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‘Her head should have been cut off years ago.’


Queen Elizabeth I

























Prologue






Fotheringhay Castle


February 1587



Death stalked her patiently throughout the whole of her imprisonment. Hardly a day passed when she did not hear or imagine its stealthy tread behind her, yet it stayed its hand for almost twenty years. When it finally struck, it did so with indecent haste.


‘Tomorrow morning at eight o’clock.’


The Earl of Shrewsbury set the date and time of her execution in a faltering voice. He was part of the deputation which called on her after dinner in her mean apartments at the grim fortress. Mary was forced to get out of bed, dress and receive the men in her chamber. She was the Dowager Queen of France, the exiled Queen of Scotland and the heir to the English throne but she had to suffer the humiliations that were now borne in upon her.


Shrewsbury pronounced the sentence, then Beale, the clerk of the Council, read aloud the warrant from which the yellow wax Great Seal of England dangled so mesmerically. Everything was being done in strict accordance with the Act of Association.


Death had enlisted the aid of legal process.


Her captors gave her no crumbs of comfort to sustain her through her last hours. When she asked that her own chaplain be given access to her, in order to make ready her soul, the request was summarily denied. When she called for her papers and account books, she met with resistance again. The deputation was proof against all her entreaties.


Their licence extended beyond the grave. It was Mary’s wish that her body might be interred in France either at St Denis or Rheims but they refused to countenance the idea. Queen Elizabeth had expressly ruled against it. Alive or dead, the prisoner was to have no freedom of movement.


All further appeals were turned down. The interview came to an end, the deputation withdrew and Mary was left to soothe her distraught servants and to contemplate the stark horror of her situation.


Tomorrow morning at eight o’clock!


In an impossibly brief span of time, she had to tie off all the loose ends of a life which, for some forty-four years now, had been shot through with moments of high passion and deeply scored by recurring tragedies. Twelve days would not have been long enough for her to prepare herself and she was given less than twelve hours. It was a cruelly abrupt departure.


Supper was quickly served so that Mary could begin the task of putting her affairs in order. She went through the contents of her wardrobe in detail and divided them up between friends, relations and members of her depleted household. When she had drawn up an elaborate testament, she asked for Requiem Masses to be held in France and made copious financial arrangements for the benefit of her servants. Even under such stress, she found time to make charitable bequests for the poor children and friars of Rheims.


Her spiritual welfare now took precedence and she composed a farewell letter to the chaplain, de Préau, asking him to spend the night in prayer for her. The faith which had sustained her for so long would now be put to the ultimate test.


It was two o’clock in the morning before her work was done. Her last missive, to her brother-in-law, King Henry of France, was thus dated Wednesday 8th February, 1587, the day of her execution.


Mary lay down on the bed without undressing while her ladies-in-waiting, already wearing their black garments of mourning, gathered around her in a sombre mood. One of them read from a Catholic bible. The queen listened to the story of the good thief as it moved to its climax on the cross then she made one wry observation.


‘In truth, he was a great sinner,’ she said, ‘but not so great as I have been.’


She closed her eyes but there was no hope of sleep. The heavy boots of soldiers marched up and down outside her room to let her know that she was being guarded with the utmost care, and the sound of hammering came from the hall where the scaffold was being erected by busy carpenters. Time dragged slowly by to heighten the suspense and prolong her torment.


At six o’clock, well before light, she rose from her bed and went into the little oratory to pray alone. Kneeling in front of the crucifix for what seemed like an eternity, she tried to fit her mind for what lay ahead and to ignore the sharp pains that teased and tested her joints. The sheriff of Northampton eventually summoned her and the agony of the wait was over. The longest night of her life would now be followed by its shortest day.


Six of her servants were allowed to attend her. Mindful of her command that they should conduct themselves well, they drew strength from her evident composure and fortitude. Whatever the mistakes of her life, she was determined to end it with dignity.


Almost three hundred spectators had assembled in the great hall and they strained to catch a first glimpse of her as she came in, looking on with a mixture of hostility and awe. They knew that they were in the presence of a legend – Mary Queen of Scots, an erratic, imperious, impulsive woman who had lost two crowns and three husbands, was Catholic heir to a Protestant country and could, by her very existence, inspire rebellion while still under lock and key.


Her youthful charm might have vanished, her beauty might have faded, her face and body might have fleshed out, her shoulders might have rounded and her rheumatism might oblige her to lean on the arm of an officer as she walked along, but she was still a tall, gracious figure with the unmistakable aura of majesty about her and it had its due effect on her audience.


She was dressed in black satin, embroidered with black velvet and set with black acorn buttons of jet trimmed with pearl. Through the slashed sleeves of her dress could be seen inner sleeves of purple and although her shoes were black, her stockings were clocked and edged with silver. Her white, stiffened and peaked head-dress was edged with lace, and a long, white, lace-edged veil flowed down her back with bridal extravagance.


Mary held a crucifix and a prayer book in her hand, and two rosaries hung down from her waist. Round her neck was a pomander chain and an Agnus Dei. Her manner was calm and untroubled, and she wore an expression of serene resignation.


In the middle of the hall was the stage which had been built during the night. Some twelve feet square and two feet high, it was hung with black. As Mary was led up the three steps, her eye fell on the pile of straw which housed the executioner’s instrument. Her rank entitled her to be despatched with the merciful swiftness of a sharp sword but she saw only the common headsman’s axe. It was a crushing blow to her pride.


She listened with studied calm as the nervous Beale read out the commission for her execution. Mary was imperturbable. It was only when the Dean of Peterborough stepped forward to harangue her according to the rites of the Protestant religion that she betrayed the first sign of emotion.


‘Mr Dean,’ she said firmly, ‘I am settled in the ancient Catholic Roman religion, and mind to spend my blood in defence of it.’


Resisting all exhortations to renounce her faith, she hurled defiance at her judges by holding her crucifix aloft and praying aloud in Latin and then in English. When she had attested her devotion to Catholicism, she was ready to submit to her fate.


The executioners and the two ladies-in-waiting helped her to undress. Above a red petticoat, she was wearing a red satin bodice that was trimmed with lace. Its neckline was cut appropriately low at the back. When she put on a pair of red sleeves, she was clothed all over in the colour of blood.


Her eyes were now bound with a white cloth embroidered in gold. The cloth was brought up over her head so that it covered her hair like a turban. Only her neck was left bare. She recited a psalm in Latin then felt for the block and laid her head gently upon it. The executioner’s assistant put a hand on the body to steady it for the blow.


There was a rustle of straw as the axe was lifted up by strong hands, then it arched down murderously through the air. Missing her neck, it cut deep into the head, drenching the white cloth with blood and drawing involuntary groans from an audience that was watching with ghoulish fascination. The axe rose again to make a second glittering sweep, slicing through the neck this time but failing to sever the head from the body. With crude deliberation, the executioner hacked through the last few royal sinews.


The ceremony was not yet complete. Stooping down to grasp his trophy and exhibit it, the masked figure stood up and cried in a loud voice: ‘Long live the Queen!’ Gasps of horror mingled with shouts of disbelief. All that he was holding was an auburn wig.


The head parted from its elaborate covering, fell to the platform and rolled near the edge. From beneath her red skirts, a frightened lapdog came scurrying out to paddle in the blood that surrounded its mistress. Its pitiful whimpering was the only sound to be heard in the great hall.


Everyone was struck dumb. As they gazed at the small, shiny skull with its close-cropped grey hair, they saw something which made them shudder. The lips were still moving.






















Chapter One





The Queen’s head swung gently to and fro in the light breeze. It was an interesting sight. Wearing a coronet and pearls in red hair that was a mass of tight curls, she had a pale, distinguished face with a high forehead, fine nose and full lips. Her regal beauty had an ageless quality that was enhanced by a remarkable pair of eyes. Dark, shrewd and watchful, they managed to combine authority with femininity and – when the sun hit them at a certain angle – they even hinted at roguishness. Nobody who met her imperious gaze could fail to recognise her as Elizabeth Tudor, Queen of England.


Bright colours had been used on the inn sign. Enough of the neck and shoulders was included to show that she was dressed in the Spanish fashion, with a round, stiff-laced collar above a dark bodice fitted with satin sleeves which were richly decorated with ribbons, pearls and gems. A veritable waterfall of pearls flowed from her neck and threatened to cascade down from the timber on which they were painted. The same opulence shone with vivid effect on the reverse side of the sign. Royalty was at its most resplendent.


London was the biggest, busiest and most boisterous city in Europe, a thriving community which had grown up in the serpentine twists of the River Thames and which was already thrusting out beyond its boundary walls. Poverty and wealth, stench and sweetness, anarchy and order, misery and magnificence were all elements in the city’s daily life. From her high eminence in Gracechurch Street, the queen’s head saw and heard everything that was going on in her beloved capital.


‘Ned, that gown will need a stitch or two.’


‘Yes, master.’


‘You can sweep the stage now, Thomas.’


‘The broom is ready in my hand, Master Bracewell.’


‘George, fetch the rushes.’


‘Where are they?’


‘Where you will find them, lad. About it straight.’


‘Yes, master.’


‘Peter!’


‘It was not our fault, Nicholas.’


‘We must speak about that funeral march.’


‘Our cue was given too early.’


‘That did not matter. It was the wrong music.’


Nicholas Bracewell stood in the courtyard of The Queen’s Head and took charge of the proceedings. Noon had just brought the morning’s rehearsal to a close. The afternoon performance now loomed large and it threw the whole company into the usual state of panic. While everyone else was bickering, complaining, memorising elusive lines, working on last minute repairs or dashing needlessly about, Nicholas was concentrating on the multifarious jobs that had to be done before the play could be offered to its audience. He was an island of calm in a sea of hysteria.


‘I must protest most strongly!’


‘It was only a rehearsal, Master Bartholomew.’


‘But, Nicholas, my play was mangled!’


‘I’m sure it will be far better in performance.’


‘They ruined my poetry and cut my finest scene.’


‘That is not quite true, Master Bartholomew.’


‘It’s an outrage!’


The book holder was an important member of any company but, in the case of Lord Westfield’s Men, he had become absolutely crucial to the enterprise. Nicholas Bracewell was so able and resourceful at the job that it expanded all the time to include new responsibilities. Not only did he prompt and stage manage every performance from the one complete copy that existed of a play, he also supervised rehearsals, helped to train the apprentices, dealt with the musicians, cajoled the stagekeepers, advised on the making of costumes or properties, and negotiated for a play’s licence with the Master of the Revels.


His easy politeness and diplomatic skills had earned him another role – that of pacifying irate authors. They did not get any more irate than Master Roger Bartholomew.


‘Did you hear me, Nicholas?’


‘Yes, I did.’


‘An outrage!’


‘You did sell your play to the company.’


‘That does not give Lord Westfield’s Men the right to debase my work!’ shrieked the other, quivering with indignation. ‘In the last act, your voice was heard most often. I did not write those speeches to be spoken by a mere prompter!’


Nicholas forgave him the insult and replied with an understanding smile. Words uttered in the heat of the moment were normal fare in the world of theatre and he paid no heed to them. Putting a hand on the author’s shoulder, he adopted a soothing tone.


‘It’s an excellent play, Master Bartholomew.’


‘How are the spectators to know that?’


‘It will all be very different this afternoon.’


‘Ha!’


‘Be patient.’


‘I have been Patience itself,’ retorted the aggrieved poet, ‘but I’ll be silent no longer. My error lay in believing that Lawrence Firethorn was a good actor.’


‘He’s a great actor,’ said Nicholas loyally. ‘He holds over fifty parts in his head.’


‘The pity of it is that King Richard is not one of them!’


‘Master Bartholomew—’


‘I will speak with him presently.’


‘That’s not possible.’


‘Take me to him, Nicholas.’


‘Out of the question.’


‘I wish to resolve this matter with him.’


‘Later.’


‘I demand it!’


But the howled demand went unsatisfied. Conscious of the disturbance that the author was creating, Nicholas decided to get him away from the courtyard. Before he knew what was happening, Roger Bartholomew was ushered firmly into a private room, lowered into a seat and served with a pint of sack. Nicholas, meanwhile, poured words of praise and consolation into his ear, slowly subduing him and deflecting him from his intended course of action.


Lawrence Firethorn was the manager, chief sharer and leading actor with Lord Westfield’s Men. His book holder was not shielding him from an encounter with a disappointed author. Rather was he protecting the latter from an experience that would scar his soul and bring his career in the theatre to a premature conclusion. Roger Bartholomew might be seething with righteous anger but he was no match for the tempest that was Lawrence Firethorn. At all costs, he had to be spared that. Nicholas had seen much stronger characters destroyed by a man who could explode like a powder keg at the slightest criticism of his art. It was distressing to watch.


Allowances had to be made for the fact that Master Roger Bartholomew was a novice, lately come from Oxford, where his tutors held a high opinion of him and where his poetry had won many plaudits. He was clever, if arrogant, and sufficiently well-versed in the drama to be able to craft a play of some competence. The Tragical History of Richard the Lionheart had promise and even some technical merit. What it lacked in finesse, it made up for in simple integrity. It was over-written in some parts and under-written in others but it was somehow held together by its patriotic impulse.


London was hungry for new plays and the companies were always in search of them. Lawrence Firethorn had accepted the apprentice work because it offered him a superb central role that he could tailor to suit his unique talents. It might be a play that smouldered without ever bursting into flame but it could still entertain an audience for a couple of hours and it would not disgrace the growing reputation of Lord Westfield’s Men.


‘I expected so much more,’ confided the author as the drink turned his fury into wistfulness. ‘I had hopes, Nicholas.’


‘They’ll not be dashed.’


‘I felt so betrayed as I sat there this morning.’


‘Rehearsals often deceive.’


‘Where is my play?’


It was a cry from the heart and Nicholas was touched. Like others before him, Roger Bartholomew was learning the awful truth that an author did not occupy the exalted position that he imagined. Lord Westfield’s Men, in fact, consigned him to a fairly humble station. The young Oxford scholar had been paid five pounds for his play and he had seen King Richard make his first entrance in a cloak that cost ten times that amount. It was galling.


Nicholas softened the blow with kind words as best he could, but there was something that could not be concealed from the wilting author. Lawrence Firethorn never regarded a play as an expression of poetic genius. He viewed it merely as a scaffold on which he could shout and strut and dazzle his public. It was his conviction that an audience came solely to see him act and not to watch an author write.


‘What am I to do, Nicholas?’ pleaded Bartholomew.


‘Bear with us.’


‘I’ll be mocked by everyone.’


‘Have faith.’


After giving what reassurance he could, the book holder left him staring into the remains of his sack and wishing that he had never left the University. They had taken him seriously there. The groves of academe had nurtured a tender plant which could not survive in the scorching heat of the playhouse.


Nicholas, meanwhile, hurried back to the yard where the preparations continued apace. The stage was a rectangle of trestles that jutted out into the middle of the yard from one wall. Green rushes, mixed with aromatic herbs, had been strewn over the stage to do battle with the stink of horse dung from the nearby stables. When the audience pressed around the acting area, there would be the competing smells of bad breath, beer, tobacco, garlic, mould, tallow and stale sweat to keep at bay. Nicholas observed that servingmen were perfuming large ewers in the shadows so that spectators would have somewhere to relieve themselves during the performance.


As soon as he appeared, everyone converged on him for advice or instruction – Thomas Skillen, the stagekeeper, Hugh Wegges, the tireman, Will Fowler, one of the players, John Tallis, an apprentice, Matthew Lipton, the scrivener, and the distraught Peter Digby, leader of the musicians, who was still mortified that he had sent Richard the Lionheart to his grave with the wrong funeral march. Questions, complaints and requests bombarded the book holder but he coped with them all.


A tall, broad-shouldered man with long fair hair and a full beard, Nicholas Bracewell remained even-tempered as the stress began to tell on his colleagues. He asserted himself without having to raise his voice and his soft West Country accent was a balm to their ears. Ruffled feathers were smoothed, difficulties soon resolved. Then a familiar sound boomed out.


‘Nick, dear heart! Come to me.’


Lawrence Firethorn had made a typically dramatic entrance before moving to his accustomed position at the centre of the stage. After almost three years with the company, Nicholas could still be taken aback by him. Firethorn had tremendous presence. A sturdy, barrel-chested man of medium height, he somehow grew in stature when he trod the boards. The face had a flashy handsomeness that was framed by wavy black hair set off by an exquisitely pointed beard. There was a true nobility in his bearing which belied the fact that he was the son of a village blacksmith.


‘Where have you been, Nick?’ he enquired.


‘Talking with Master Bartholomew.’


‘That scurvy knave!’


‘It is his play,’ reminded Nicholas.


‘He’s an unmannerly rogue!’ insisted the actor. ‘I could run him through as soon as look at him.’


‘Why?’


‘Why? Why, sir? Because that dog had the gall to scowl at me throughout the entire rehearsal. I’ll not put up with it, Nick. I’ll not permit scowls and frowns and black looks at my performance. Keep him away from me.’


‘He sends his apologies,’ said Nicholas tactfully.


‘Hang him!’


Firethorn’s rage was diverted by a sudden peal of bells from a neighbouring church. Since there were well over a hundred churches in the capital, there always seemed to be bells tolling somewhere and it was a constant menace to open air performance. The high galleries of the inn yard could muffle the pandemonium outside in Gracechurch Street but it could not keep out the chimes from an adjacent belfry. Firethorn thrust his sword arm up towards heaven.


‘Give me a blade strong enough,’ he declared, ‘and I’ll hack through every bell-rope in London!’


Struck by the absurdity of his own posture, he burst into laughter and Nicholas grinned. Working for Lawrence Firethorn could be an ordeal at times but there was an amiable warmth about him that excused many of his faults. During their association, Nicholas had developed a cautious affection for him. The actor turned to practicalities and cocked an eye upwards.


‘Well, Nick?’


‘We might be lucky and we might not.’


‘Be more exact,’ pressed Firethorn. ‘You’re our seaman. You know how to read the sky. What does it tell you?’


Nicholas looked up at the rectangle of blue and grey above the thatched roof of the galleries. A bright May morning had given way to an uncertain afternoon. The wind had freshened and clouds were scudding across the sky. Fine weather was a vital factor in the performance as Firethorn knew to his cost.


‘I have played in torrents of rain,’ he announced, ‘and I would willingly fight the Battle of Acre in a snowstorm this afternoon. I care not about myself, but about our patrons. And about our costumes.’


Nicholas nodded. The inn yard was not paved. Heavy rain would mire the ground and cause all kinds of problems. He was as anxious to give good news as Firethorn was to receive it. After studying the sky for a couple of minutes, he made his prediction.


‘It will stay dry until we are finished.’


‘By all, that’s wonderful!’ exclaimed the actor, slapping his thigh. ‘I knew I chose the right man as book holder!’





The Tragical History of Richard the Lionheart was a moderate success. Playbills advertising the performance had been put up everywhere by the stagekeepers and they brought a large and excitable audience flocking to The Queen’s Head. Gatherers on duty at the main gates charged a penny for admission. Many people jostled for standing room around the stage itself but the bulk of the audience paid a further penny or twopence to gain access to the galleries, which ran around the yard at three levels and turned it into a natural amphitheatre. The galleries offered greater comfort, a better view and protection against the elements. Private rooms at the rear were available for rest, recreation or impromptu assignations.


All sorts and conditions of men flooded in – lawyers, clerks, tinkers, tailors, yeomen, soldiers, sailors, carriers, apprentices, merchants, butchers, bakers, chapmen, silk-weavers, students from the Inns of Court, aspiring authors, unemployed actors, gaping countrymen, foreign visitors, playhouse gallants, old, young, lords and commoners. Thieves, cutpurses and confidence tricksters mingled with the crowd to ply their trade.


Ladies, wives, mistresses and young girls were fewer in number and, for the most part, masked or veiled. Gentlemen about town pushed and shoved in the galleries to obtain a seat near the women or to consort with the prostitutes who had come up from the Bankside stews in search of clients. Watching the play was only part of the entertainment and a hundred individual dramas were being acted out in the throng.


Some men wore shirts and breeches, others lounged in buff jerkins, others again sported doublet and hose of figured velvet, white ruffs, padded crescent-shaped epaulets, silk stockings, leather gloves, elaborate hats and short, patterned cloaks. Female attire also ranged from the simple to the extravagant with an emphasis on the latest fashions in the galleries, where stiffened bodices, full petticoats, farthingales, cambric or lawn ruffs, long gowns with hanging sleeves, delicate gloves, and tall, crowned hats or French hoods were the order of the day.


Wine, beer, bread, fruit and nuts were served throughout the afternoon and the cheerful hubbub rarely subsided. The trumpet sounded at two-thirty to announce the start of the play, then the Prologue appeared in his black cloak. The first and last performance of The Tragical History of Richard the Lionheart was under way.


Squeezed between two gallants in the middle gallery, Roger Bartholomew craned his neck to see over the feathered hats in front of him. The pint of sack had increased his anger yet rendered it impotent. All he could do was to writhe in agony. This was not his play but a grotesque version of it. Lines had been removed, scenes rearranged, battles, duels, sieges and gruesome deaths introduced. There was even a jig for comic effect. What pained the hapless author most was that the changes appealed to the audience.


Lawrence Firethorn held the whole thing together. He compelled attention whenever he was on stage and made the most banal verse soar like sublime poetry:








My name makes cowards flee and evil traitors start


For I am known as King Richard the Lionheart!











His gesture and movement were hypnotic but it was his voice that was his chief asset. It could subdue the spectators with a whisper or thrill them with a shout like the report of a cannon. In his own inimitable way, he made yet another play his personal property.


His finest moment came at the climax of the drama. King Richard was besieging the castle of Chalus and he strode up to its walls to assess any weaknesses. An arbalester came out on to the battlements – the balcony at the rear of the stage – and fired his crossbow. The bolt struck Richard between the neck and shoulder where his chain mail was unlaced.


For this vital part of the action, Firethorn used an effect that had been suggested by Nicholas Bracewell. The bolt was hidden up the actor’s sleeve. As the crossbow twanged, he let out a yell of pain and brought both hands up to his neck with the bolt between them. The impact made him stagger across the stage. It was all done with such perfect timing that the audience was convinced they had actually seen the bolt fly through the air.


Richard now proceeded to expire with the aid of a twenty-line speech in halting verse. After writhing in agony on the ground, he died a soldier’s death before being borne off – to the correct funeral music, on cue – by his men.


Thunderous applause greeted the cast when they came out to take their bow and a huge cheer went up when Lawrence Firethorn appeared. He basked in the acclaim for several minutes then gave one last, deep bow and took his leave. Once again he had wrested an extraordinary performance out of rather ordinary material.


Everyone went home happy. Except Roger Bartholomew.





Nicholas Bracewell had no chance to relax. Having controlled the play from his position in the tiring-house, he now had to take charge of the strike party. Costumes had to be collected, properties gathered up, the stage cleared and the trestles dismantled. Lord Westfield’s Men would not be playing at The Queen’s Head for another week and its yard was needed for its normal traffic of wagons and coaches. The debris left behind by almost a thousand people also had to be cleaned up. Rain added to the problems. Having held off until the audience departed, it now began to fall in earnest.


It was hours before Nicholas finally came to the end of a long day’s work. He adjourned to the taproom for some bread and ale. Alexander Marwood came scurrying across to his table.


‘How much was taken today, Master Bracewell?’


‘I’m not sure.’


‘There is the matter of my rent.’


‘You’ll be paid.’


‘When?’


‘Soon,’ promised Nicholas with more confidence than he felt. He knew only too well the difficulty of prising any money out of Lawrence Firethorn and spent a lot of his time explaining away his employer’s meanness. ‘Very soon, Master Marwood.’


‘My wife thinks that I should put the rent up.’


‘Wives are like that.’


Marwood gave a hollow laugh. The landlord of The Queen’s Head was a short, thin, balding man in his fifties with a nervous twitch. His eager pessimism had etched deep lines in his forehead and put dark pouches under his eyes. Anxiety informed everything that he did or said.


Nicholas always took pains to be pleasant to Marwood. Lord Westfield’s Men were trying to persuade the landlord to let them use the inn on a permanent basis and there were sound financial reasons why he might convert his premises to a playhouse. But Marwood had several doubts about the project, not least the fact that a City regulation had been passed in 1574 to forbid the staging of plays at inns. He was terrified that the authorities would descend upon him at any moment. There was another consideration.


‘We had more scuffles in the yard.’


‘Good humoured fun, that’s all,’ said Nicholas. ‘You always get that during a play.’


‘One day it will be much worse,’ feared Marwood. ‘I don’t want an affray at The Queen’s Head. I don’t want a riot. My whole livelihood could be at stake.’ The nervous twitch got to work on his cheek. ‘If I still have a livelihood, that is.’


‘What do you mean, Master Marwood?’


‘The Armada! It could be the end for us all.’


‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ returned Nicholas easily.


‘It’s ready to set sail.’


‘So is the English fleet.’


‘But the Spaniards have bigger and better ships,’ moaned the landlord. ‘They completely outnumber us. Yes, and they have a great army in the Netherlands waiting to invade us.’


‘We have an army, too.’


‘Not strong enough to keep out the might of Spain.’


‘Wait and see.’


‘We’ll all be murdered in our beds.’ Armada fever had been sweeping the country and Marwood had succumbed willingly. He gave in before battle had even commenced. ‘We should never have executed the Queen of Scots.’


‘It’s too late to change that,’ reasoned Nicholas. ‘Besides, you were happy enough about it at the time.’


‘Me? Happy?’


‘London celebrated for a week or more. You made a tidy profit out of the lady’s death, Master Marwood.’


‘I would give back every penny if it would save us from the Armada. The Queen of Scots was treated cruelly. It was wrong.’


‘It was policy.’


‘Policy!’ croaked Marwood as the nervous twitch spread to his eyelid and made it flutter uncontrollably. ‘Shall I tell you what policy has done to my family, sir? It has knocked us hither and yon.’ He wiped sweaty palms down the front of his apron. ‘When my grandfather first built this inn, it was called The Pope’s Head, serving good ale and fine wines to needy travellers. Then King Henry fell out with the Catholic religion so down comes the sign and we became The King’s Arms instead. When Queen Mary was on the throne, it was Protestants who went to the stake and Catholics who held sway again. My father quickly hung the Pope back up in Gracechurch Street. No sooner had people got used to our old sign than we had a new queen and a new name.’


‘It has lasted almost thirty years so far,’ said Nicholas with an encouraging smile, ‘and, by God’s grace, it will last many more.’


‘But the Spaniards are coming – thanks to policy!’


‘The Spaniards will attempt to come.’


‘We have no hope against them,’ wailed Marwood. ‘My wife thinks we should commission another sign in readiness. Henceforth, we will trade as The Armada Inn.’


‘Save your money,’ counselled Nicholas, ‘and tell your wife to take heart. The Spaniards may have more ships but we have better seamen. Lord Howard of Effingham is a worthy Admiral and Sir John Hawkins has used all his experience to rebuild the fleet.’


‘We are still so few against so many.’


‘Adversity brings out true mettle.’


Marwood shook his head sadly and his brow furrowed even more. Nothing could still his apprehension. Seers had long ago chosen 1588 as a year of disaster and the portents on every side were consistently alarming. The landlord rushed to meet catastrophe with open arms.


‘The Armada Inn! There’s no help for it.’


Nicholas let him wallow in his dread. Like everyone else, he himself was much disturbed at the notion of a huge enemy fleet that was about to bear down on his country, but his fear was tempered by an innate belief in the superiority of the English navy. He had first-hand knowledge. Nicholas had sailed with Drake on his famous circumnavigation of the globe in the previous decade.


Those amazing three years had left an indelible impression upon him and he had disembarked from the Golden Hind with severe reservations about the character of the man whom the Spaniards called the Master Thief of the Unknown World. For all this, he still had immense respect for his old captain as a seaman. Whatever the odds, Sir Francis Drake would give a good account of himself in battle.


Darkness was falling when Nicholas left The Queen’s Head to begin the walk home to his lodgings in Bankside. He glanced up at the inn sign to see how his sovereign was responding to the threat of invasion. Buffeted by the wind and lashed by the rain, Queen Elizabeth creaked back and forth on her hinges. But she was not dismayed. Through the gathering gloom, Nicholas Bracewell fancied that he caught a smile of defiance on her lips.



















Chapter Two





Rumour was on the wing. It flew over the country like a giant bird of prey that swooped on its victims at will. Estimates of the size of the Armada increased daily. The Duke of Parma’s army in the Netherlands was also swelled by report. A papal promise of a million crowns to reward a successful invasion became a guarantee of ten times that amount. Terror even invented a massive force of English Catholics, who would stream out of their hiding places to join forces with Spanish soldiers and to help them hack Protestantism to pieces. The satanic features of King Philip II appeared in many dreams.


England reacted with fortitude. An army of twenty thousand men was assembled at Tilbury under the Earl of Leicester. With the muster in the adjacent counties, it was a substantial force with the task of opposing any landing. A second army was formed at St James for the defence of the Queen’s person. The martial activity at once reassured and unnerved the citizens of London. They watched armed bands doing their training at Mile End and they heard the gunners of the Tower in Artillery Yard, just outside Bishopsgate, having their weekly practice with their brass ordnance against a great butt of earth. Invasion had a frightening immediacy.


Queen Elizabeth herself did not hide away and pray. She reviewed her troops at Tilbury and fired them with stirring words. But the Armada would not be defeated with speeches and Rumour was still expanding its ranks and boasting about its dark, avenging purpose. On 12th July, the vast flotilla set sail from Corunna. The defence of Queen and country now became an imperative. King Philip of Spain was about to extend his empire.


A week later, the captain of a scout-boat sent news that some Spanish vessels were off the Scillies with their sails struck as they waited for stragglers. On the ebb tide that night, Lord Admiral Howard and Sir Francis Drake brought their ships out of Plymouth Sound, making use of warps, to anchor them in deep water and be ready for action. Howard commanded the Ark Royal, the imposing flagship of the English fleet. At dawn the next day, he took fifty-four ships to the leeward of the Eddystone Rock and sailed to the south in order to be able – by working to windward – to double back on the enemy.


Drake was in Revenge. That same evening, as he positioned his eight ships for an attack on the Spanish rear, he caught his first glimpse of the Armada. It was a majestic sight. A hundred and thirty-two vessels, including several galleons and other first-line ships, were moving up the Channel in crescent formation. Their admiral, the Duke of Medina Sidonia, believed so totally in Spanish invincibility that he thought nothing could stop him reaching his support army in the Low Countries.


The English Fleet begged to differ. Staying to windward of the Armada, they hung upon it for nine days as it ran before a westerly wind up the Channel, pounding away with their long-range guns at the lumbering galleons, harrying, tormenting, inflicting constant damage, yet giving the Spaniards little chance to retaliate and no hope of grappling and boarding. The buccaneering skills of Drake and his like had free rein.


When the wind sank on 23rd July, both fleets lay becalmed off Portland Bill. There was a further engagement two days later off the Isle of Wight then Medina Sidonia made the fatal mistake of anchoring his demoralised fleet in Calais Roads.


The Queen’s ships which had been stationed at the eastern end of the Channel now joined the main fleet in the Straits and the whole sea-power of England was combined. Because it was not possible to get safely within gunshot range of the enemy, Howard held a council of war on the Ark Royal and a plan of action was decided upon. Eight ships were speedily filled with pitch, tar, dry timber and anything that would easily burn. The guns were left aboard but were double-shotted so that they would explode from the intense heat.


Before midnight, the fire ships were lashed together and carried by the wind and a strong tide on their voyage. As the blazing vessels penetrated the cordon of fly-boats and pinnaces that guarded the galleons, the Spaniards flew into a panic and cut their cables. The pilotless ships wreaked havoc and the Armada was forced back out to the open sea where it was at the mercy of the English.


Soon after dawn, battle was joined in earnest and it went on for almost eight hours, a raging conflict at close quarters during which the English showed their superiority over their opponents in handling their ships in difficult water. The Armada was stricken. If the English fleet had not run out of ammunition, hardly a single Spanish vessel would have escaped. As it was, the shattered flotilla fled northwards to face the horrors of a long voyage home around Scotland and thence south past Ireland.


More than five hundred Spanish lives were lost on the return journey. Medina Sidonia limped home with less than half the fleet which had sailed out so proudly. The English had not lost a ship and scarcely a hundred men. The first invasion attempt for over five centuries had been gloriously repelled. Catholicism would never lay at anchor in the Thames.


Weeks passed before the news reached England. Rumour continued to flap its wings and cause sleepless nights. It also flew across to the Continent to spread guileful stories about a Spanish victory. Bells were rung in the Catholic cities of Europe. Masses of thanksgiving were held in Rome and Venice and Paris. Rejoicing crowds lit bonfires in Madrid and Seville to celebrate the defeat of the heretic, Elizabeth, and the capture of the sea devil, Francis Drake.


Truth then caught up with Rumour and plucked its feathers. Shocked and shamed, the Spanish people went into mourning. Their king would speak to nobody but his confessor. England, by contrast, was delirious with joy. When the news was made public, there was a great upsurge of national pride. London prepared to welcome home its heroes and toast their bravery a thousand times over.


The Queen’s Head got its share of the bounty.





‘It’s agreed then. Edmund is to begin work on the play at once.’


‘I’ve not agreed,’ said Barnaby Gill testily.


‘Nor I,’ added Edmund Hoode.


‘We must seize the time, gentlemen,’ urged Firethorn.


‘You are rushing us into it,’ complained Gill.


‘Speed is of the essence, Barnaby.’


‘Then find someone else to write it,’ suggested Hoode. ‘I’ll not be hurried into this. Plays take much thought and many days, yet Lawrence wants it ready for tomorrow.’


‘I’ll settle for next Sunday,’ said Firethorn with a ripe chuckle. ‘Call upon your Muse, Edmund. Apply yourself.’


The three men were sitting downstairs in Firethorn’s house in Shoreditch. Barnaby Gill was smoking his pipe, Edmund Hoode was drinking a cup of water and the host himself was reclining in his favourite high-backed oak chair. A meeting had been called to discuss future plans for Lord Westfield’s Men. All three of them were sharers, ranked players who were named in the royal patent for the company and who took the major roles in any performance.


There were four other sharers but Lawrence Firethorn had found it expedient to limit decisions about the repertory to a triumvirate. Barnaby Gill had to be included. He was a short, stocky, pleasantly ugly man of forty with an insatiable appetite for foul-smelling tobacco and sweet-smelling boys. Morose and temperamental offstage, he was a gifted comedian once he stepped on to it and his facial expressions could reduce any audience to laughter. It was for his benefit that the comic jig had been inserted into the play about Richard the Lionheart.


Professional jealousy made the relationship between Gill and Firethorn a very uneasy one with regular threats to walk out being made by the former. However, the two men knew that they would never part. The dynamic between them onstage was a vital ingredient in the success of the company. For this reason, Firethorn was ready to make allowances for his colleague’s outbursts and to overlook his indiscretions.


‘I do not like the idea,’ affirmed Gill.


‘Then you’ve not fully understood it,’ rejoined Firethorn.


‘What is there to understand, Lawrence? England defeats the Armada. You seek a play to celebrate it – and every other company in London will be doing the same thing.’


‘That is why we must be first, Barnaby.’


‘I’m against it.’


‘You always are.’


‘Unfair, sir!’


‘True, nonetheless.’


‘Why must we ape everyone else?’ demanded Gill, bristling. ‘We should try to do something different.’


‘My performance as Drake will be unique.’


‘Yes, there you have it.’


‘What?’


‘I see no part in this new play for me.’


Edmund Hoode listened to the argument with the philosophical half-smile of someone who has heard it all before. As resident poet with the company, he was often caught between the rival claims of the two men. Each wished to outshine the other and Hoode usually ended up pleasing neither.


He was a tall, slim man in his early thirties with a round, clean-shaven face that still retained a vestige of youthful innocence. His curly brown hair and pale skin gave him an almost cherubic look. Hoode excelled in writing poems to the latest love in his life. What he found himself doing was producing hasty, if workmanlike, plays at a rate that moved him closer to nervous collapse each time. The one consolation was that he was always able to give himself a telling cameo role with romantic interest.


‘How soon will you have something to show us, Edmund?’


‘Christmas.’


‘I’m serious about this.’


‘So am I, Lawrence.’


‘We ask you as a special favour,’ purred Firethorn.


‘You expect too much of me.’


‘Only because you always deliver it, dear fellow.’


‘He’s wooing you,’ warned Gill cynically.


‘It will not serve,’ said Hoode.


‘I have your title,’ explained Firethorn. ‘It will leap off the playbills along with your name. Gloriana Triumphant!’


‘An ill-favoured thing, to be sure,’ noted Gill, wincing.


‘Be quiet, sir!’


‘I’m entitled to my opinion, Lawrence.’


‘You’re being peevish.’


‘I simply wish to choose another play.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Hoode. ‘Another play by another author.’


Lawrence Firethorn regarded them through narrowed eyes. He had anticipated opposition and he had the means to remove it at a stroke. His chuckle alerted them to the danger.


‘The decision has already been taken, gentlemen.’


‘By you?’ challenged Gill.


‘By Lord Westfield.’


There was nothing more to be said. The company owed its existence to its patron. Under the notorious Act for the Punishment of Vagabonds, the acting profession had been effectively outlawed. The only dramatic companies that were permitted were those which were authorised by one noble and two judicial dignitaries of the realm. All other players were deemed to be rogues, vagabonds and sturdy beggars, making them liable to arrest. Lord Westfield had saved Firethorn and his fellows from that indignity. The patron’s word therefore carried enormous weight.


‘Start work immediately, Edmund,’ ordered his host.


‘Very well,’ sighed Hoode. ‘Draw up the contract.’


‘I have already done so.’


‘You take too much upon yourself,’ accused Gill.


‘Someone has to, Barnaby.’


‘We are sharers, too. We have rights.’


‘So does Lord Westfield.’


Barnaby Gill summoned up his fiercest grimace. Not for the first time, he had been outwitted by Firethorn and it stoked his resentment even more. Edmund Hoode turned wearily to his new task.


‘I must talk with Nicholas.’


‘Do, do,’ encouraged Firethorn. ‘Use his knowledge of seamanship. Nicholas could be of great help to us here.’


‘We lean on him too much,’ said Gill irritably. ‘Master Bracewell is only a hired man. We should treat him as such and not deal with him as an equal.’


‘Our book holder has rare talents,’ countered Firethorn. ‘Accept that and be truly grateful.’ He turned to Hoode. ‘Make full use of Nicholas.’


‘I always do,’ answered the other. ‘I often think that Nicholas Bracewell is the most important person in the company.’


Firethorn and Gill snorted in unison. Truth is no respecter of inordinate pride.





London by night was the same seething, stinking, clamorous place that it was by day. As the two men made their way down Gracechurch Street, there was pulsing life and pounding noise all around them. They were so accustomed to the turmoil of their city that they did not give it a second thought. Ignoring the constant brush of shoulders against their own, they inhaled the reek of fresh manure without complaint and somehow made their voices heard above the babble.


‘Demand a higher wage from them, Nick.’


‘It would never be granted.’


‘But you deserve it, you bawcock.’


‘Few men are used according to their deserts, Will.’


‘Aye!’ said his companion with feeling. ‘Look at this damnable profession of ours. We are foully treated most of the time. They mock us, fear us, revile us, hound us, even imprison us, and when we actually please them with a play for two hours of their whoreson lives, they reward us with a few claps and a few coins before they start to rail at us again. How do we bear such a life?’


‘On compulsion.’


‘Compulsion?’


‘It answers a need within us.’


‘A fair fat wench can do that, Nick.’


‘I talk of deeper needs, Will. Think on it.’


Nicholas Bracewell and Will Fowler were close friends as well as colleagues. The book holder had great respect and affection for the actor even though the latter caused him many problems. Will Fowler was a burly, boisterous character of medium height whose many sterling qualities were betrayed by a short temper and a readiness to trade blows. Nicholas loved him for his ebullience, his wicked sense of humour and his generosity. Because he admired Fowler so much as an actor, he defended him and helped him time and again. It was Nicholas who kept Fowler in a job and it strengthened their bond.


‘Without you, Westfield’s Men would crumble into dust!’


‘I doubt that, Will,’ said Nicholas easily.


‘We all depend upon you entirely.’


‘More fool me, for bearing such an unfair load!’


‘Seek more money. A labourer is worthy of his hire.’


‘I am happy enough with my wage.’


‘You are too modest, Nick!’ chided the other.


‘The same could not be said about you, I fear.’


Will Fowler broke into such irrepressible laughter that he scattered passers-by all around him. Slapping his friend between the shoulder blades, he turned a beaming visage upon him.


‘I have tried to hide my light under a bushel,’ he explained, ‘but I have never been able to find a bushel big enough.’


‘You’re a born actor, Will. You seek an audience.’


‘Applause is my meat and drink. I would starve to death if I was just another Nicholas Bracewell who looks for the shadows. An audience has to know that I am a good actor and so I tell them as loud and as often as I can. Why conceal my excellence?’


‘Why indeed?’


Nicholas collected a second slap on the back.


They were crossing the bridge now and had to slow down as traffic thickened at its narrowest point. The massive huddle of houses and shops that made up London Bridge extended itself along the most important street in the city. The buildings stretched out over the river then lurched back in upon each other, closing the thoroughfare down to a width of barely twelve feet. A heavy cart trundled through the press. Nicholas reached forward to lift a young boy out of its path and earned a pale smile by way of thanks.


‘You see?’ continued Fowler. ‘You cannot stop helping others.’


‘The lad would have been hit by that wheel,’ said Nicholas seriously. ‘Too many people are crushed to death in the traffic here. I’m glad to be able to save one victim.’


‘One victim? You save dozens every day.’


‘Do I?’


‘Yes!’ urged Fowler. ‘And they are not just careless lads on London Bridge. How many times have you plucked our apprentices from beneath the wheels of that sodden-headed, sheep-faced sharer called Barnaby Gill? That standing yard between his little legs will do far more damage than a heavy cart. You’ve saved Dick Honeydew and the others from being run down. You’ve saved Westfield’s Men no end of times. Most of all, you save me.’


‘From Master Gill?’ teased Nicholas.


‘What!’ roared Fowler with jovial rage. ‘Just let the fellow thrust his weapon at me. I’ll saw it off like a log, so I will, and use it as a club to beat his scurvy head. I’d make him dance a jig, I warrant you!’


‘Even I could not save you then, Will.’


They left the bridge, entered Southwark and swung right into Bankside. The Thames was a huge, rippling presence beside them. Nicholas had been invited to a tavern by Fowler in order to meet an old friend of the latter. From the way that his companion had been flattering him, Nicholas knew that he wanted a favour and it was not difficult to guess what that favour was.


‘What is your friend’s name, Will?’


‘Samuel Ruff. As stout a fellow as you could find.’


‘How long is it since you last saw him?’


‘Too long. The years drift by so fast these days.’ He gave a sigh. ‘But they have been kinder to me than to Sam.’


‘Does he know that I’m coming?’ asked Nicholas.


‘Not yet.’


‘I’ve no wish to intrude upon an old friendship.’


‘It’s no intrusion. You’re here to help Sam.’


‘How?’


‘You’ll find a way, Nick. You always do.’


They strode on vigorously through the scuffling dark.





Even though it lay fairly close to his lodging, the Hope and Anchor was not one of Nicholas’s regular haunts. There was something irremediably squalid about the place and its murky interior housed rogues, pimps, punks, thieves, pickpockets, gamblers, cheaters and all manner of masterless men. Ill-lit by a few stinking tallow candles, the tavern ran to rough wooden benches and tables, a settle and a cluster of low stools. Loamed walls were streaked with grime and the rushes on the stone-flagged floor were old and noisome. A dog snuffled for rats in one corner.


The Hope and Anchor was full and the noise deafening. An old sailor was trying to sing a sea shanty above the din. A card game broke up in a fierce argument. Two drunken watermen thumped on their table for service. Prostitutes laughed shrilly as they blandished their customers. A fug of tobacco and dark purpose filled the whole tavern.


Nicholas Bracewell and Will Fowler sat side by side on the settle and tried to carry on a conversation with Samuel Ruff, who was perched on a stool on the other side of the table. All three drank bottle-ale. It had a brackish taste.


Nicholas glanced around the place with candid surprise.


‘You lodge here, Samuel?’ he said.


‘For my sins.’


‘Can it be safe?’


‘I sleep with one hand on my dagger.’


‘And the other on your codpiece,’ said Fowler with a grin. ‘These drabs will give you the pox as soon as they breathe on you, then charge you for the privilege.’


‘I’ve no money to waste on pleasure, Will,’ added Ruff.


‘What pleasure is there in a burning pizzle?’ Fowler’s grin became rueful. ‘There be three things an actor fears – plague, Puritans and pox. I never know which is worse.’


‘I can tell you.’


‘Which one, Sam?’


‘The fourth thing,’ explained Ruff.


‘And what is that?’


‘The greatest fear of all. Being without employ.’


There was such sadness in his voice and such despair in his eyes that the garrulous Fowler was silenced for once. Nicholas had an upsurge of sympathy for Samuel Ruff. He knew what it was to fall on hard times himself and he had a special concern for those who fell by the wayside of a necessarily cruel profession. Ruff was not only evidently in need of work. He had to be helped to believe in himself again. Nicholas showed a genuine interest.


‘How long have you been a player, Samuel?’


‘For more years than I care to remember,’ admitted Ruff with a half-smile. ‘I began with Leicester’s Men, then I toured with smaller companies.’


‘At home or abroad?’


‘Both, sir.’


‘Where have you been on your travels?’


‘My calling has taken me to Germany, Holland, Belgium, Denmark, even Poland. I’ve been hissed at in many languages.’


‘And applauded in many more,’ insisted Fowler loyally. ‘Sam is a fine actor, Nick. Indeed, he is almost as good as myself.’


‘No recommendation could be higher,’ said Nicholas, smiling.


‘We are old fellows, are we not, Sam?’


‘We are, Will.’


‘If memory serves me aright, we first played together in The Three Sisters of Mantua at Bristol. They were happy days.’


‘Not for everyone,’ recalled Ruff.


‘How say you?’


‘Have you forgotten, Will? You fetched the trumpeter such a box on the ear that he could not play his instrument properly for a week.’


‘The knave deserved it!’


‘If he’d not ducked in time, you’d have boxed his other ear and taken his breath away for a fortnight.’


‘What was the man’s offence?’ wondered Nicholas.


‘He blew a scurvy trumpet,’ explained Will.


Fowler and Ruff shook with mirth at the shared recollection. As further memoirs were revealed by the former, the other seemed to relax and blossom, secure in the knowledge that there had been a time when his talent had been in demand. Samuel Ruff was older and greyer than Fowler but his build was similar. Nicholas noted the faded attire and the neglected air. He also studied the big, open face with its honest eyes and resolute jaw. There was an integrity about Ruff which had not been beaten out of him by his straitened circumstances, and his pride was intact as well. When Fowler offered him money, he was frankly wounded.


‘Take it back, Will. I can pay my way.’


‘I mean it as a loan and not as charity.’


‘Either would be an insult to me.’


Fowler slipped the coins quickly back into his purse and revived some more memories of their time together. The laughter soon started again but it lacked its earlier warmth. Nicholas had taken a liking to Samuel Ruff but he could not see how he could help him in the immediate future. The number of hired men in the company was kept to a minimum by Firethorn in order to hold down costs. There was no call for a new player at the moment.


In any case, Ruff did not appear to be in search of a job. Months without work had taken their toll of his spirit and he was now talking of leaving the profession altogether. Will Fowler gasped with shock as he heard the news.


‘What will you do, Sam?’


‘Go back home to Norwich.’


‘Norwich?’


‘My brother has a small farm there. I can work for him.’


‘Sam Ruff on a farm!’ exclaimed Fowler with healthy disgust. ‘Those hands were not made to feed pigs.’


‘He keeps cows.’


‘You’re an actor. You belong on the stage.’


‘The playhouse will manage very well without me.’


‘This is treasonable talk, Sam!’ urged Fowler. ‘Actors never give up. They go on acting to the bitter end. Heavens, man, you’re one of us!’


‘Not any more, Will.’


‘You will miss the playhouse mightily,’ said Nicholas.


‘Miss it?’ echoed Fowler. ‘It will be like having a limb hacked off. Two limbs. Yes, and two of something else as well, Sam. Will you surrender your manhood so easily? How can anyone exist without the theatre?’


‘Cows have their own consolation,’ suggested Ruff.


‘Leave off this arrant nonsense about a farm!’ ordered his friend with a peremptory wave of his arm. ‘You’ll not desert us. D’you know what Nick and I talked about as we walked here tonight? We spoke about the acting profession. All its pain and setback and stabbing horror. Why do we put up with it?’


‘Why, indeed?’ said Ruff gloomily.


‘Nick had the answer. On compulsion. It answers a need in us, Sam, and I’ve just realised what that need is.’


‘Have you?’


‘Danger.’


‘Danger?’


‘You’ve felt it every bit as much as I have, Sam,’ said Fowler with eyes aglow. ‘The danger of testing yourself in front of a live audience, of risking their displeasure, of taking chances, of being out there with nothing but a gaudy costume and a few lines of verse to hold them. That’s why I do it, Sam, to have that feeling of dread coursing through my veins, to know that excitement, to face that danger! It makes it all worthwhile.’


‘Only if you are employed, Will,’ observed Ruff.


‘Where will you get your danger, Sam?’


‘A cow can give a man a nasty kick at times.’


‘I’ll give you a nasty kick if you persist like this!’


‘My mind is made up, Will.’


Further argument was futile. No matter how hard he tried, Fowler could not deflect his friend from his purpose. Nicholas was brought in to add the weight of his persuasion but it was in vain. Samuel Ruff had decided to return to Norwich. It would be a hard life but he would have a softer lodging than the Hope and Anchor.


Nicholas watched the two men carefully. They were middle-aged actors in a profession which handled its members with callous indifference. Both had met the impossible demands made upon them for a number of years, but one had now been discarded. It was a sobering sight. Will Fowler’s exuberance came in such sharp contrast to Ruff’s quiet despair. Taken together, the two friends seemed to embody the essence of theatre with its blend of extremes and its death-grapple between love and hate.


There was something else that Nicholas observed and it made him feel sorry for his friend. Will Fowler had looked forward to the meeting with Samuel Ruff and placed a lot of importance upon it, but it was ending in disappointment. The man he had known in palmier days no longer existed. What was left was a pale reminder of his old friend, a few flashes of the real Samuel Ruff. An actor who had once shared his blind faith in the theatre had now become a heretic. It hurt Fowler and Nicholas shared that pain.


‘Can nothing make you change your mind?’ pleaded Fowler.


‘Nothing, Will.’


‘So be it.’


They finished their ale in a desultory way then Nicholas went across to the hostess to pay the reckoning. It was even more rowdy now and the air was charged with a dozen pungent odours. Couples groped their way up the narrow stairs to uncertain joy, raucous jeers rose from a game of dice and the old sailor, swaying like a mainmast in a gale, tried to sing a ballad about the defeat of the Armada. The dog barked and someone vomited in the hearth.


Nicholas was glad that they were about to leave. He sensed trouble. The Hope and Anchor was a tinderbox that could ignite at any moment. Though more than able to take care of himself in a brawl, he did not look for a fight and it worried him that he had come to the tavern with someone who often did. A buoyant Fowler was problem enough but a jaded one was highly volatile. Nicholas paid the bill and turned to go.


But he was already too late.


‘Away, sir!’


‘Will you bandy words with me?’


‘No, sir. I’ll break your crown!’


‘I have something here to split yours asunder!’


‘Stand off!’


‘Draw!’


Will Fowler was being challenged by a tall, hulking man with a red beard and a sword in his hand. The actor jumped up from the settle and grabbed his own blade. A space immediately cleared in the middle of the room as tables were pushed hurriedly away, then the two men circled each other. Before Nicholas could move, Samuel Ruff interceded.


‘Put up your sword, Will,’ he implored.


‘Stand aside, Sam.’


‘There is no occasion for this quarrel.’


‘I mean to have blood here.’


Ruff swung around to confront the stranger. Unarmed but quite unafraid, he leapt between the two combatants and held out his arms, shielding his friend with his body.


‘Let us settle this over a pint of ale, sir.’


‘No!’ snarled the other.


‘Mend your differences,’ advised Ruff.


The stranger was not deterred. He saw the chance to catch his adversary off guard and he took it. With a lightning thrust, his sword passed under Ruff’s arm and went deep into Fowler’s stomach. The fight was over.


‘Will!’ shouted Nicholas, darting forward.


‘I’ll … kill him,’ threatened Fowler weakly.


Dropping his sword, he staggered a few steps then collapsed to the floor. Nicholas bent down to enfold him in his arms, shaken by the speed of it all. The hostess screamed, the card players yelled, the old sailor roared and the dog barked madly. In the general confusion, the stranger ran out through the door and vanished down the alley.


Everyone pressed in upon the fallen man.


‘Stand back!’ ordered Nicholas. ‘Give him air.’


‘What happened?’ mumbled Fowler drowsily.


‘It was my fault,’ confessed Ruff, covered in remorse as he knelt beside the wounded man. ‘I tried to stop him and he stabbed you under my arm.’


‘Curse him!’ groaned Fowler.


The hostess pushed through the crowd to view the hideous sight. Brawls were common enough in the tavern but they did not usually involve swordplay nor end with someone losing his life-blood all over the floor.


‘Carry him to the surgeon!’ she urged.


‘He cannot be moved,’ said Nicholas, doing what he could to stem the flow of blood. ‘Bring the surgeon here. Tell him to hurry!’


The hostess despatched her boy with a curt command. Nicholas was still cradling his friend in his arms and shuddering with disbelief. Will Fowler had been such a powerful and energetic man yet his life was now draining rapidly away in the miserable setting of a Bankside stew. The sense of waste was overwhelming.


‘Who was he?’ murmured Fowler.


‘Save your strength, Will,’ cautioned Nicholas.


‘I want to know,’ he said with a last show of spirit. ‘Who was the rogue?’


He looked up questioningly but nobody had the answer.


Nicholas Bracewell was consumed with grief and anger. It was only now that he was about to lose Will Fowler that he realised how much the man’s friendship had meant to him. The actor’s warmth and effervescence would be sorely missed. Nicholas held the body more tightly to pull him back from death but he knew that it was all to no avail. Will Fowler was doomed.


Samuel Ruff was in tears, tormenting himself with the thought that he was to blame, muttering endless apologies to the prostrate figure. Nicholas saw the blank horror in his face then he noticed that Ruff’s sleeve was dripping with blood that seeped from a wound of his own. The sword thrust had cut his arm before killing Will Fowler.


The dying man found enough breath to whisper.


‘Nick …’


‘I’m here, Will.’


‘Find him … please … find the rogue!’


He clutched at his stomach as a new spasm of pain shot through him then his whole body went limp. A final hiss escaped his throat. Will Fowler had no need of a surgeon now.


Samuel Ruff buried his face in his hands. Nicholas felt his own tears come but his sorrow was edged with cold fury. A dear friend had been viciously cut down. In a flash of temper, a valuable life had been needlessly squandered. Will Fowler had begged him to track down the culprit and Nicholas now took this duty upon himself with iron determination.


‘I’ll find him, Will,’ he promised.






















Chapter Three





Bankside was not entirely given over to stews, gambling dens, taverns and ordinaries. Because it was outside the City’s jurisdiction, this populous area of Southwark had its share of cockpits and bear gardens and bull-baiting rings to please the appetites of those who flocked to them, but it also had its shops, its places of work and its respectable dwellings. Lined with wharves and warehouses for much of the way, it commanded fine views across the river of St Paul’s and the City.


Anne Hendrik had lived in Bankside for a number of years and she knew its labyrinthine streets well. Born of English stock, she married Jacob Hendrik while she was still in her teens. One of the many Dutch immigrants who poured into London, Jacob was a skilful hatmaker who found that the City Guilds had a vested interest in keeping him and his compatriots out of their exclusive brotherhoods. To make a living, therefore, he had to set up outside the City limits and Southwark was the obvious choice. Hard work and a willingness to adapt helped him to prosper. When he died after fifteen happy years of marriage, he left his widow with a good house, a flourishing business and moderate wealth. Other women might have moved away or married again but Anne Hendrik was committed to the house and its associations. Having no children, she lacked company and decided to take in a lodger. He soon became rather more than that.


‘Is that you, Nicholas?’ she called.


‘Yes.’


‘You’re late.’


‘There was no need for you to wait up.’


‘I was worried about you.’


Anne came out to the front door as he closed it behind him. When she saw him by the light of the candles, her comely features were distorted with alarm.


‘You’re hurt!’ she said, rushing to him.


‘No, Anne.’


‘But there’s blood on your hands, and on your clothing.’


‘It’s not mine,’ he soothed.


‘Has there been trouble, Nick?’


He nodded. ‘Will Fowler.’


‘What happened?’


They adjourned to his chamber. Anne fetched him a bowl of water so that he could clean himself up and Nicholas Bracewell told her what had occurred at the Hope and Anchor. He was still very shaken by it all. Anne was deeply distressed. Though she had only met Will Fowler a few times, she remembered him as a lively and loquacious man with a fund of amusing stories about the world of the playhouse. It seemed perverse that his life should be snuffed out so quickly and cheaply.


‘Have you no idea who the man was?’ she asked.


‘None,’ said Nicholas grimly. ‘But I will catch up with the fellow one day.’


‘What of this Master Ruff?’


‘He was as stricken as I was, Anne. I helped him to find a new lodging for the night. He could not bear to stay in the place where Will had been murdered.’


‘You should have brought him back here,’ she offered.


Nicholas looked up at her and his affection for Anne Hendrik surged. Her oval face, so lovely and contented in repose, was now pitted with anxious frowns. Kindness and compassion oozed from her. In any crisis, her first instinct was always to give what practical help she could. It was a trait that Nicholas shared and it was one of the reasons that they bonded together.


‘Thank you, Anne,’ he said quietly.


‘We could have found him something better than a room in some low tavern. Did you not think to invite him here?’


‘He would not have come,’ Nicholas replied. ‘Samuel Ruff is a very proud and independent sort of man. His friendship with Will goes back many years and it was something that both of them treasured. Samuel wants to keep his own counsel and mourn alone. I can respect that, Anne.’


While he dried his hands, she took away the clouded water. Nicholas was exhausted. It was hours past midnight and the events at the Hope and Anchor had taxed him. Officers had been sent for and the whole matter was now in the hands of a magistrate. The dead body had been removed and there was nothing that Nicholas could do until the morrow. Yet his mind would not let him rest.


Anne Hendrik came back. She was a tall, well-kept woman with graceful movements and a lightness of touch in all she did. Her tone was soft and concerned.


‘You need your sleep, Nick. Can you manage?’


‘I think so.’


‘If you want anything, you have only to call me.’


‘I know.’


She gazed fondly at him then a sudden thought made her reach out and clasp him to her bosom for a few moments. When she released him, she caressed his hair with long, delicate fingers.


‘I’m sorry about Will Fowler,’ she whispered, ‘but it could so easily have been you who was killed. I could not have borne that.’


She kissed him tenderly on the forehead then went out.





It was typical of Lawrence Firethorn that he took the tragedy as a personal insult. Without a twinge of conscience, he turned the death of a hired man into a direct attack upon his reputation. On the following afternoon, Will Fowler was due to appear in the company’s latest offering at The Queen’s Head, playing the most important of the secondary roles. Since the other hired men were already doubling strenuously, it was impossible to replace him. The whole performance was threatened and Firethorn worked himself up into a fine frenzy as he contemplated it.


‘Shameful!’ he boomed. ‘Utterly shameful!’


‘Regrettable,’ conceded Nicholas.


‘Westfield’s Men have never cancelled before. We would set a dreadful precedent. The audience would be robbed of a chance to see me! You must take some blame for this, Nicholas.’


‘Why, master?’


‘It was you who kept Will Fowler employed.’


‘He was a good actor.’


‘You stopped me tearing up his contract a dozen times.’


‘Will was a valuable member of the company.’


‘He was too quarrelsome. Sooner or later, he was bound to pick a fight with the wrong person. God’s blood! If only I’d followed my own instincts and not yours!’


They were in the main bedchamber at Firethorn’s house and the actor was rampaging in a white shirt. After a sleepless night, Nicholas had repaired to Shoreditch soon after dawn to break the sad news. His report was not well received.


‘It’s so unfair on me!’ stressed Firethorn.


‘My thoughts are with Will,’ said Nicholas pointedly.


‘One of my hired men stabbed in a tavern brawl – a pretty tale! It will stain the whole company. Did you not think of that when you took him to that vile place last night?’


‘He took me.’


‘It makes no difference. I am the one to suffer. Heavens, Nick, we take risks enough flouting the City regulations. The last thing we need is a brush with the authorities.’


‘I’ve done all that is needful,’ assured the other. ‘You will not be involved at all.’


‘I am involved in anything that touches Westfield’s Men,’ asserted Firethorn, striking a favourite pose. ‘Besides, how are you to hold the book for us if you are hauled off to answer magistrates? Do you see how it all comes back on me? It will severely injure my reputation as a great actor.’


Nicholas Bracewell heaved a sigh. He was mourning the death of a friend but Firethorn was riding roughshod over his feelings. There were times when even he found it hard to accommodate his master’s tantrums. He addressed the immediate problem.


‘Let us consider Love and Fortune,’ he suggested.


‘Indeed, sir. An audience is expecting to see the play this very afternoon. It has always been popular with them.’


‘And so it shall be again.’


‘Without Will Fowler?’


‘There is a solution.’


‘There’s no time to rewrite the piece,’ said Firethorn dismissively. ‘We could never unravel that plot at a morning’s rehearsal. In any case, Edmund is in no condition to wrestle with such a task. The Armada play is putting him under great strain.’


‘Edmund will not be needed.’


‘Yet you say there is a solution?’


‘Yes, master.’


‘Will you raise Will Fowler from the dead, sir?’


‘In a manner of speaking.’


‘What riddle is this?’


‘His name is Samuel Ruff.’


‘Ruff!’ bellowed Firethorn. ‘That wretch who enticed you both into the Hope and Anchor?’


‘He’s an experienced player,’ argued Nicholas. ‘The equal of our own man in every way.’


‘He could never learn the part in a couple of hours.’


‘Samuel believes that he can. He is studying the role even now. I copied out the sides for him myself from the prompt book.’


‘You take liberties, Nick,’ warned Firethorn. ‘Love and Fortune is our property. It is not for the eyes of strangers.’


‘Do you wish the performance to take place today?’


‘Of course!’


‘Then this is the only remedy.’


‘I will not hire a man I’ve never met.’


‘With your permission, I’ll invite him to the rehearsal. You’ll soon be able to judge if he can carry the part. We’ll not find a better man at such short notice.’


‘But the fellow was injured last night.’


‘A flesh wound in the left arm,’ explained Nicholas. ‘The surgeon dressed it for him and it’s not serious. Lorenzo wears a cloak in every scene. It will hide the injury completely. As for the rest of the costume, Samuel is almost of Will’s height and weight so no alterations will be necessary.’


‘Stop thrusting the man at me!’ protested Firethorn.


‘He is anxious to help.’


‘But for him, we would not need help.’


‘Samuel accepts that. He feels guilty about what happened. That’s why he wishes to make amends in some small way. Taking over his friend’s role would mean so much to him.’


‘The idea does not appeal.’


‘Will Fowler would have approved.’


‘I make the decisions in this company – not Will Fowler.’


‘Maybe I should raise the matter with the other sharers,’ said Nicholas artlessly. ‘They might take a different view.’


‘Mine is the view that matters!’ snarled the actor.


Lawrence Firethorn prowled his lair like a tiger. When there was an explosion of boyish laughter from next door where the apprentices shared a room, he banged the wall and roared them to silence. When his wife sent word that breakfast was ready, he frightened the servant away simply by baring his fangs. At length, be began to come around.


‘Experienced, you say?’


‘Several years with good companies, Leicester’s among them.’


‘He can con lines quickly?’


‘It was his trademark.’


‘Is he quarrelsome?’ demanded Firethorn. ‘Like Will?’


‘No, master. He’s a very peaceful citizen.’


‘And why does this worthy fellow lack work?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘He must have some defects.’


‘None that I could see. Will vouched for him.’


‘Where did Ruff play last?’


‘With Banbury’s Men,’ said Nicholas.


‘Banbury’s Men!’


Firethorn’s exclamation rang through the whole house. His interest in Samuel Ruff had just come to an end. The Earl of Banbury and Lord Westfield were sworn enemies who lost no opportunity to score off each other. Their respective dramatic companies were major weapons in the feud and they regarded each other with cold hatred. Banbury’s Men had been in the ascendant at first but they had now been displaced by Westfield’s Men. In the shifting world of London theatre, it was Lawrence Firethorn and his company who now held the upper hand and they were not willing to relinquish it.


‘Meet him, at least,’ pressed Nicholas.


‘He is not the man for us.’


‘But he fell foul of Banbury’s Men through no fault of his own. He was forced to leave.’


‘I will not employ him, Nick. It’s unthinkable.’


‘Then we must cancel the performance as soon as may be.’


‘Hold! I will not gallop into this.’


‘The others will be shocked by your decision.’


‘It has not been made yet.’


‘Give Samuel a chance,’ whispered Nicholas. ‘He’s the man for the hour.’


‘Not with that pedigree.’


‘Do you know why he left Banbury’s Men?’


‘I don’t care,’ snapped Firethorn.


‘Shall I tell you what his crime was?’


‘Forget him.’


‘He spoke in praise of you.’


There was a pause that was just long enough for the first seed of interest to take root. Nicholas carefully watered it with a few details.


‘Giles Randolph took exception to what was said.’


‘Randolph is an amateur!’


‘He’s full of self-love. It’s not enough for him to be the leading actor with the company. They have to fawn and flatter at every turn to suit his taste, and Samuel could not bring himself to do that. They were playing Scipio Africanus.’


‘A miserable piece,’ sneered Firethorn. ‘Nothing but stale conceits and dribbling verse. I’d not soil my hands with it.’


‘Giles Randolph was playing the hero. He had a scene with Samuel in the role of a tribune. It was—’ Nicholas broke off abruptly and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Ah, well. You’ve no wish to hear all this.’


‘Go on, go on.’


‘It may just be idle gossip.’


‘What happened, Nick?’


Lawrence Firethorn was keen to know. He and Giles Randolph were deadly rivals, talented artistes who competed with each other every time they walked onto a stage. Anything that was to the detriment of Randolph would come as welcome news. Curiosity made Firethorn tap his book holder on the chest.


‘Come on, sir. They had a scene together.’


‘At an important point in the action.’


‘Well?’


Nicholas had worked with actors long enough to learn some of their tricks. He delayed for a few seconds to heighten the tension then he plunged on.


‘When Samuel gave of his best, Randolph complained that his performance was too strong. It stole the hero’s thunder.’


‘Ha! Some hero! Some thunder!’


‘Samuel is a forthright man. He told the truth.’


‘That Randolph is a babbling idiot!’


‘That a leading actor should lead and not surround himself with poor players who would make him look all the better.’


‘And me?’ said Firethorn, intrigued. ‘What of me?’


‘Samuel used you as an example, master. You would outshine any company. The finer the players around you, the more you rise above them. They feed your inspiration.’


Firethorn beamed. No praise sweeter than that from a fellow actor. He judged Samuel Ruff to be very perceptive and began to forgive him for his association with Banbury’s Men. Nicholas took advantage of his changed mood.


‘Samuel is desperate to join us,’ he continued. ‘He feels it as a duty to Will Fowler. He is so eager to help us that he offered to do so without payment of any kind.’


‘Indeed?’ Firethorn’s eye kindled.


‘But I assured him that you were a man of honour, who would not conceive of employing someone without giving him fair reward.’


‘Of course,’ agreed the actor, hiding his disappointment.


‘Then it’s settled?’


Firethorn sat on the edge of the four-poster. Even in his night attire, he retained a crumpled dignity. He looked like a Roman senator brooding on affairs of state.


‘Tell him to attend the rehearsal in one hour.’


Nicholas nodded then withdrew. It had worked out well. Confident of his powers of persuasion, he had already told Ruff at what time to present himself at The Queen’s Head. The story of the hired man’s departure from his previous company had not been entirely true but Nicholas had no qualms about embellishing the bare facts. A vain man like Lawrence Firethorn enjoyed seeing the vanity of others exposed. The main thing was that a crisis had been averted. The play would not be cancelled.


It was one small consolation after a horrendous night.





Samuel Ruff did not let them down. Though tired and grieving, he arrived at the rehearsal with a secure grasp on his lines and a real understanding of his character. When he was taken through his moves, he learned quickly and his evident respect for Firethorn was another telling factor. He was indeed the man for the hour.


The performance that afternoon delighted its audience. Love and Fortune was a romantic comedy about the perils of over-hasty passion and its use of mistaken identity was particularly endearing. Firethorn led the company with his usual verve, Edmund Hoode sparkled as a lovelorn gallant, and Barnaby Gill used all his comic skills to set the inn yard at a roar. With splendid wigs and costumes, the boy apprentices brought the female characters vivaciously to life.


Ruff himself was excellent in the testing role of Lorenzo. Not only did he carry his own part well, he improvised cleverly when, first, one of the actors missed an entrance, then another dried in the middle of a speech. Samuel Ruff was a veteran player, seasoned by long years in a demanding profession that had lately turned its callous back on him. In his ebullient performance, there was no hint of the dark sorrow that lay in his heart.


Love and Fortune proved the ideal play for the occasion. Will Fowler’s death had shaken the whole company and there was a funereal air about the rehearsal. Once they began, however, the actors were swept along by the joyous romp and given no time to dwell on their sadness. Out of a deep tragedy, they had plucked forth a comic triumph.


Nicholas Bracewell was at the helm, marshalling the cast, cueing the action, making sure that the pace was maintained. Part of his job was to prepare a Plot of the drama, which gave details, scene by scene, of what was happening, who was involved and when they made their entrances and exits. Since they worked only from individual sides written out for them by the scrivener, the actors relied totally on the Plot that was hung up in the tiring-house and they had cause to be grateful for the legibility of Nicholas’s hand and for his meticulousness. It was all there.


The book holder was thrilled at the way that Ruff was standing in for his old friend, and he saw the excitement in the man’s face every time he came offstage. Here was no farm labourer, content to live out his days in rural anonymity. The playhouse was his true home. Like Will Fowler, he would never be happy away from it. Nicholas resolved to talk further with Firethorn.


The leading actor himself was in an affable mood, smiling upon all and sundry as he strode back into the tiring-house each time with applause at his heels. Before his next entrance, he would study himself carefully in a mirror and stroke his beard, fondle his locks or make slight adjustments to his hat and garments. It was not only the success of the play that was pleasing him, nor even the fact that Lord Westfield himself was there to witness it. Something else was putting that swagger into his walk. Barnaby Gill identified what it was.


‘In the middle of the lower gallery,’ he hissed.


‘I thought so,’ said Nicholas, flicking over a page of his prompt book. ‘I recognised the signs.’


‘He’s directing every line at her.’


‘Is he getting any response?’


‘Response!’ echoed Gill with spiteful relish. ‘She keeps lowering her mask and favouring him with such ardent glances that he is almost smouldering. Mark my words, Nicholas, she knows how to tickle his epididymis.’


‘Who is she?’


‘Prepare yourself.’


‘Why?’


‘Lady Rosamund Varley.’


‘Oh!’


Nicholas waved some of the actors into position to make their entrance. He did not dare to reflect on what he had just been told. A possible liaison between Lawrence Firethorn and Lady Rosamund Varley was far too disturbing to consider. He kept his mind on the job in hand and warned the lutenist to make himself ready. Gill’s tone remained malicious.


‘Love and fortune indeed!’


‘Don’t forget your costume change.’


‘It’s lust and misfortune!’


‘Ben!’ called Nicholas. ‘Stand by.’


‘Aye,’ came the gruff reply from a thickset actor.


‘His wife should geld him,’ decided Gill. ‘It’s the only way to tame a stallion like that. Margery should geld him – with her teeth.’


Benjamin Creech went past with a tray of goblets. ‘Remember to offer the first to Lorenzo,’ said Nicholas.


‘Aye.’


‘Don’t drink any yourself,’ teased Gill wickedly.


‘No,’ grunted Creech.


When his cue came, he straightened his back and made his entrance. Nicholas turned over another page. Barnaby Gill rid himself of some more bilious comments then let his gaze wander until it settled on one of the apprentices. Richard Honeydew was standing in profile as he shook out his petticoats. His face was small and beautifully shaped with a youthful bloom on it that made his skin look like silk. Barnaby Gill watched him in wonderment.


‘Lawrence is such a fool!’ he murmured. ‘Why bother with women when you can have the real thing?’





The afternoon had been a resounding success for Lawrence Firethorn. He had held a full audience spellbound, he had delighted his patron, and he had fallen in love. It was an intoxicating experience. He was so carried away that he even paid Marwood the rent that was outstanding. Spared the horrors of Spanish occupation, and now showered with money he never expected to get, the landlord almost contrived a smile. Firethorn slapped him on the back and sent him off. His next task was to take Samuel Ruff aside to put a proposition to him. The player was duly impressed.


‘I take that as a great compliment.’


‘Then you accept?’


‘I fear not. My way lies towards a farm in Norwich.’


‘A farm!’ He invested the word with utter disgust.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Buy why, man?’


‘Because I’m minded to leave the profession altogether.’


‘Actors do not leave,’ announced Firethorn grandly. ‘They act on to the very end of their days.’


‘Not me,’ said Ruff solemnly.


‘Would you rather chase sheep in Norwich?’


‘Cows. My brother has a dairy farm.’


‘We must save you from that at all costs, dear fellow. You’ll be up to your waist in cow turds and surrounded by flies. That’s no fit way for an actor to see out his full span.’ He slipped an arm familiarly around the other’s shoulder. ‘When did you plan to travel?’


‘Today, sir. But for that brawl in the tavern, I would have been well on my journey by now. As it is, I will stay in London until the funeral is over. I owe Will that.’


‘You owe him something else as well,’ argued Firethorn. ‘To carry on in his footsteps. Can you betray him, sir?’


‘I’ve already sent word to my brother.’


‘Send again. Tell him he must milk his cows himself.’


Samuel Ruff was slowly being tempted. Firethorn took him across to a window that overlooked the inn yard. Down below was a mad bustle of activity as the trestles were cleared away by the stagekeepers and journeymen. It was an evocative scene and it had its effect on Ruff. He pulled away from the window.


‘Nicholas Bracewell insists,’ continued Firethorn. ‘And I always listen to his advice. We need you.’


‘I cannot stay, sir.’


‘It would keep Will’s memory alive for us.’


Ruff ran a hand through his grey hair and pondered. It was no easy decision for him to make. He had resigned himself to a course of action and he was not a man who lightly changed his mind. As the clamour went on outside, he tossed another glance towards the window. His old way of life beckoned seductively.


‘How much were you paid with Banbury’s Men?’


‘Eight shillings a week.’


‘Ah!’ Firethorn was checked. He had been ready to offer a wage of seven shillings but something told him the man might be worth the extra money. ‘Very well. I’ll match that.’


‘London has not been kind to me,’ said Ruff quietly.


‘Give it another chance.’


‘I will think it over, sir.’


Firethorn smiled. He had himself a new hired man.





Murder caused only a temporary interruption at the Hope and Anchor. Everything was back to normal by the next evening. Fresh rushes hid those which had been stained by Will Fowler’s blood. Beer and wine had already erased the memory from the minds of the regular patrons and they were preoccupied once again with their games, their banter and their vices. The low-ceilinged room was a throbbing cacophony.


Nicholas Bracewell coughed as he stepped into the smoky atmosphere. When he looked down at the spot where Will Fowler had lain, his heart missed a beat. He crossed quickly to the hostess, who was drawing a pint of sack from a barrel. She was a short, dark, plump woman in her forties with a pockmarked face that was heavily powdered and large, mobile, bloodshot eyes. Her dress was cut low to display an ample bosom and a mole did duty as a beauty spot on one breast.


She served the customer then turned to Nicholas.


‘What’s your pleasure, sir?’ Her features clouded as she saw who it was. An already rough voice became even more rasping. ‘You’re not welcome here.’


‘I need some help.’


‘I told you all I know. So did my customers.’


‘A man was killed here last night,’ protested Nicholas.


‘You think we don’t know that?’ she retorted vehemently. ‘When the watch and the constables and goodness knows who else come running into the house. We like to keep out of harm’s way down this alley. We don’t want the law to pry into us.’


‘Just answer one question,’ said Nicholas patiently.


‘Leave us alone, sir.’


‘Look, I’ll pay you.’ He dropped coins on to the counter and they were immediately swept up by her flabby hand. ‘That man with the red beard. Samuel Ruff says that he came downstairs.’


‘He didn’t lodge here,’ she asserted. ‘He was a stranger.’


‘Then he was up there for another reason.’


The bloodshot eyes stared unblinkingly at him. Nicholas took more money from his purse and handed it over. She leaned forward to thrust her face close to his own.


‘I want you out of here in five minutes.’


‘You have my word.’


‘For good.’


‘For good,’ he agreed. ‘Now, who was she?’


‘Joan. She has the end room on the first floor.’


Nicholas did not waste any of his meagre time. Bounding up the stairs, he found himself in a passage that was so narrow his shoulders brushed the walls. Crude sounds of love-making came from rooms where whores were busy earning their income. The stench made Nicholas cough again. Samuel Ruff’s fortunes must have been at a very low ebb to drive him into such an unwholesome place.


He reached the end room and listened for a moment. No sound came from within. He tapped on the door with his knuckles. There was no answer and so he used more force.


‘Come in,’ said a frail voice.


He opened the door and looked into a tiny room that was lit by one guttering tallow. On the mattress that took up most of the floor space, a young woman was lying in heavy shadow. She seemed to be wearing a shift and was half-covered by a filthy blanket. He peered at her but could only see her in outline.


‘Joan?’ he asked.


‘Did you want me?’ she whispered.


‘Yes.’


‘Come in properly and close the door,’ she invited in a girlish voice, sitting up. ‘I like visitors.’


He stepped forward a pace and pulled the door shut. Joan reached for the tallow and held it so that its thin beam shone upon him. She gave a sigh of pleasure.


‘What’s your name, sir?’


‘Nicholas.’


‘You’re a fine, upstanding man, Nicholas. Sit beside me.’


‘I came to talk.’


‘Of course,’ she soothed. ‘We’ll talk all you want.’


‘A man was up here with you last night, Joan.’


‘Three, four, maybe five men. I can’t remember.’


‘This one was tall with a red beard.’


Joan stiffened and let out a cry. Putting the candle aside, she wrapped her arms around her body for protection and huddled against the wall. Her voice was trembling now.


‘Go away!’ she begged. ‘Get out of here!’


‘Did he give you his name?’


‘There’s nothing I can tell you.’


‘It’s very important.’


‘Just go away,’ she whimpered.


She broke down into frantic sobbing. When Nicholas bent over to comfort her, however, she pushed him away and drew herself into the very corner of the room. He watched the waif-like creature until her fear subsided a little then he spoke gently.


‘I need to find him, Joan.’


‘Leave me be, sir.’


‘He killed a friend of mine. I want him.’


She curled herself up into a frightened ball and shook her head vigorously. Nicholas held out his purse to her.


‘Keep your money!’ she said.


‘Listen to me!’ he pressed. ‘My friend was murdered last night by that man with the red beard. I’ll find him no matter how long it takes. Please help me, Joan.’


She stayed in the shadows as she weighed him up, then she uncurled and sat up again. He crouched down beside her and tried once more to enlist her aid.


‘There must be something you can tell me.’


‘Oh yes!’ she said ruefully.


‘Had you seen him before?’


‘Never! And I don’t want to see him again.’


‘Did he give you a name?’


‘He gave me nothing but rough words, sir. But there is one thing I will always remember about him.’ A shudder went through her. ‘His back.’


‘Why?’


‘He told me not to touch it, and I didn’t at first. But I like my arms around a man and I couldn’t help it. When my fingers touched his back …’


‘What was wrong with it?’ he asked softly.


‘Scars. Dozen of fresh scars all over it. Long, thick, raw wounds that made my flesh creep when I felt them.’ A second shudder made her double up. ‘He warned me. He did warn me.’


‘What did he do to you, Joan?’


‘This.’


She pulled the shift over her head and tossed it aside, then she lifted the tallow so that its pallid light fell on her. Nicholas blenched. He felt as if he had been kicked in the pit of the stomach. The slim, naked, girlish body was covered in hideous bruises. Thick powder was unable to disguise the swollen face, the split lip and the blackened eyes. There was a telltale lump across the bridge of her nose.


He understood her fear all too well now. She could scarcely be much more than sixteen. In a fit of rage, her client had beaten her senseless and put years on her. Joan would bear her own scars for the rest of her life.


Nicholas put the purse into her hands and closed her fingers around it before leaving the room. He had learned something new and revolting about the killer with the red beard. It was not much but it was a start. There had been two victims the previous night. Will Fowler had been killed and Joan had been brutally assaulted. Both of them deserved to be avenged. 



















Chapter Four





Richard Honeydew was finding too much talent could be a disadvantage in the theatre. It excited envy. In the few months that he had been with Lord Westfield’s Men, he had worked hard and shown exceptional promise but there was a high price to pay. The other three apprentices ganged up against him. Seeing him as a threat, they subjected him to all kinds of hostility, teasing and practical jokes. It was getting worse.


‘Aouw!’


‘That will cool you down, Dicky!’ sneered John Tallis.


‘Don’t tell on us,’ threatened Stephen Judd. ‘Or it won’t be water next time.’


‘Unless it’s our own!’ added Tallis with a snigger.


The two boys scuttled away and left Richard shivering with fright. As he came back from the privy, they had drenched him with a bucket of water. His blond hair was plastered to his head, his shirt was soaked and he was dripping all over the floor. It was as much as he could do to hold back tears.


Richard Honeydew was only eleven. He was small, thin and had the kind of exaggerated prettiness that made him an ideal choice for a female role. John Tallis and Stephen Judd were older, bigger, stronger and much more well-versed in the techniques of persecution. Hitherto, however, Richard had been fairly safe at a rehearsal because Nicholas Bracewell was usually on hand to take care of him. The book holder was his one real friend in the company and it was he who made life tolerable for the boy.


The apprentice’s first instinct was to run straight to Nicholas but the warning from Stephen Judd still rang in his ears. He decided to clean himself up and say nothing. At the back of the tiring-house was a room that was used partly for storage and partly as a rest area where actors could sit out lengthy waits during a performance. Richard trotted along there and he was relieved to find it empty. Pulling off his shirt, he grabbed a piece of hessian and used it to dry his hair and body.


He did not hear Barnaby Gill. The actor stood in the doorway and marvelled at the pale torso with its delicate tracery of blue veins across the chest. There was something so natural and beautiful about the scene that his heart took flame. Stepping into the room, he closed the door behind him and caused Richard to spin around in alarm.


‘Oh, it’s you, Master Gill.’


‘Don’t be afeard, Dick. I won’t harm you.’


‘I was just drying myself.’


‘I saw.’


Innocence is its own protection. As the actor moved stealthily towards him, Richard had no understanding of the danger he faced. He continued to work away with the hessian.


‘That’s too rough,’ observed Gill. ‘You need something softer for a body such as yours.’


‘I’ve finished now.’


‘But your breeches are wet as well. Slip them down and dry yourself properly.’ As Richard hesitated, his voice coaxed on. ‘Nobody will see you. Come, take them down. I’ll help to rub you.’


The boy was still reluctant but he was at a disadvantage. Barnaby Gill was a leading member of the company with an influence upon its composition. He was not someone to antagonise. Besides, he had always been kind and considerate. Richard recalled gibes made about Gill by the other boys but he still could not fathom their meaning. As the avuncular smile got closer to him, he was ready to submit trustingly to the actor’s touch. But it never came. Even as Gill reached out for him, the door opened and a voice spoke.


‘Ah, there you are, Dick!’


‘Hello, Master Ruff.’


‘What do you want?’ growled Barnaby Gill.


‘I was looking for the lad,’ explained the hired man easily. ‘Come, Dick. The best place for you is out in the hot sun. The yard is an Italian piazza today. We’ll hang you up to dry with the washing.’


Before Gill could stop him, Samuel Ruff whisked up the shirt and led the boy out of the room. The sharer was left to fume alone. He reached for the hessian which Richard had used and he caressed its surface for a few seconds. Then he threw it violently aside and stalked back into the tiring-house.


Ruff, meanwhile, had taken the boy into the yard to watch some of the rehearsal. Without quite knowing how, Richard had the feeling that he had just been rescued.


‘If that ever happens again,’ said Ruff, ‘you tell me.’


Richard nodded happily. He had found a new friend.





Patriotism is a powerful drug. In the wake of the victory against the Armada, it affected almost everyone. There was a surge of self-confidence and a thrill of pride that coursed through the veins of the entire nation. Master Roger Bartholomew also felt the insistent throb of patriotic impulse. He imbibed the details of the Spanish defeat, he listened to the sermons preached at St Paul’s Cross and he attended many services of thanksgiving. In the faces all round him, he saw a new spirit, a greater buoyancy, a permissible arrogance. People were conscious as never before of the immense significance of being English.


The drug helped Bartholomew to forget all about his earlier setbacks and vows. Inspiration made him reach for his pen and a play seemed to fall ready-made from his fertile brain. It was a celebration of England’s finest hour and it contained speeches which, he believed, in all modesty, would thunder down the centuries. The verse bounded from the page, the characters were moulded to stake their claim to immortality.


As he blotted the last line and sat back in his chair, Bartholomew allowed himself a smirk of congratulation. His first play was juvenilia. With An Enemy Routed, he had come of age in the most signal way. The success of the piece would wipe away any lingering memories of his disappointment and disillusion. Only one problem remained. Master Roger Bartholomew had to make the crucial decision as to which dramatic company he would favour with his masterpiece. He luxuriated in the possibilities.





Two weeks wrought many changes among Lord Westfield’s Men. As soon as Will Fowler’s funeral was over, the general gloom began to lift. Samuel Ruff was an able deputy for his friend and, in spite of occasional remarks about leaving for Norwich soon, he settled in very well. Richard Honeydew was glad to have someone else to look out for him and he revelled in the fatherly concern that the hired man showed him. Lawrence Firethorn moved about in a cloud of ecstasy. Each day, he was convinced, brought him closer to the promised tryst with Lady Rosamund Varley; each performance gave him a fresh opportunity to woo her from the stage. Barnaby Gill’s acid comments on the romance were largely unheard and totally unregarded. The company was grateful to the lady. When Firethorn was in love, everyone stood to gain.


The punishing round of the book holder’s life gave Nicholas Bracewell less time than he would have wished to pursue his investigation of Will Fowler’s murder, but his resolve did not slacken. After a fortnight, the casual brutality of it all still rattled him. Time after time, he went over the events that had taken place at the Hope and Anchor that night.


‘And Redbeard was carrying a bottle in his hand?’


‘Yes, Nick,’ said Samuel Ruff.


‘You’re sure of that?’


‘Completely. When he got close, I could smell the ale on his breath. The man had taken too much and could not hold his drink.’


‘Then what happened?’


Ruff had been through the details a score of times but he did not complain. He was just as committed to finding the man who had murdered his old friend.


‘Redbeard lurched against the settle on which Will was sitting and pushed it a good foot backwards. Some of his ale was spilled over Will.’


‘So he took exception?’


‘The row flared up in a matter of seconds, Nicholas.’


The book holder sighed. Will Fowler’s short temper had caught up with him at last. Nicholas saw the familiar image of his friend, roused in argument, eyes blazing, cheeks aglow, voice howling and brawny arms ready to exact stern punishment. When he was in such a choleric mood, Will Fowler could not easily be calmed down. It had taken a cunning thrust from a sword to bleed all the rage out of him.


‘I will never forgive myself,’ said Ruff sadly.


‘You tried to protect him.’


‘I gave that ruffian his chance,’ admitted the other. ‘I would rather he had run me through than dear Will!’


‘In some ways, I think he did,’ observed Nicholas.


The two men had just come out of The Queen’s Head at the end of another full day. Redbeard preyed on their minds. Nicholas reasoned that a man with a fondness for whores would not keep away from the brothels for long and he was visiting them all in turn. He was carrying a rough sketch of the stranger which Ruff had helped him to draw. They felt it was a good likeness of the man they sought but it had so far failed to jog any memories.


Samuel Ruff was eager to do his share of the work and he had taken the sketch around the stews in Eastcheap. Nicholas was concentrating on the more numerous brothels of Bankside, certain that their quarry would surface sooner or later.


‘I think Redbeard is lying low,’ said Ruff.


‘He’ll come out to play at night,’ added Nicholas. ‘The smell of a bawd will tempt him back.’


‘I’ve been thinking about those wounds of his.’


‘The scars on his back?’


‘They might have cost Will his life.’


‘In what way?’


‘Redbeard must have taken a severe beating from someone and his wounds still smarted. He wanted revenge. First of all, he attacks that poor girl and makes her pay for it, then he comes rolling downstairs in a drunken fury. Those scars were still on fire.’


‘Did Will touch his back at all?’


‘A glancing blow as he lashed out at the man. No wonder Redbeard drew his sword. He’d been caught on the raw.’


‘That’s no excuse for murder, Sam,’ reminded Nicholas.


‘Of course not, but you take my point? If that villain had not been given such a beating, Will might be alive today.’


Nicholas thought it through carefully before speaking.


‘There’s truth in what you say but I must disagree about those scars on his back. He was not given a beating.’


‘Then what?’


‘I think he was whipped through the streets.’


‘A malefactor?’ said Ruff in surprise.


‘I will ask him when I finally catch up with him.’


Nicholas waved aside Ruff’s offer of company on his search and set off into the night. His mind played endlessly with the possibilities as he walked over the Bridge and swung into Bankside. It was late but he had promised himself he would make three calls. The first two visits were fruitless but he was not dismayed. He went on to the third name on his list.


The Cardinal’s Hat was situated in a narrow, twisting, fetid lane which had an open drain running down its middle. There was no declaration of papacy in the tavern’s name. To advertise the wares of the house, the cardinal’s hat on the sign outside had been painted with such lewd skill that its crown resembled in shape and colour the dimpled tip of the male sexual organ.


As Nicholas turned into the dark lane, a figure swung out of the shadows and bumped into him. After a grunted apology, the man tried to move off but Nicholas gripped him firmly by the throat. Slipping a hand into the man’s jerkin, he retrieved his newly-stolen purse then flung the pickpocket against a wall. With groans and curses, the man limped off into the night.


The Cardinal’s Hat was so grimy and sordid that it made the Hope and Anchor look like a church vestry. Bare-breasted whores lolled about, drink and tobacco stoked up an inferno of noise, and all the dregs of the London streets seemed to have fetched up within. Tables were jammed so close together that any movement across the room was almost impossible. The reek that greeted him was overwhelming.


Nicholas lowered his head to duck under the main beam and one of the prostitutes jumped up to plant a guzzling kiss on his lips. He eased her away and sought out the surly landlord. The man was small and sinewy, a watchful polecat with its claws at the ready. He gave Nicholas no help at all until the sketch was produced. Holding it up to the tallow, the landlord squinted at it then let out a yell of rage.


‘That’s him! I know the rogue!’


‘He was here?’


‘Last week. Monday. Tuesday, maybe.’


‘You’re certain he’s the same man?’


‘He’s no man,’ snarled the other, thrusting the sketch back at Nicholas. ‘That’s a vile beast you have there.’


‘What did he do?’


‘Alice would tell you if she was here – God help her!’


‘Alice?’


‘Yes!’ hissed the landlord. ‘When she took him up to her room, he was quiet as a lamb. Five minutes later, she’s screaming for dear life and the scurvy knave is beating her black and blue. The poor drab is in the hospital with both arms broken. But that’s not the end of it, sir.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘The dog smashed a window upstairs and leans out to hack at our sign with his sword.’


‘The Cardinal’s Hat?’


‘He’d have cut it down if we hadn’t chased him off.’ The landlord cleared his throat and spat on the floor. ‘It’s the same man in the drawing. If ever he steps in here again, they’ll have to carry him out in his coffin!’


Sympathy and excitement stirred inside Nicholas. He was sorry that another girl had been so grievously assaulted but he was elated to have picked up the trail at last.


Redbeard had broken cover. Nicholas would stay at his heels.





Anne Hendrik sat in her favourite chair and worked at her sewing by the light of a large candle. Her needle rose and fell with an easy rhythm. It did not pause for a second when the front door opened and her lodger returned. Anne kept her eyes and her mind on what she was doing, except that her needle now jabbed into the material with a touch of venom.


Nicholas Bracewell was puzzled. A warm smile and a welcome usually awaited him at the house. This time he had not even elicited a polite enquiry about how his day had gone. Anne sewed on.


‘You have a visitor,’ she said crisply.


‘At this time of night?’


‘The young woman insisted on seeing you.’


‘Woman?’ He was startled. ‘Did she give her name?’


‘No,’ replied Anne tartly. ‘Nor would she tell me what her business with you was. It was a private matter, she said. I showed her up to your chamber.’ Her voice hardened as he took a conciliatory step towards her. ‘Don’t keep your visitor waiting, sir.’


He gestured his bafflement then went up to his bedchamber, tapping on the door before going in. The young woman leapt up from a chair and went over to him.


‘Nicholas Bracewell?’


‘Yes.’


‘Thank heaven I’ve found you!’


She clasped his hands tightly and tears formed in blue eyes that looked as if they had cried their fill. The woman was short, neat, pleasantly attractive, no more than twenty and wearing a plain dress beneath a simple gown. Nicholas caught a whiff of the country. One glance told him why his landlady had been so offhand with him. The girl was clearly pregnant. Anne Hendrik had seen a distressed young woman in search of Nicholas and assumed that he was the father of the child.


He ushered her gently to a chair and knelt in front of her. The room was small but well-furnished and impeccably clean. She looked out of place in such comfortable surroundings.


‘Who are you?’ he asked.


‘Susan Fowler.’


‘Fowler? … Surely you are not his daughter?’


‘No,’ she replied in hurt tones. ‘Will was my husband.’


Fresh tears trickled down her flushed cheeks and he took her in his arms to comfort her, letting her cry her fill before she spoke again. His head shook apologetically.


‘I’m sorry. I had no idea that he was married.’


‘It was almost two years ago.’


‘Why did he say nothing?’


‘He wanted it that way,’ she whispered. ‘Will said the theatre was a world of its own. He wanted somewhere to go to when he had to get away from it.’


Nicholas could sympathise with that desire but he still could not fit this attractive young housewife alongside the blunt and outspoken Will Fowler. There was a naive willingness about her that seemed unlikely to ensnare an actor, who, just like his fellows, had always taken his pleasures along the way with much more worldly creatures.


‘Where do you live?’ he asked.


‘In St Albans. With my parents.’


‘Two years ago, you say?’


‘All but, sir.’


It began to make sense. Two years earlier, the company had toured in Hertfordshire and given a couple of performances at Lord Westfield’s country house in St Albans. The relationship had somehow started there and, unaccountably, led to marriage. What now assailed Nicholas was a shaming guilt. They had laid Will Fowler in his grave without a thought for this helpless woman.


‘How did you find out?’ he wondered.


‘I knew something had happened. He always sent word.’


‘When did you come to London?’


‘Today. Will had spoken about The Queen’s Head.’


‘You went there?’


She nodded. ‘The landlord told me.’


Nicholas was mortified. Of all the people to report a husband’s death to a vulnerable young wife, Alexander Marwood was the worst. He could make good news sound depressing. With a genuine tragedy to retail, he would be in his macabre element. Pain and embarrassment made Nicholas enfold Susan Fowler more tightly in his arms. He took the blame upon himself. Sensing this, she squeezed his arms gently.


‘You weren’t to know.’


‘We thought he had no next of kin.’


‘There’ll be two of us come September.’


He released his grip and knelt back again. Susan Fowler had been told that he was the best person to explain the horrid circumstances of her husband’s death. Nicholas was as discreet as he could be, playing down certain aspects of the tale and emphasising that Will Fowler had been an unwitting victim of a violent and dangerous man. She listened with remarkable calm until it was all over, then she fainted into his arms.


He lifted her on to the bed and made her comfortable, releasing her gown from her neck and undoing her collar. Pouring a cup of water from the jug on his table, he dipped a finger in it to bathe her forehead. When she began to stir, he helped her to sip some of the liquid. She began to rally.


‘I’m sorry, sir.’


‘There’s no need. It’s a trying time for you.’


‘I miss Will so much.’


‘Of course.’


‘That man … at the tavern …’


‘He’ll be caught,’ promised Nicholas.


Susan Fowler soon felt well enough to sit up with a pillow at her back. Now that her secret was out, she wanted to talk about it and did so compulsively. Nicholas was honoured that she felt able to entrust him with her confidences. It was a touching story. The unlikely romance between an ageing actor and a country girl had started with a chance meeting at St Albans and developed from there.


The picture that emerged of Will Fowler was very much at variance with the man Nicholas had known. His widow spoke of him as kind, gentle and tender. There was no mention of his abrasive temper which had led him into so much trouble and which had finally contributed to his death. Susan Fowler had been married to a paragon. Though the time they spent together was limited, it had been a blissful union.


Another surprise lay in store for Nicholas.


‘We married in the village church.’


‘Did you?’


‘Will called it an act of faith.’


‘All marriages are that,’ he suggested.


‘You don’t understand,’ she continued. ‘Will had vowed that he’d never enter a Protestant church. He was a Catholic.’


Nicholas reeled as if from a blow. A man whom he thought he had known quite well was turning out to have a whole new side to his character. Religion was something with which the actor had always seemed cheerfully unconcerned. It did not accord too well with the freebooting life of a hired man.


‘He gave it up,’ she said with pride. ‘For me.’


‘Are you quite certain of all this?’


‘Oh, yes.’


‘Will, of the old religion?’


‘He was very devout.’


‘You talked about it?’


‘All the time. He showed me his Bible and his crucifix.’


‘Did he say how long he’d followed Rome?’


‘For years.’


Astonishment gave way to speculation. Nicholas began to wonder if the actor’s ebullient manner was a kind of disguise, a wall behind which he hid himself so that nobody could get too close. If he could conceal his religion and his marriage so effectively, it was possible that he had other secrets.


Susan Fowler was now patently exhausted. The shock of it all was draining her strength and her eyelids were drooping. He told her to stay exactly where she was and went quickly downstairs. Anne Hendrik was waiting for him, schooling herself to be calm yet evidently upset by the situation. She continued to ply her needle and avert her eyes from him.


‘An apology is due,’ he began.


‘Do not bother, sir,’ she answered.


‘The girl will have to pass the night in my chamber.’


‘Oh, no!’ said Anne, looking up at him. ‘I make objection to that, Nicholas. This is not a tavern with rooms to let for any doxy who happens to pass by.’


‘Susan Fowler is no doxy.’


‘Take her out of my house, if you please!’


‘You hear what I say?’


‘I care not what her name is.’


‘Susan Fowler,’ he repeated.


‘She will not pass the night under my roof, sir.’


‘The girl is Will Fowler’s widow.’


Realisation dawned on her and her jaw dropped. It was the last thing she had expected and filled her instantly with remorse. She looked upwards then put her sewing aside and rose from her chair. Her natural compassion flowed freely.


‘Oh, the poor lass! Of course, she must stay – for as long as she wishes. The girl should not be travelling alone in that condition.’ She turned to Nicholas. ‘Why did you not tell me that Will Fowler was married?’


‘Because I only found out about it myself just now.’ He flashed her a warm grin. ‘Does this alter the case?’


A brief smile lit up her face and she leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek. Duties intruded.


‘If she is to sleep in that chamber, I must take up some clean bedding. And she may need help undressing.’ Her hand went up to her mouth. ‘Oh dear! What must she think of me, giving her such a frosty welcome when she came to my door?’


‘She did not even notice it, Anne.’


‘It was unpardonable.’


‘Susan Fowler is concerned with weightier matters.’


‘How long has she known?’


‘Today.’


‘No wonder the girl is in such distress. I’d better go up to her at once and see what I can do to help her.’


‘She will be very grateful.’


Anne went bustling across the room then stopped in her tracks as a thought struck her. She swung round on her heel.


‘If the girl is going to be in your bed …’


‘Yes?’


‘Where will you sleep?’


His grin broadened and she replied with a knowing smile. It would give her the chance to show him how sorry she was.






















Chapter Five





Edmund Hoode laboured long and hard over Gloriana Triumphant, and it underwent several sea changes. The first decision he made was to set it in the remote past. Censorship of new plays was strict and Sir Edmund Tilney, the Master of the Revels, was especially vigilant for any political implications in a piece. A drama featuring the real characters and issues involved in the defeat of the Armada would be far too contentious to allow even if it were a paean of praise.


The principals had to be disguised in some way and a shift in time was the easiest solution. Elizabeth therefore became the fabled Gloriana, Queen of an ancient land called Albion. Drake, Hawkins, Howard, Frobisher and the other seadogs all appeared under very different names. Spain was transmuted into an imperial power known as Iberia.


Creation came easily to some authors but Edmund Hoode was not one of them. He needed to correct and improve and polish his work all the time. It made for delays and heightened frustration.


‘When will it be finished?’ demanded Firethorn.


‘Give me time,’ said Hoode.


‘You’ve been saying that for weeks.’


‘It’s taking shape, but slowly.’


‘We need to have it in rehearsal soon,’ reminded the other. ‘It will first see the light of day at The Curtain next month.’


‘That’s what worries me, Lawrence.’


‘Pah!’


The Curtain was one of the very few custom-built outdoor playhouses in London and Firethorn was delighted that Gloriana Triumphant would have its premiere there. Apart from the fact that the theatre was close to his own home in Shoreditch, it offered far better facilities and a far larger audience than The Queen’s Head. It was also patronised more extensively by nobility – Lady Rosamund Varley among them – and this added to its lustre. Edmund Hoode still had qualms.


‘I do not like The Curtain.’


‘It is ideal for our purposes.’


‘The audience is too unruly.’


‘Not when I am on stage,’ boasted Firethorn.


‘All they want are jigs and displays of combat.’


‘Then they will be satisfied, sir. You give them a jig, two galliards and a coranto. What more can they ask? As for combat, they will watch the greatest sea battle in history.’


‘I’m still not sure that it will work.’


‘Leave it to Nicholas. He’ll make it work.’


‘But I have never put ships on stage before.’


‘It is a brilliant device. When the cannons go off, the audience will believe they see the Armada itself sink below the waves.’ Firethorn caressed his beard. ‘There is just one small thing, Edmund.’


‘What?’ sighed the author. ‘Your small things always turn out to be a complete rewrite of the play.’


‘Not this time. A few lines here and there will suffice.’


‘To what end?’


‘We need more romance somehow.’


‘Romance?’


‘Yes,’ explained Firethorn, slapping the table for effect. ‘I am portrayed as a famous hero and rightly so, but there must be another side to my character. Show me as a great lover!’


‘During a sea battle?’


‘Insert a scene on land. Perhaps two.’


It was yet another example of the influence that Lady Rosamund Varley was having upon him. Since she had taken an interest in him, he went out of his way to present himself in the most attractive light. To play a love scene on stage was a means of rehearsing a dalliance with the lady herself. Firethorn was ready to distort the drama with incongruous material so that he could convey a message to one person in the audience.


‘We already have romance,’ argued Hoode.


‘Between whom?’


‘The seamen and their ships. The subjects and their queen. The people and their country. It is all love in one form or another.’


‘Give me real passion!’ insisted Firethorn.


‘Passion?’


‘Between a man and a woman.’


‘But there’s no reason for it.’


‘Invent one.’


They were sitting in the room at Hoode’s lodgings where the author had spent so many interminable nights struggling with the play. He looked down at the sheaf of papers that made up Gloriana Triumphant. To contrive a love affair would mean radical alterations to the whole structure but he knew that he had to comply. Firethorn was relentless in his persistence.


Hoode’s mind wandered back to an earlier humiliation.


‘I played my first important role at The Curtain.’


‘Were you well-received?’


‘They threw apple cores at me.’


‘Ungrateful dolts!’


‘It was an omen,’ said the author gloomily. ‘The Curtain has never been a happy place for me.’


‘We will change all that with Gloriana Triumphant.’


Edmund Hoode did not share his optimism. Like most men who took their precarious living from the playhouse, he was racked by superstition. Those apple cores still hurt.







Being married to one of the finest actors in England was an experience which would have cowed most wives but Margery Firethorn rose to the challenge splendidly. She was a woman of strong character with a Junoesque figure, an aggressive beauty and a bellicose charm. There were four apprentices to look after as well as two small children of her own and occasional lodgers from the company, and she ran the household with a firm hand and a fearless tongue.
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