxing in the taproom, Dart had been busy. Under Nicholas’s supervision, he had helped to put away the costumes and properties, and clear the stage of its scenic devices before dismantling it. The oak boards on which Hannibal had trod were put away with the barrels that had supported them. Trotting at the heels of his master, Dart had accompanied Nicholas when he paid the rent to Sybil Marwood and enquired after her husband’s health. Only now could the two of them join their fellows in the taproom.


Nicholas took the place vacated by Hoode and Dart found a corner of a bench on which he could perch. Drink was ordered for the newcomers. After the usual badinage, Elias returned to his theme.


‘What is this new play that Edmund is writing for us?’


‘He will not tell us, Owen,’ said Nicholas.


‘Is it comedy, tragedy or history?’


‘A mixture of all three, from what I can gather.’


‘He said that Thalia was his inspiration,’ recalled Quilter.


‘Then the drama will tilt more towards comedy.’


‘Has he given you no hint of its content, Nick?’ asked Elias.


‘None whatsoever, Owen.’


‘Does he have a title?’


‘Of course,’ said Nicholas, ‘but he has kept it from us.’


‘Lawrence must surely know what piece he has commissioned.’


‘All that Edmund will say is that it is to be his masterpiece.’


‘Hannibal could lay claim to that description,’ said Quilter with admiration.


Elias cackled. ‘Not when you are in the cast, Frank!’


The taunt produced more mirth. Even the hapless George Dart joined in the laughter. Nicholas was the only person to give Quilter a look of sympathy. He was pleased to see that the actor had joined the others in the taproom, knowing that he would encounter a degree of hostility. It showed that Francis Quilter had courage. He endured the latest sniggers with a philosophical smile. Attention shifted to Dart.


‘Frank was not the only person at fault,’ said Elias, switching his gaze to the diminutive figure. ‘You remembered the few lines you had, George, but you were so clumsy on the stage today. You knocked over a stool, kicked over the camp fire and dropped the sword during the execution of the prisoners.’


‘He committed a graver sin than that,’ insisted Gill.


Dart was trembling. ‘Did I?’


‘Yes, you stood between me and the audience during my jig. You obscured their view of my dancing. That was unforgivable.’


‘George soon corrected his error,’ said Nicholas defensively.


‘It should never have occurred in the first place.’


‘Nor should the jig,’ goaded Elias. ‘It has no place in a drama of that nature.’


Gill was outraged. ‘My dances are appropriate in any play.’


‘Not when they delay the action, Barnaby.’


‘They serve to heighten the suspense.’


‘Tragedy needs no prancing Fool to diminish its power.’


‘I diminish nothing, Owen. I strengthen the force of a drama.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Dart, relieved that the conversation had moved away from him. ‘Master Gill prances so well. It is a delight to see him.’


‘Thank you, George,’ said Gill, partially mollified.


‘I am sorry if I hindered you in any way.’


Elias patted his knee. ‘No apology is needed, George. If you obscured Barnaby’s antics from the audience, you did them all a favour.’


Gill rose to his feet. ‘That’s an unpardonable slur on my genius!’


‘Our only genius carries the name of Lawrence Firethorn.’


‘A floundering apprentice beside me,’ said Gill, then he flounced off.


‘How easy it is to ruffle his fine feathers!’ said Elias.


Hauling himself up, the Welshman sauntered off to relieve himself. James Ingram chatted to George Dart, reassuring him that his mistakes that afternoon had only been minor ones and advising him to ignore complaints from Elias and Gill. Nicholas was free to have a confidential word with Quilter.


‘How do you feel now, Frank?’ he asked.


‘As tormented as ever.’


‘You were a Trojan to get through the performance today.’


‘A useless one, however,’ said Quilter sadly. ‘But where is Master Firethorn? I expected him to come charging in here like an angry bull to toss me on his horns.’


‘You’ve been spared that.’


‘How?’


‘I told him something of your troubles. Don’t worry,’ he went on quickly, seeing the alarm in Quilter’s face. ‘He can be trusted to say nothing. Master Firethorn deserved to hear the truth. It took all the fury out of him.’


‘That’s some relief at least.’


‘It was wrong to keep it all to yourself, Frank. We share our problems here.’


‘I was too ashamed to share the tidings.’


‘Why? You told me that your father is innocent.’


‘No question of it, Nick.’


‘Then he goes to his death unjustly.’


‘And long before his time,’ said Quilter, wincing at the thought. ‘Father is still in his prime. It’s cruel to cut a man down like that.’ He glanced at the others. ‘But you speak aright. It was folly to keep it secret from my fellows. They’ll know the horrid truth soon enough.’


Nicholas put a consoling hand on his arm. Ingram asked the book holder about the plays to be performed in the coming week and all four of them began to discuss their relative merits. Elias rejoined them to add his pertinent comments. Quilter took a full part in the debate. Enthusing about plays helped to take his mind off his father’s predicament. Nicholas was glad to see the frown vanish from Quilter’s face at last. The actor was an intelligent critic with a persuasive manner. He was caught up in the discussion until The Loyal Subject was mentioned.


‘I do not know the piece,’ he said.


‘It is a wondrous drama,’ announced Dart, eyes widening. ‘One of the best that Master Hoode has ever written. We performed it at Court. Her Majesty thought that The Loyal Subject was magnificent.’


‘Every Queen relies on loyal subjects,’ remarked Ingram.


‘What is so special about the play, George?’ asked Quilter.


‘It is so exciting,’ said Dart. ‘It ends with the most thrilling execution.’


Elias grinned. ‘Why? Is Barnaby Gill beheaded? I’d pay to see that blessing.’


‘So would I,’ added Ingram.


‘The death was so frightening,’ said Dart, ‘that I could not bear to look.’


‘Then you have never seen a real execution, George,’ said Elias. ‘You have never stood at Tyburn or Smithfield, as I have. It is an education. The best way to gauge a man’s true character is to see how he bears himself at the hour of his death. Take the execution of Anne Brewen and John Parker, for instance.’


‘Need we dwell on such things, Owen?’ said Nicholas.


‘I merely wish to show George what he missed.’


‘And was glad to do so,’ said Dart.


‘Anne Brewen and John Parker were lovers, who plotted to murder her husband. John Brewen was a goldsmith, a blameless man whose only crime was to love his wife too much. With the help of her lover, his wife poisoned him and he died in agony. It was only right that the murderers did likewise. Do you know how they died, George?’


Dart shook his head. ‘I’m not sure that I want to.’


‘Anne Brewen was burnt to death while John Parker was hanged before her eyes. I was in the crowd when it happened,’ said Elias, unaware of the effect he was having on Quilter. ‘They were evil killers and deserved their fate. Everyone cheered to the echo when the villains went to their deaths. They were made to suffer.’


Dart gulped, Ingram turned away in disgust and Nicholas flashed a look of disapproval at Owen Elias. But the most dramatic response came from Quilter. As he started to retch aloud, he held a hand over his mouth then leapt up from his seat to dash out of the taproom at full speed. The Welshman was taken aback.


‘What did I say?’ he wondered.




 





Edmund Hoode hurried through the crowded streets with his mind racing. Others might think that his plays jumped full-grown on to the page, but he knew the truth of the matter. Each new drama made huge demands on him. Days of concentration were needed before he could even force himself to pick up his goose quill, then weeks of hard, unremitting work ensued, during which he invariably lost faith in the project in hand and fell back on extensive revision of the text. Additional changes would be necessary when Lawrence Firethorn read the new play, and Hoode always sought the opinion of Nicholas Bracewell as well. Only when the piece had its premiere at the Queen’s Head could he start to relax, like an exhausted mother who has given birth after an interminable labour. To someone like Hoode, the creative act was a painful and debilitating experience.


What made The Duke of Verona so special was that it was attended by none of the usual problems. There had been no doubts, no uncertainties, no descent into black pessimism. The physical effort of writing had not left him with his habitual pallor and bloodshot eyes. Instead of approaching each session at his table with trepidation, he could not wait to get back to work. The Duke of Verona filled him with an elation he had not known since he secured his first commission from Westfield’s Men. It was a comedy with dark undertones and moments of wild farce. Hoode brought such enthusiasm to the play that it seemed to write itself. He was in the grip of an obsession. It made for difficulties with his fellows because he was always rushing away from them after a performance, but he knew that they would forgive him when they saw the masterpiece that he would shortly deliver. The end justified the means. Edmund Hoode would go to any lengths to finish The Duke of Verona.


As he strolled along, he was rehearsing the next scene in his mind, inventing speeches that would roll off the tongue, and which combined poetry with meaning in the most effective way. So preoccupied was he with the duologue between the Duke and his intended bride that he did not realise that he was being followed at a discreet distance by a well-dressed youth. When he got to his lodgings, Hoode did not toss even a casual glance over his shoulder. He simply went straight into the house, clattered up the stairs and let himself into his room. The Duke of Verona awaited him, scattered across the table on dozens of sheets of parchment, patient, welcoming and inspiring. Hoode did not hesitate. Lowering himself onto his stool, he took up his pen and sharpened it with a knife before dipping it into the inkhorn. The first bold words of the new scene dropped onto the page.


‘Master Hoode!’


He did not even hear his landlady’s voice outside the door.


‘I have a letter for you, sir!’ she called.


When there was no response, she knocked on the door before opening it.


‘Excuse this interruption, Master Hoode,’ she said.


It was only when her shadow fell across his table that he became aware of her presence. Because she was a pleasant and amenable woman, Hoode enjoyed a warm relationship with his landlady. Understanding the nature of his work, she knew that he hated to be disturbed. He was angry that she had done so, all the more since the creative impulse was at its most urgent. Before he could scold her, however, she thrust the letter into his hands and backed away.


‘The young man said that it was very important, sir,’ she explained, ‘or I would not have dared to come into your room like this.’


‘Young man?’ he said.


‘He called a moment ago. You must have heard him knock.’


‘I heard nothing.’


‘But he pounded so hard on my front door.’


‘When I am writing a play, I would not hear the report of a cannon. I thought that you appreciated that. Isolation is vital for a dramatist,’ he said pointedly. ‘I place myself beyond knocks on the door and missives that claim to be important.’


‘Of course, Master Hoode,’ she said penitently. ‘Forgive me, sir, I beg you.’


Backing out of the room, she closed the door behind her as silently as she could. He was sorry that he had had to chide her but The Duke of Verona had prior claims. Tossing the letter aside, he bent over his table once more, intending to resume at the point where he had stopped. But the spell had been broken. Instead of streaming from his pen, words came out haltingly. They lacked fluency and bite. Soaring poetry was now reduced to dull prose. Witty repartee was replaced by stale humour.


Hoode was too kind a man to blame it solely on his landlady. She had only done what the messenger had requested and the letter might, after all, be important. As long as it lay unopened, it would be an irritating distraction, something that lay at the back of his mind to impede his creative endeavour. Once read, it could be cast aside. Hoode picked it up, glanced at the seal then inhaled the bewitching aroma of perfume that rose from the letter. When he opened it out, he found himself looking at neat calligraphy. The contents were startling. His eyes widened in surprise as he read the missive. It brought him to the verge of a blush. A beatific smile settled on his face. When he read it through for the second time, his heart began to beat audibly. Hoode let out an involuntary laugh. The third reading was slower and more indulgent, giving him time to relish the honeyed phrases.


He reached for his pen but it was not to continue work on the play. He was drafting a reply to the letter. The Duke of Verona was completely forgotten now.

















Chapter Two





Anne Hendrik knew him well enough to be able to gauge his moods with some precision. When he fell silent for long periods, she sensed that Nicholas Bracewell was nursing a private sorrow. If he broke that silence with inconsequential chatter, she realised that he was grieving on behalf of someone else. She had learnt from experience not to probe for details. Nicholas would only yield them up when he was ready to do so. Over a frugal breakfast at her house in Bankside, he talked intermittently about the weather, the rising cost of crossing the Thames by boat and the approach of Bartholomew Fair. She decided that he was introducing trivial subjects as a prelude to more serious conversation. Anne bided her time. The attractive widow of a Dutch hatmaker, she now ran the business, in the adjoining premises, that Jacob Hendrik had started when he first came to London as an exile. In the early days, she had taken in a lodger to defray her expenses and found in Nicholas Bracewell the soundest investment she had ever made. Their friendship had matured into something as close as marriage without any of the legal complications or drawbacks associated with holy matrimony. Mutual love and understanding made for a deep but unspoken commitment.


Nicholas finished his meal and pushed his platter away. He sought for the words to explain his behaviour in recent days. Anne waited patiently.


‘I feel that I owe you an apology,’ he said at length.


‘Why?’


‘My manner has been somewhat abstracted.’


‘So has mine, Nick,’ she said pleasantly. ‘I have been so immersed in my work of late that I have been less attentive to you. If an apology is called for, it should surely come from me.’


‘No, Anne. Mine is the graver fault.’


‘I doubt that.’


‘Hear me out,’ he asked, reaching across the table to take her hand. ‘Something has been troubling me but I have been unable to confide in you because I was sworn to secrecy. The events of this afternoon absolve me of that oath.’


‘This afternoon? Westfield’s Men perform Mirth and Madness, do they not?’


‘Indeed, they do – but I will not be at the Queen’s Head to help them.’


Anne was astonished. ‘Where will you be?’


‘At a more tragic performance. No mirth of any kind is involved, though there is a degree of judicial madness. I’ll be at Smithfield to witness a public execution.’


‘An execution? What could possibly take you there?’


‘Loyalty to a friend. I go but to lend support to poor Frank Quilter.’


‘But he should be acting onstage in Gracechurch Street.’


‘Not when his father plays the title role in Smithfield.’


She was horrified. ‘His father is to be executed? For what crime?’


‘That of murder,’ he replied solemnly, ‘though Frank is convinced of his innocence. He believes that his father has been falsely accused. Having heard the evidence, I am inclined to take the same view.’


‘Who was the victim?’


‘A man called Vincent Webbe. He and Frank’s father, Gerard Quilter, were old and bitter enemies, it seems. At a chance encounter, their tempers got the better of their common sense and a brawl resulted. Gerard Quilter confesses as much. What he denies is that he killed Vincent Webbe during that brawl. His defence is simple. The victim was stabbed to death yet Gerard Quilter carried no weapon about him.’


‘How, then, was he convicted?’


‘On the word of two men who claim to have witnessed the brawl.’


‘Did they see Master Quilter wield a dagger?’


‘So they avouch.’


‘What manner of man is Frank’s father?’


‘I’ve never met him, Anne,’ admitted Nicholas, ‘but if he is anything like his son, I take him to be honest and industrious. Gerard Quilter was a mercer in the city before he retired to the country. That argues wealth and position. Why throw it all away with the thrust of a dagger?’


‘Yet he does concede that he took part in the brawl?’


‘Only to protect himself. It was Vincent Webbe who struck first.’


Anne now understood. Nicholas took the responsibilities of friendship seriously and there was a double obligation in this case. Frank Quilter and he were fellows in the same company, bound together by professional ties. In helping the young actor through the ordeal of the execution, Nicholas was providing the moral support that he would have offered to any member of Westfield’s Men.


‘How will they cope without you, Nick?’ she asked.


‘Indifferently, I hope,’ he said with a grin, ‘for then they will know my true worth.’ His face clouded. ‘But it’s no time for levity. The company will manage because they have done so before. Necessity is a wise teacher. Lawrence Firethorn was not happy to release either of us. He only did so because Mirth and Madness is a play we have staged so often that it is proof against any disaster – even with George Dart holding the book in my stead.’


‘George Dart? I spy danger there.’


‘Give the lad his due, Anne. It is only when he ventures onstage that George is a menace. Behind the scenes, he is keen and conscientious. He’ll not let us down.’


‘What of Frank Quilter?’


‘Ask me when this afternoon’s trial is over.’


‘Would it not be better for him to avoid the distress by staying away?’


‘I suggested that,’ said Nicholas, ‘but he felt that it would be a betrayal of his father. Frank believes that there ought to be one person in the crowd who is aware of the condemned man’s innocence.’


‘Two, if you include yourself.’


‘I do, Anne. I am not merely aiding a friend at a time of crisis. My thoughts are with Westfield’s Men. Frank Quilter is a brilliant young actor. We need his talent to shine for us, and it will not do that if he is fretting about his father. That’s my embassy,’ he explained. ‘To take him back to the company in the right state of mind. It’s a most difficult assignment and I’m not sure that I shall succeed.’


She squeezed his hand. ‘If anyone can succeed, Nick, you can.’


‘Thank you. Am I forgiven, then?’


‘There is nothing to forgive.’


‘I hate to keep secrets from you.’


‘You were forced to do so.’


He nodded. ‘I fear that I was. I only confided in Lawrence Firethorn to save Frank from his rebuke. This business has haunted Frank and sullied his work onstage.’


‘That is hardly surprising.’


‘What concerns me is how the rest of the company will respond.’


‘Are they aware of the situation?’


‘All of London is aware of it today. It can be hidden no more.’


‘Westfield’s Men will surely rally behind Frank.’


‘I hope so, Anne,’ he said, pulling his hand gently away, ‘but I have my doubts. Frank and I may believe in the innocence of his father but will the others? All they will see is an actor whose father has faced the disgrace of a public execution. Some of that disgrace will rub off on Frank himself. He may come in for harsh treatment.’




 





As they gathered for rehearsal at the Queen’s Head in Gracechurch Street that morning, it was the sole topic of conversation. Everyone knew about the execution of Gerard Quilter and all of them had an opinion. Barnaby Gill’s was unequivocal.


‘I say that he should be banned from the company!’ he argued.


‘Do not be so hasty,’ said Lawrence Firethorn.


‘We must not have a criminal in our ranks.’


‘Frank is no criminal. It’s Gerard Quilter who goes to his death this day.’


‘Like father, like son.’


‘That’s unfair.’


‘Is it, Lawrence?’ asked Gill, jabbing a finger at him. ‘It’s what everyone else in the company feels. Frank Quilter is tainted. His father’s crime is of so heinous a nature that Frank will never outlive it.’


‘Only if the man is guilty of the murder.’


‘Why else should they hang him?’


‘Frank contends that his father is innocent.’


‘Pah!’ sneered Gill. ‘What son will ever admit that his father is a ruthless killer? The fact remains that the man was arrested, charged and convicted in a court of law. He must now pay the ultimate penalty and I, for one,’ said Gill with emphasis, ‘will shed no tears for the villain.’


‘Do you have no sympathy for Frank?’ asked Owen Elias.


‘Not a jot!’


‘Well, I do, Barnaby, and with good cause. When I talked about an execution in Frank’s hearing the other day, I had no notion of this afternoon’s event. No wonder he fled from the taproom in disgust.’ The Welshman shook his head sadly. ‘It was cruel of me to dwell on such details in front of him. My only excuse is that I did not know the truth at the time.’


‘None of us did, Owen,’ said Gill. ‘Except Nicholas, of course. He has been privy to the information from the start and should be sharply reprimanded for keeping it to himself.’


‘But he did not,’ confessed Firethorn. ‘He confided in me.’


Gill was astonished. ‘You knew, Lawrence?’


‘Only a few days ago.’


‘Yet you said nothing to the rest of us?’


‘I was asked to remain silent.’


‘To what end?’ demanded Gill. ‘The news should have been divulged to us. By delaying it, all you did was to increase the force of the blow. The company is in a state of shock to learn that it has a killer in its midst.’


‘The son of a putative killer.’


‘He must bear the sins of his father.’


‘Not if the man is falsely accused.’


‘The law does not make mistakes.’


‘I hate to say it,’ added Elias, ‘but I agree with Barnaby for once. From all accounts, the evidence against the prisoner was clear and decisive. Two witnesses saw him stab the victim repeatedly. Gerard Quilter deserves to die.’


‘And his son deserves to be expelled,’ said Gill.


‘I would not go that far, Barnaby.’


‘No more would I,’ said Firethorn. ‘Whatever the rights and wrongs of the case, Frank Quilter is a valuable member of the company. I wish to keep him with us.’


Gill was adamant. ‘Impossible!’


‘Give him the benefit of the doubt.’


‘He’ll corrupt the whole lot of us.’


‘Enough of such wild talk!’ snapped Firethorn.


‘It’s not wild, Lawrence,’ said Elias with a sigh. ‘What Barnaby says is what most of our fellows think. Actors are superstitious by nature, as you well know. They will feel uneasy at the idea of playing alongside a man with Frank’s pedigree.’


‘As an actor, his pedigree is almost faultless.’


‘We judge him first as a man.’


‘Owen speaks well,’ said Gill. ‘Put a rotten apple in the barrel and the rest will soon decay. There’s no remedy for it, Lawrence. Frank must go forthwith.’


Firethorn stiffened. ‘That’s a decision that only I will make.’


‘It has already been made by the company.’


‘I fear that it has,’ admitted Elias. ‘There’s a lot of bad feeling against Frank Quilter. I do not share it myself but I would be a liar if I denied that it was there.’


Firethorn scratched his beard. Accustomed to dominating his company, he hated to be thrown on the defensive, especially when it was Barnaby Gill who was gaining a temporary advantage over him. When he had first learnt of the execution, he had been shaken by the intelligence, afraid of the consequences of keeping Quilter in the company. What reassured him was the ardour with which Nicholas Bracewell proclaimed the innocence of the condemned man. He was tempted to accept that Gerard Quilter might, after all, be the victim of rough justice. Having taken soundings from the other actors, however, he was beginning to revise that opinion. Disapproval of Frank Quilter was widespread and vocal. Even the more compassionate members of the troupe, like Owen Elias and James Ingram, believed in the guilt of the prisoner. Unable to make up his mind, or to subdue Gill in open debate, Firethorn did what he always did in such circumstances. He summoned his book holder.


‘Nick, dear heart!’ he called. ‘A word in your ear!’


‘It is Nicholas who should have whispered a word in our ear,’ complained Gill.


‘He had his reasons,’ said Elias.


Nicholas strolled across to the three men. They were standing in the inn yard while their makeshift stage was being erected. Unable to attend during the performance itself, the book holder was there for the morning rehearsal to shepherd George Dart through the intricacies of his role as a substitute. When he saw the expressions on their faces, Nicholas knew what his fellows had been talking about.


‘Tell them what you told me, Nick,’ encouraged Firethorn.


Gill was petulant. ‘We’ve heard enough already and it comes far too late.’


‘The company is restive,’ said Elias gently. ‘We need guidance.’


‘Then do not look for it from Nicholas,’ said Gill with a dismissive gesture. ‘He is but a hired man. The decision must be left to the sharers.’


‘What decision?’ asked Nicholas.


‘The eviction of Frank Quilter from Westfield’s Men.’


‘But there’s no question of that. Frank is contracted to the company. You cannot rescind a legal document in a fit of pique.’


Gill was insulted. ‘This is no fit of pique, I promise you.’


‘Nor is it a considered judgement, Barnaby,’ said Firethorn.


‘I speak on behalf of the majority.’


‘Then you speak in ignorance,’ said Nicholas civilly. ‘If you knew the full facts of the case, you would not be so ungenerous. Nor would you show such disloyalty to one of your own. Frank Quilter has been a great asset to Westfield’s Men. We are fortunate to number him in our company.’


‘He was no great asset to us in Hannibal,’ said Gill spitefully.


‘True enough,’ conceded Firethorn.


‘Frank was sorely troubled,’ Nicholas reminded them. ‘Who would not be with something as grievous as this hanging over him?’


‘Had he forewarned us, Nick,’ said Elias, ‘we might have understood his plight.’


‘Yes,’ insisted Gill. ‘And thrown him out before he did even more damage.’


‘That will never happen,’ said Nicholas levelly.


‘It will, if I have my way. Most of the sharers are of the same mind.’


Nicholas was hurt. ‘I cannot believe you side with them, Owen.’


‘I do not,’ affirmed Elias. ‘I deplore what his father did, Nick, but I would not oust Frank on that account. If we were all responsible for our father’s mistakes, none of us would escape whipping.’


‘Murder is more than a mistake!’ protested Gill.


‘Granted,’ said Nicholas. ‘But I’ve yet to hear convincing evidence of Gerard Quilter’s guilt. From what I know of him, he is simply not capable of murder.’


Firethorn was resigned. ‘Guilty or not, he faces execution this afternoon.’


‘And we suffer the consequences,’ said Gill, ‘as long as his son remains.’


‘He must remain,’ Nicholas contended. Turning to Firethorn, he saw the doubt in the latter’s face. ‘You support Frank to the hilt, surely?’


‘I would like to, Nick,’ said Firethorn quietly, ‘but, in truth, I find it difficult to do so. And I do not want a revolt on my hands. I can only lead where others will follow. When all is said and done, the company is greater than any individual actor.’


‘Westfield’s Men have a reputation for helping each other.’


‘Not when someone commits such a crime,’ said Gill.


‘Frank’s only crime is to be the son of Gerard Quilter.’


‘That is enough, more than enough.’


‘No,’ replied Nicholas, looking to Firethorn once more. ‘Do you set yourselves up as judge and jury, yet give Frank no chance to defend himself?’


‘We’ll hear him out, naturally,’ said Firethorn.


Elias gave a nod. ‘It’s the least that we could do.’


‘Of course,’ said Gill with exaggerated sweetness. ‘We’ll give him a fair hearing first, then we’ll kick him out of the company for good.’


‘What of his contract?’ asked Nicholas.


‘This afternoon’s events revoke it completely.’


‘I do not agree with you there, Barnaby,’ said Firethorn ruefully. ‘Broken contracts are meat and drink to lawyers. The last thing we must do is to invite litigation. Much as I hate to say this, Nick,’ he went on, turning to the book holder, ‘the best way forward may be to persuade Frank to withdraw from the troupe of his own free will. Would you undertake that task?’


‘No,’ said Nicholas firmly.


‘We demand it of you!’ cried Gill.


‘My answer remains the same.’


‘Nick knows that he would be wasting his time,’ reasoned Elias. ‘Frank Quilter has his pride. He’ll not slink away from the company with his tail between his legs. The only way to get rid of him is to dismiss him summarily.’


‘Then that is what we must do,’ said Gill. ‘Do you not see that, Lawrence?’


Firethorn shifted his feet. Circumstances had conspired to put him in the most awkward position. It was ironic. Westfield’s Men had been enjoying an unprecedented success. Fine weather had brought in large audiences on a daily basis. Their repertoire was wide and received with acclaim. The advent of Frank Quilter had both strengthened them and weakened their hated rivals. Edmund Hoode was on the verge of delivering what he believed to be his finest drama. Topping it all was the news that Alexander Marwood, the melancholy landlord, was confined to his bed. Westfield’s Men had never known such good fortune. Yet, at the very moment of triumph, their equilibrium was threatened. The actions of someone outside the company had shaken them to the core. As long as one particular actor remained, Firethorn’s beloved troupe was at risk. Nicholas Bracewell was a dear and respected friend of his but Firethorn had to disappoint him for once. He took a deep breath.


‘I see no future for Frank Quilter in the company,’ he announced.


Gill beamed. ‘Common sense wins the day at last!’


‘I’d be sorry to part with Frank on this account,’ said Elias.


‘So would I,’ declared Nicholas, ‘but the decision lies not with me. On one issue, however, I do have a deciding voice and that is with regard to my own future. Dispatch Frank Quilter, if you must,’ he said, straightening his shoulders, ‘but bear this in mind. If he goes, you will need to replace me as well.’




 





She was there. Edmund Hoode sensed it the moment that he stepped out onstage. The anonymous lady who had written to him in praise of his work was somewhere up in the galleries. Whenever he could, he let his gaze scan the faces above him, trying to find that special countenance that looked down on him with such favour. It was not only Hoode’s plays that had been hailed by his correspondent. She had lauded his performances as an actor as well. When he read between the beautifully written lines of her letter, he saw that she was really enamoured of him. Without even meeting the lady, Hoode had made a conquest. Satisfying to any man, it was especially exciting for him because he so rarely aroused such uncompromising love in a woman. The moon-faced dramatist with receding hair was a veteran of doomed romances. Desire on his part was always urgent yet seldom fulfilled. Unrequited love was his usual suit. It was almost as if he sought out unattainable ladies in order to be punished by their rejection. Now, at last, against all the odds, through no effort of his own, someone had picked him out. The elegance of her hand and the scented aroma of her missive spoke highly of the sender. Clearly, she was a person of discernment.


Inspired by the thought that she was watching him, Hoode excelled himself. He entered with sprightly step, delivered his lines with brimming confidence and brought out every aspect of his character. His performance was all the more striking because of the dross that surrounded it. Mirth and Madness was a standard play from their repertoire, a lively comedy that was shot through with moments of high farce. Since the action took place in midsummer, it seemed an ideal choice for a hot afternoon in August, replete, as it was, with songs and dances, and blissfully free from the technical problems associated with Hannibal. As a piece of theatre, it had never failed them. This time it was different. Word of their unfortunate link with a public execution had upset the company deeply but the news about Nicholas Bracewell was even more distressing. He was one of the mainstays of Westfield’s Men. His resourcefulness had saved them from disaster – even extinction – on more than one occasion. The thought that he might desert the troupe caused fear and panic to spread.


Even the acknowledged star of the company wavered. Lawrence Firethorn took the leading role with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. His mind was patently not on the play. Where he could usually reap a whole harvest of laughter, he now barely managed to arouse more than an occasional giggle. Owen Elias, too, was a shadow of himself, booming away half-heartedly as if he had no real faith in the part that he was taking. Most of the actors were similarly dispirited, moving through the play like sleepwalkers, unable to shake off their apprehension about their revered book holder. Barnaby Gill, by contrast, was superb. Untroubled by the impending loss of Nicholas Bracewell, he filled the gaps left by the others and seized every opportunity to dazzle. His three comic songs and four hilarious jigs allowed him to monopolise the laughter. Along with Hoode, he injected some zest into the play and the spectators were duly appreciative. To Firethorn’s disgust, it was Gill and Hoode who received most applause when they took their bow.


The clapping was sustained, the cheers loud. Edmund Hoode heard none of it. His eyes were roving the galleries in search of his mystery correspondent. He was certain that she was there because he could feel her gaze upon him like rays of sunlight. His gaze went swiftly along the rows of smiling faces. Handsome gallants and pretty ladies were there in profusion but he could not pick her out on the crowded benches. The important thing, he told himself, was that she could see him and she had watched him perform on a day when he was head and shoulders above most of his fellows. For the first time in his life, he had even outshone Lawrence Firethorn. Somewhere up there was the lady who made it all possible, the spur to his talent, the beat of his heart. His face glowed with happiness. The impossible had happened. He had fallen in love with someone whom he had never even seen.


As the applause weakened, the actors began to quit the stage. Hoode could not linger. He was about to give up his search and leave when she finally revealed herself. She was seated in the middle of the upper gallery, directly in front of him and with a perfect view of the stage. Rising to her feet, she raised a gloved hand to give him a little wave of congratulation. Hoode trembled involuntarily. She was rather older than he had imagined, and more matronly in appearance, but that did not matter. His admirer was a gorgeous lady with dark hair curling out from beneath her hat and a smile that ignited her whole face. Wearing a dress in the Spanish fashion, she seemed to him the epitome of all that was good in womanhood. He had known younger, daintier, more vivacious ladies in his time but this one had a quality that they had all lacked. She was his.


When he backed his way offstage, Hoode was still in a dream. His mind was filled to bursting with the vision of loveliness he had just seen. It was only when he collided with George Dart that he realised he was in the tiring house.


‘Steady, Master Hoode!’ said Dart in alarm.


‘Oh, forgive me, George. My thoughts were elsewhere.’


‘It was so for most of the company during the play, for their thoughts were neither on mirth nor madness. There were times when I wondered if I was holding the correct book. The actors wandered so.’
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