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            THE KING’S MAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I stopped being a woman a long time ago.

      But for seven years, I had been a female in the afternoons and a boy the rest of the time. Only then I became a man, and my afternoons as a girl were numbered.

      How did I feel about that at the time? Mainly fearful, since there was no guarantee I would be taken on as a full-time member of the company once my voice and beard ruled out skirts and headdresses. And I knew no other kind of life. If the King’s Men or one of the other companies wouldn’t take me on as a player, how I would get my bread was a mystery. But I also felt excited, because I had been getting more and more restless in my afternoon disguises and was longing to stride about in boots and stop worrying about my treacherous voice.

      And there was Charity.

      She worked in the tiring-house, stitching costumes with her mother, the widow Proude, and was as plump and brown as a hazelnut. I’d known Charity ever since I’d been apprenticed to John Heminges and she was too little to climb on to her mother’s sewing stool. But we were no longer ten-year-olds. For the last two years Charity and I had been exchanging looks and trying to catch each other’s eye when others hadn’t been looking. And talking nonsense to each other in whispers.

      But she was an innocent, I’m sure, and I was not. You see, there are always trulls hanging round the playhouse in Southwark and in the year before I stopped being a woman for ever one of the older players, laughing at me the while, paid one to teach me what a man should do with a woman. The thought of doing that with Charity made me blush even as it excited me.

      So, as far as that went, I was a man. But I still had no beard and so far my voice had not let me down too obviously.

      And then we went to Oxford.

      

      I woke in the morning and couldn’t understand why my throat felt so sore—then I remembered I had been strangled the night before.

      It was a good thing we were going back to London that day or I’d have had to have a word with Master Burbage about that. He could have been less enthusiastic about killing his wife. I yawned, wincing at the pain, then sneezed as the straw in my pallet tickled my nose awake.

      I crept out of the room, leaving Robin Nokes and the other younger members of the company snoring while I crossed the yard to the privy. On the way back, I stopped at the pump to wash my face and dip my head under the cold water. The September sun was barely up and the bells of Oxford city were ringing the hour.

      One of the porters greeted me. ‘Morning, lad. You were good last night. Fair pitiful it was when you died.’ I tried to acknowledge the praise but I didn’t trust my voice so I just nodded and smiled. I knew I’d been good. You felt it sometimes after a performance—during it when you were very lucky. The words and actions all coming together, the illusion that a dozen or so ordinary men and boys were really kings and nobles, warriors and fair ladies.

      Mind you, it helped when the words you had to learn were by the company’s best poet.

      I stopped and massaged my throat before going back into the inn where we had played the night before. A horrible suspicion was beginning to prickle at the back of my mind. I’d turned seventeen a few weeks ago and I’d been pushing this thought down ever since my birthday.

      I was too fair-haired to need to shave yet and you couldn’t see the light fluff on my lip and chin when I was wearing a woman’s headdress and full make-up. I wasn’t that tall either—I could still play Rosalind or Viola in the Poet’s plays. But what would happen when my voice eventually became a man’s?

      Apart from a few in their twenties and thirties, the players were either experienced men in their forties like Master Burbage and William Sly or children like Robin and Dick Robinson. I was worried whether there would be any place for me when I could no longer make a convincing girl. Maybe I could play grown women?

      I’d been a King’s Man for seven years now, apprenticed to John Heminges, like some of the other boys, living in his house in Addle Street, playing at the Globe in summer and, for a year now, indoors at Blackfriars in winter.

      But not as an apprenticed player—there was no guild for players to join. Heminges was a Master Grocer. And I desperately didn’t want to be a grocer.

      I decided it was time to wake Robin and the other boys up.

      

      The company had come to the end of its summer tour; Othello in Oxford had been our swan song. We travelled back to London in carts shared with props and costumes and bits of scenery. I loved it; it was the third time I’d been on tour with the other players and I felt myself an old hand.

      I hadn’t said much since jumping on the other boys and ending up in a fight with their straw pallets. I pretended that the straw had got into my throat, but the truth was I was afraid to speak, in case my voice had plummeted to a manly growl.

      I envied Robin, three years younger and a long way off having to give up playing women and girls. Somehow I was sure that he would grow up to have a light tenor voice and go on playing the older female roles till he was well into his twenties. But I worried that my own voice might develop into a deep baritone.

      I wonder if I could play in falsetto, I thought. It mattered very much to me to stay a member of the King’s Men: they were all the family I had. My mother had died in the plague of 1603, along with my three younger sisters. My father and I had been the only survivors in our house and it had felt like the end of the world.

      My father had struggled on for a few weeks, paid the money to John Heminges to get me apprenticed and then breathed his last. So I had been an orphan as long as I had been a King’s Man. I felt myself to be a son of the company.

      But now I was on that dangerous border between boyhood and manhood. I wanted time to stand still so that I wouldn’t have to cross over.

      But time didn’t ever stand still in the playhouses of London. As soon as we were back from our summer tour of the Midlands, the King’s Men were to get ready for a new play by the Poet.

      My heart was in my mouth as I read the part I had been given. Master Heminges had thought I might, as one of the company’s ‘senior boys,’ take the part of Perdita, sixteen years old and the missing daughter of mad King Leontes and his dead queen.

      ‘You don’t appear till the second half of the piece, Ned,’ Heminges assured me. ‘Not too many lines to learn.’

      But I wasn’t sure I could carry off impersonating a sixteen-year-old girl any more. And as soon as I opened my mouth to say the lines, ‘Sir, my gracious lord, to chide at your extremes it not becomes me…’ the whole company erupted in whoops and howls of laughter. My voice had betrayed me into high squeaks and deep swoops even in a few words.

      I felt my face burning with shame, but Richard Burbage, who had lately strangled me so convincingly on a bed in the courtyard of an Oxford college, put a kindly hand on my shoulder as he took my part away from me.

      ‘Never laugh at what is only natural,’ he rebuked the players. ‘It seems young Ned Lambert’s career as a girl has come to an end, but so fine a player as he shall surely still find parts to play in our company. John, we must find another Perdita, I fear.’

      I was mightily relieved at that speech but knew everything would depend on how I played the adult roles. And I didn’t feel ready to be a man yet—on stage or off.

      ‘Aye, aye,’ said Heminges, bustling about with his sheaf of parts, adjusting the casting in his mind. ‘Dick shall read Perdita and perhaps Ned shall play Florizel…’

      ‘Who is that?’ I whispered gratefully to Burbage, who still had a fatherly arm around me.

      ‘A young prince in disguise,’ said the older player. ‘There are a lot of disguises in this piece. Our Poet loves them.’

      A prince in disguise didn’t sound so bad, I thought. And perhaps it wouldn’t matter that my voice would be unstable.

      ‘He’s only a little older than you,’ said Burbage. ‘You’ll be my son. The only problem is you’ll have to make love to Dick Robinson.’

      ‘Why him?’ I heard John Underwood ask Heminges. ‘I am older and more manly—Ned is only just out of his skirts.’

      There was some bawdy, good-natured laughter, which subsided as almost everyone was given a part to read. John Underwood had a heavy cold and sulked at the side. I was grateful to his red nose and snuffly voice, if that was what had given me my part.

      I always loved this stage, when we got a new play that no one had ever heard before. I took my new part off to one side to see how hard Florizel would be to learn. Soon Robin came to sit with me.

      ‘Master Burbage tells me I’m not on till Act Four either,’ said Robin, who was a quick learner. ‘I’m Mopsa, a shepherdess.’

      Robin was still really small and a long way off his voice breaking. He had light brown hair and neat quick movements; he was always most convincing as a girl.

      I was grateful that he said nothing about my voice. My heart was still going at a faster rate than normal. I had just survived what I most feared, having to give up playing females, and might be standing on the edge of a new career as a fully fledged player. A lot would depend on my being a good prince in disguise in the new play.

      Who knows, I might become a shareholder in the company one day, like Master Burbage and the Poet. Might even become a poet myself—that was certainly better than a grocer. I felt that anything was possible now. But I’d settle for being a hired man on six shillings as week as long as I didn’t have to be a grocer.

      

      Mistress Heminges looked after the apprentices as if we had been her own sons. She had eleven children of her own already and another one on the way, though, alas, many of them lay in the graveyard at St Mary’s Church where her husband was a warden. But it seemed as if she had room in her heart for more, and neither I, nor Robin, nor John himself went without meat and dumplings in the Hemingeses’ house in Addle Street.

      Rebecca was a mother to us all and, like all good mothers, she fed our imaginations along with our growing bodies. She was a storyteller of some renown, and even the Poet had been known to drink a pot of ale with John Heminges while the mistress told them ghost stories to make their hair stand on end.

      One night the Poet had said she should tell us boys the story of her own first husband, but Mistress Heminges had demurred, saying it was too painful to recount. But when the visitor had gone we wheedled it out of her, saying we wouldn’t sleep for wondering, if she didn’t tell us the whole story.

      ‘My first husband was a player too,’ she said at last, resting her hand on her comfortable stomach. ‘William Knell was his name and he was one of the Queen’s Men.’

      ‘Queen Anne’s Men?’ asked Robin.

      ‘Shh, don’t be silly,’ said John Rice, one of the older apprentices. ‘That one has been queen only these last seven years, and Mistress Heminges has been Master Heminges’s wife much longer than that. It must have been the old queen.’

      ‘Quite right, John,’ said Mistress Heminges approvingly. ‘This happened a year before I married your master. I was only fifteen and not long married to my Will. Queen Elizabeth was on the throne then.’

      I tried to imagine Rebecca Heminges as young, before she had so many pregnancies. She must have been slim and pretty, I thought. Prettier than Queen Elizabeth—I remembered her only as an old woman, even though everyone had to sing praises to her beauty.

      ‘The company was on its summer tour,’ Mistress Heminges continued. ‘I had gone with them to make and mend costumes. They were playing at Thame—not far from Oxford where you were a few days ago.’

      ‘What was the play?’ asked John Rice.

      Mistress Heminges looked blank. ‘For the life of me, I can’t remember. But I know there was a swordfight in it.’

      We all nodded. They were swordfights in most of the popular plays, and we would all have to learn how to feint and parry like gentlemen before we got to play any leading male roles.

      ‘My Will had a hot temper,’ said Mistress Heminges, ‘and there was another actor in the company called John Towne. Evidently John said something Will took exception to, for after the play my husband sought him out in a place called the White Hound.’ She paused for dramatic effect.

      ‘He took his sword with him, like any gentleman, and drew it on John Towne. It was late at night and Will had been drinking so that the offence, which might have been some remark about my own attractions, had grown worse in his imaginings.’

      ‘Were you there, mistress?’ asked Robin. ‘Did you see the fight?’

      ‘No, son. Thank goodness I didn’t. I should have died of fright. I was told that my Will attacked John Towne, who took up his own sword in self-defence. He didn’t want to hurt my husband, but he had to defend himself. That’s what the crowner said, anyhow—that John Towne struck out at my husband to defend himself and his iron sword went in Will’s neck and down he fell.’

      We could all imagine the scene: the actors with swords perhaps used normally as props but deadly enough if aimed at the right spot, the ground bright with blood. But why had John Towne taken his with him that night? Maybe he expected the attack.

      Mistress Heminges sighed. ‘So they brought me the news and I lost the babe I was carrying.’ She rubbed her stomach again. ‘Then the next year I married my John.’

      ‘What happened to the other John?’ asked Robin.

      ‘The queen pardoned him because of what the crowner said, and I dare say she was right,’ said Mistress Heminges. ‘William Knell was a quarrelsome man. But you should have seen him play King Henry the Fifth—what a leg that man had.’

      She seemed lost in the past, then suddenly jerked back to life.

      ‘Now come along to your beds, boys. I’ll put some spiced ale on the range for you and you’ll sleep like babes with no dreams of murder and mayhem.’

      

      The new play was called The Winter’s Tale and in the first act the queen, Hermione, was even more pregnant than Mistress Heminges. It was James Sands with a cushion under his dress, and I sat in the benches watching the boy player pretending to be a gracious lady.

      The Poet himself had come to watch, and I watched the Poet. He was a man in his forties, bearded, with not much hair on his head. He was entirely nondescript but I marvelled at the words that flowed from his pen.

      You would think someone who could write like that would look more distinguished, I thought.

      I had never exchanged more than a dozen words with the man whose words I so admired, so I was more than surprised when he came and sat next to me in a break from the reading. I saw John Underwood scowling at us.

      ‘I hear you were a fine Desdemona in Oxford, Ned,’ he said, smiling so that little lines creased at the corners of his eyes.

      ‘Thank you, sire,’ I said. ‘I enjoyed it.’

      ‘But for the last time, I also hear. You are to play the young women in my plays no longer?’

      ‘I wish I could,’ I said. ‘But my voice…’

      ‘I hear it,’ said the Poet. ‘Never mind. I shall write a part for you.’

      Then he was gone, as if I had dreamed it. William Shakespeare would write a part for me! If that happened, surely my career as a player was assured. That never happened—at least not a main part. Perhaps he just meant he’d write a few lines for me.

      The months passed and London got colder and colder. After the unusually hot summer, the wind seemed even more cutting than usual. The Poet had disappeared back to his wife and daughters in Stratford-upon-Avon, entrusting his latest play to the company.

      I liked to think that perhaps the great man was thinking about the words he was writing for me.

      My voice had settled down. It was a bit deeper than before, but I was pleased to discover not very deep. And I still didn’t really need to shave. But I was no longer a girl in the afternoons and a boy the rest of the time. Ned Lambert was a man and it was making me restless.

      I walked the London streets acutely aware of the painted ladies who frequented the areas round the playhouses; for the most part I could ignore them, and rarely yielded to temptation, but I couldn’t imagine ever falling in love—not even with pretty Charity. Yet all the plays I had ever been in or had seen were about people desperate for love.

      Even this new one had Prince Florizel falling in love with Perdita, who was herself a princess without knowing her royal birth. I tried to put myself in the prince’s position, but I could pretend only so far; I knew Dick Robinson too well!

      But then something strange began to happen in the company as we rehearsed The Winter’s Tale of a morning. I caught glimpses of an attractive young woman in a green dress, but every time I got close to ‘her’ I found it was Robin in his Mopsa the shepherdess costume. Now this was curious, because I had never mistaken one of the boy players for a woman before.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You are taking a stupid risk!’

      The man with silver hair frowned at the young woman who sat, unrepentant, on a grassy bank, plaiting daisies into her hair.

      ‘I don’t know what you mean, Father.’

      ‘Yes, you do. You can’t feign innocence with me. I have known you hundreds of years. You are trawling for a mortal man.’

      ‘And if I am? There is no one to interest me here.’

      Another man stepped forward. ‘There are males of our own kind, if you must have a mate.’

      ‘Oh really?’ said the young woman. ‘Like your friends Avery and Kalden?’

      ‘What’s wrong with them?’ asked the young man, whose own hair was of a dusty pale gold like the woman’s. ‘At least they will live longer than a mayfly!’

      ‘Elden! Faelinn!’ said their father. ‘You are squabbling like mortals! It is not Faelinn’s choice of a mate that is dangerous. It’s crossing the Boundary so often. And alone.’

      He paced up and down the meadow. ‘Elden, if she insists on making these perilous excursions, you must go with her.’

      His children exchanged horrified looks.

      ‘I don’t need a guard!’ said Faelinn, taking a silver dagger from her belt. ‘Mortals are slow and clumsy. I can slip through any trap they lay for me.’

      ‘She doesn’t need a guard,’ her brother agreed. ‘She needs a bridle and reins.’
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      My master had a part in this new play. I always liked sharing scenes with him, but we didn’t have many together this time until late, after the interval. He was a solid, reassuring presence, made to play loyal courtiers and elder statesmen. This time he was called Camillo and had to serve two kings.

      ‘Where does Will Shakespeare get these ideas?’ he said, reading his part. ‘First I serve Richard Burbage, who is King of Sicilia, then he tells me to poison Will Ostler, who is King of Bohemia. But I can’t do that so I run away to Bohemia for sixteen years.’

      ‘The play covers sixteen years?’ I asked. It’s hard when you get only your part and the cues that go with it. You often don’t know the whole plot till you go on stage. ‘That’s new, isn’t it?’

      ‘That isn’t the half of it,’ said Heminges. ‘He only wants a bear and a living statue!’

      That would give Heminges and Burbage and the other senior players a headache. But I trusted our Poet. If he wanted bears and living statues, he must have good reason.

      Soon, in the afternoons, we were playing a new piece by another poet. We’d tried it out on tour in the summer but this was its first outing at Blackfriars. My master wasn’t at all a wise counsellor in this one but an out-and-out rogue called Subtle. Burbage played Face and they were a pair of villains, which they both enjoyed. I had been Dame Pliant on tour, but with my treacherous voice could now have only a very small part as a servant who didn’t have any words.

      So I had plenty of time to observe the play. John Underwood, his cold now almost over, was a lawyer’s clerk, but he still looked surly towards me. And he was right: he would be entirely recovered by the time we came to perform The Winter’s Tale. But Burbage and Heminges never liked to cast someone who was not well enough to rehearse. And it wasn’t my fault they had made me the prince.

      The main plot of this afternoon play was about two servants who fool a lot of people out of their money by pretending they can supply wonderful services. They can only get away with it because their master has left town to avoid the plague. It was ironic that that it was the plague that had stopped us performing it at the Globe earlier in the year.

      It hadn’t been as bad as seven years ago, but it was enough to scare me. Of all the things a man might be afraid of, the plague is to me far and away the worst. At least if a thief comes at you with a knife in the dark as you walk home from the playhouse, there is a chance you can defend yourself. Plague is a quiet enemy that kills you before you know it’s in the house.

      All last year and much of this one I watched anxiously for symptoms in the Heminges household. I was so happy when we set off on tour to the country; the plague always spreads quicker in the city. And I was relieved as autumn turned to cold winter and the playhouses could reopen.

      Not as relieved as the Burbage brothers. They had only just got the Blackfriars back when the edict came to close it up. Now they were delighted to welcome in the paying customers, who thought it the height of fashion to come and see a play indoors.

      I was still getting used to it, the dark afternoons illuminated by dozens of candles, the light sparkling off our new costumes and the jewels worn by the smartest spectators. It was my job to trim the wicks of the candles in the interval—the branches and the wallers—and it meant walking on to the stage where the gallants with more money than sense paid two whole shillings to sit on a stool in the middle of the action.

      These were the ones with the most gorgeous clothes—the hats with the biggest plumes and jewels winking on their fingers. They sat cracking nuts and drinking ale and commenting loudly on all that was going on. I was relieved to be walking past them in a jerkin and breeches and that my time as a girl had come to an end. As it was, I still got whistles and catcalls.

      ‘I’m glad I don’t have to do that job,’ said Charity one afternoon when I came back behind the screen after relighting the candles.

      ‘You’re not tall enough,’ I said, smiling. I was no Hercules myself, but Charity was delightfully little.

      She smiled back at me, showing her dimples.

      ‘But you’re right. If they’ll flirt with me, they’d go mad for you.’

      ‘I’m glad you think I’m prettier than you are,’ said Charity.

      I knew she was flirting with me too and I liked it. She really was very pretty.

      But I was haunted by the woman in green, even though I knew she was a spectre of my imagination. After all, ‘she’ had always turned out to be Robin Nokes. But the woman I saw in my mind was even more attractive than plump little Charity. She was taller than Robin too, and with a grace that no boy of fourteen could compete with. Even I with my seven years’ experience of the stage couldn’t glide like that. I shook my head to rid it of the image.

      ‘Of course you are,’ I said, but I saw the disappointment in Charity’s eyes; I had answered just a fraction too slowly.

      At that moment, Burbage joined us in the tiring-house, all ready for his first entrance. I was glad to see him.

      ‘All right, lad? Candles all ready?’

      ‘All ready, Master Burbage.’

      ‘Good lad. Make sure you do it right tomorrow too. We have a very special visitor.’ He tapped the side of his nose.

      ‘The king?’ gasped Charity.

      ‘Nay, not this one,’ said Burbage, ‘but maybe the next.’ And with that he stepped on to the stage to loud applause, while Charity and I mouthed ‘Prince Henry’ to each other.

      

      It wouldn’t be the first time Prince Henry had visited his father’s company, the King’s Men, but never before indoors, where he would surely sit very close to the stage and be seen clearly by all of us.

      No wonder Burbage had looked so pleased with himself; it was his aim to make the Blackfriars playhouse the most fashionable place to be seen in London, and with the presence of the handsome young prince his desire would surely be granted. And at two shillings for the cheapest seat, the company’s coffers would fill up nicely.

      The prince was less than a year younger than me, but he had been made Prince of Wales and Earl of Chester in the summer and he was the people’s darling. In fact, from what I’d heard, he was much more popular than his father. Truth be told, the king was caught up in a great scandal. The queen his wife had left him and set up on her own in a grand house near the river. That wasn’t all. Queens had been known to have separate courts before. The real scandal was that the king lived openly with his favourite, Sir Robert Carr.

      Such loves were not unknown—I was aware of that from the attention I got from young nobles when I was pretending to be a woman—but they were usually managed more discreetly. And people didn’t like the way the king flaunted his passion for handsome young Sir Robert, while the queen and mother of his children hardly saw him. He even brought his favourite to the Globe and fed him sweetmeats, like a pet dog, during the play.

      The whole company was in a fever the next morning and couldn’t concentrate on rehearsing The Winter’s Tale. We were all excited by the promised visit of the Prince of Wales. He had his own company of players—the Prince’s Men—as did the queen and the Princess Elizabeth. Even the younger prince, Charles, who was so undersized, had the Duke of York’s Men.

      But we were confident that the King’s Men was the best company in town, and now we had two playhouses of our own, so that we could play winter and summer and carry all before us.

      The Prince’s Men had been Henry’s company since he was nine years old! About the time that I joined the King’s Men, in fact. They had been the Admiral’s Men before, Heminges had told me, and great rivals of ours in the old days. But not any more.

      I had drunk in taverns with some of Prince Henry’s Men and they seemed a decent bunch: their clown, John Shank, was nearly the same age as my master but acted a lot younger and didn’t mind treating us young ones to small ale. They were richer in boy players than we were, now that my high voice had gone.

      Now we were to see not the players but the prince himself, and I was as nervous as everyone else.

      And at that moment, when I was thinking of my duties, I saw the woman again.

      I hadn’t seen her, or imagined her—whichever it was—for a few days, and this morning I was not thinking of her. And then she was there, almost floating in the upper gallery, where Robin shouldn’t be. She had long golden hair that made Robin’s wig look like the parody it was. Her dress was grass green, like her eyes and Robin’s were brown. There seemed to be little silver bells stitched to her gown for, as she moved, there was the faintest tinkling like far-off music.

      We had broken off reading our parts as Heminges could see we weren’t attending, so I ran up the stairs to the gallery, taking them two at a time. I headed for where I had seen her and there was the most delicious smell in the air like the scent of honeysuckle, but it was winter. I grabbed the woman’s arm almost roughly but I knew before I touched her that it was just Robin again.

      ‘Get off!’ he said, shaking my hand away. ‘What’s the matter with you these days?’

      I looked at him dully and shook my head.

      ‘The woman,’ I said. ‘The woman in green—you must have seen her. She was just here.’

      ‘No one but me,’ said Robin. ‘Burbage sent me up to block off the spaces above where the prince will sit—in case some ruffian spits nutshells down on His Highness’s head.’

      I looked at his honest brown eyes in his open face, framed by the ridiculous blond wig. How could anyone mistake dear old Robin for a tall and elegant woman? A dairymaid like Mopsa was one thing, but the woman was like a princess and not even Dick Robinson could quite manage that.

      I sat down heavily on a seat, my head in my hands.

      ‘I think I am being haunted, Robin,’ I said. ‘I think I see a ghost.’

      

      The playhouse was buzzing with whispered conversations and excited gossip. The only stools on the stage were empty, reserved for the royal party, and word was spreading that the prince was coming. I suspected that Burbage had started the rumour himself. I thought of the blocked seats in the upper gallery. No money would come in on those, but Burbage was right: we couldn’t have anyone throwing nutshells—or worse—at the heir to the throne.

      I was so unsettled by my latest vision of the woman in green that my nerves about the prince had disappeared.

      There was a sudden flurry of activity by the entrance and in he came, flanked by courtiers, who all wore swords at their belts. That was not unusual, but it was clear that these elegantly dressed young men formed a bodyguard, their eyes darting everywhere about the house. Not that the prince himself was unarmed: he had a fine sword at his belt too.

      As they entered, the musicians struck up in their gallery, which was separate from the playgoers. The prince walked easily to his place, waving and acknowledging the homage being done to him by the crowd; he was used to it, I could see, even though he was only sixteen. He was beardless, like me, and wore a stiff white ruff that seemed to illuminate his fine features.

      That will reflect well by candlelight, I thought. It was time to do my duty by the lights.

      Gingerly I stepped around the stage, lowering the branchers and putting my flame to each wick. Suppose I dripped tallow on the prince’s fine garments? Or set fire to someone’s hair?

      But I needn’t have worried. Prince Henry was talking and laughing with his friends, and something about his ease in his own body spread a sensation of well-being around him. He even bestowed a smile and a few words on me.

      ‘It is a fine thing to be able to see a play in a playhouse in December,’ he said pleasantly.

      ‘I hope you will enjoy it, Your Highness,’ I said, bowing as little as I could manage, since I was holding the light.

      And he did indeed seem to. Charity and I peeped through holes in the fretted screen whenever we knew that there were no entrances or exits using the tiring-house, and we could see him laughing among his companions. And the poet came and watched with us. Not my favourite, Master Shakespeare, but the one who had written this play, Master Ben Jonson.

      ‘God’s teeth,’ he hissed. ‘If only he had come to any other of my plays!’

      ‘Why, sire?’ asked Charity.

      ‘Because this one is full of oaths and filthy words and everyone knows the prince is a prude,’ said Jonson. ‘He put a swear-box in his father’s court and anyone who utters curses has to put money in.’

      ‘And yet he laughs,’ I said.

      The poet relaxed. ‘He does, doesn’t he?’

      ‘Maybe he has a different rule for the playhouse from his father’s court,’ I said.

      ‘Very like,’ said Jonson. ‘Ah well, my head is safe still. I’m not sure about his though. That ruff marks him out by candlelight. You’d think he’d take a less prominent seat if he had a care for his life.’

      We all knew of the plots there had been against the prince’s life—and the king’s. There were men who wanted a Catholic on the throne again and they did not scruple to shed blood, even though the penalties for failure were terrible. I shuddered as I thought of the fate of the ones who were caught in their treachery just a couple of years after I joined the company. Hanged, then butchered while they still breathed.

      ‘I think I will come back at the end,’ said Jonson. ‘If the prince is not then looking like thunder, I’ll get Burbage to present me. Perhaps I can write a masque for him.’

      Jonson was friendly enough but we all knew he had a hot temper. It was rumoured he had killed at least two men. We were relieved when he left the playhouse.

      At the interval the musicians played again and I came out to trim the wicks. The prince recognised me from before and beckoned me over.

      ‘What is your name, boy?’ he asked.

      ‘Ned, Your Highness,’ I stammered. ‘Ned Lambert.’

      One of his companions went to cuff me around the ear. ‘No one is baptised Ned, you churl,’ said this gallant.

      But Prince Henry held up a hand. ‘Edmund is it or Edward?’ he asked.

      ‘Edmund, Your Highness,’ I said, aware that I was colouring up. I did feel a churl among these gorgeously dressed courtiers.

      ‘And are you not a player, Edmund Lambert?’ asked the prince.

      ‘Aye, though I’ve not much to do in this one, sire. I am but an attendant. But I have a proper part in William Shakespeare’s next play. I am to be a prince.’

      This set all his companions to great hilarity and I cursed myself for my own stupidity. ‘Then you must learn better manners,’ said the one who had rebuked me before.

      ‘Nay,’ said Prince Henry, very grand though he is younger than me. ‘You will make a fine prince, I am sure. We shall come and see this play.’

      ‘It might be that we bring it to Whitehall,’ I said, wondering if I was putting Burbage and the others in a difficult position by saying so.

      ‘Then I shall see it there,’ said the prince. ‘Come and tell me about it at the end of this day’s entertainment.’

      I carried on with my task, my hand shaking a little, and at the end of the interval, which was something the Burbage brothers had introduced at Blackfriars, I lit all the candles again and retired behind the screen.

      ‘The prince spoke to you!’ said Charity, her eyes round and big with wonder.

      ‘He was very gracious,’ I said. ‘But I suppose that’s his trade.’

      ‘Not content with the Poet then?’ said John Underwood. He was about to go on stage again.

      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ I said.

      ‘Making up to the prince,’ he said. ‘You want to be everyone’s favourite. Well, you aren’t mine!’

      Then he called out his lines that were to be heard offstage, so I couldn’t argue with him. I had known he was jealous, but now it seemed as if he really hated me.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Why must you seek a partner so far out of our company?’ asked the young woman.

      ‘Because I have known every male in the court for hundreds of years and they all bore me!’ answered Faelinn.

      She was sitting with a group of companions working on an embroidered wall-hanging. Their silver needles flew effortlessly so they had leisure and time to talk while they worked.

      The companion who had asked the question was her closest friend, Etain.

      ‘Surely not all of them?’ asked Etain.

      ‘You say that only because you are in love with my brother,’ said Faelinn, scrutinising her friend’s face closely. Faeries can’t blush, but Etain did look disconcerted.

      ‘That is beside the point, even if true. We are talking about your feelings, not mine.’

      ‘True. And yes, all of them.’

      ‘But a mortal? Why would you link your life to someone doomed to die?’

      ‘We are all doomed to die, Etain.’

      ‘But we live so much longer than those on the other side of the Boundary.’

      ‘And so can they—if they cross over and live on this side.’

      ‘And that is what you mean to do? To lure him over?’

      ‘I don’t like the word “lure”, but yes, I want to get him to come and live here with us—with me—at our court.’

      ‘You really do love him that much?’

      ‘I don’t know if I love him at all, but I want him, Etain. And I intend to get him.’
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            WHAT YOU WILL

          

        

      

    

    
      I was right about taking The Winter’s Tale to court. As the King’s Men we often played there before presenting a new play at either of our playhouses. This Christmas the royal court was at Whitehall as it had been for as long as I could remember. I had wondered whether it would be different now that the king and queen were living separate lives. But they observed the conventions and Queen Anne came to Whitehall with her own followers. I expect she wanted to spend Christmas with her children.

      The hall was like a glittering cavern in a diamond mine—not that I had ever seen such a place. I was heartily glad that I was to play a prince in this company, even if one wearing a homespun disguise at my first appearance.

      ‘When do we eat?’ whispered Robin, not at all overawed by the clothes and jewels and scents of the courtiers.

      ‘After the nobles,’ I said, remembering other Christmas revels. The company kept within an improvised tiring-house while the courtiers ate their fill and were served savoury dishes only when the nobles were toying with sweetmeats and drinking their spiced wine.

      It was a scramble to eat and be ready to perform our play on time. And it was a pity to rush such excellent viands: Scotch collops were my favourite, especially when they were made with venison. Burbage made us cast white cloths all over our costumes while we ate, so that we shouldn’t stain them with gravy. Many of us felt really full and likely to belch by the time we got on to the stage.

      It was very like the space in Blackfriars, except that there were no stools on the stage. But I felt at ease now in the wooden-panelled hall with its many-branched candleholders—especially since there were plenty of footmen to attend to the candles.

      The king and queen’s thrones stood opposite the stage under a canopy, and various ambassadors would sit on stools at their feet while the other lords and ladies would occupy wooden benches.

      They were empty while we finished off our dinner, but then there was a fanfare of trumpets and the king swept in with his family and train of courtiers.

      I’d seen the queen and other royals in past seasons at court but now I looked with a keener interest. Prince Henry was even more gorgeously dressed than when he visited us at Blackfriars. He sat on a chair to the queen’s left and beside him was Princess Elizabeth, a charming young girl two years younger than her handsome brother. On the king’s right sat a man who could only be Sir Robert Carr, and beside him the younger prince. Everyone said that Prince Charles, who must be nearly ten years old, was little more than an invalid, and he certainly made a poor figure compared with his glamorous older brother.

      When they were all seated our musicians started to play and the players readied themselves.

      ‘Wish us luck,’ said Burbage to no one in particular. In the past the king had made it quite clear if he was not enjoying the play.

      I saw Burbage transform himself into the King of Sicily before he stepped out on to the stage with my master, John Heminges. Two player kings facing a real one; I wondered if I’d ever be brave enough to do that.

      We didn’t have a proper frons scenae like the one in the playhouse, but there was a gold curtain in front of where we sat during the first half of the play. I was luckier than many, since I was not on till after the sixteen-year gap. So Dick Robinson, Robin and I companionably took second helpings of plum pottage and syllabub, for which the others would have to wait till the interval.

      There was a tiny gap in the curtains and I took my turn looking at what was going on in front, knowing when to stand back for an exit or entrance.

      I did know the whole play now, not just my lines, and, for the first time, it struck me that it might be a dangerous one to perform before an estranged king and queen.

      In the Poet’s work a king is at odds with his wife, believing her to have been unfaithful with his best friend. I hadn’t heard any such rumours about Queen Anne but the royal couple were estranged and it seemed evident that the king had been unfaithful. Some would say that was only to be expected and not the same for men, but I wouldn’t.

      Looking out through the curtain and dusting crumbs from my jerkin, I tried to see if either royal spouse looked angry or embarrassed. But I was distracted to see the Poet himself in the front row of benches.

      Of course! This was the first full performance of his play. All other thoughts flew out of my head except whether he would speak to me afterwards and whether he had written me the part he had promised.

      It was hard work to play my part properly, but I wanted to impress Prince Henry as well as the Poet so I did my best. I was most happy when I went on in my proper prince’s clothes as Florizel abandoned his disguise to visit the King of Sicily. And Dick Robinson was with me in a pretty gown; I had to contest with my own kingly father for the right to marry Perdita, the princess lost to Sicily.

      But I had nothing to say in the last scene—the one with the living statue—and nothing to do but stand around and look handsome, which I also did to the best of my ability.

      It gave me plenty of time to steal glances at the spectators. The queen was visibly moved by the revelation at the end and the coming back together of player king and queen. Was that what she hoped for? And the real king hadn’t shouted or gone to sleep, both of which I’d been told had happened in the past—though I doubt during Shakespeare’s plays.

      The Poet himself looked tense, but I had seen him like that before at a performance of his work, as if waiting for the applause to prove to him that his play was as good as he hoped.

      And then, as we performed our jig (which was always my favourite part of any show), I thought I smelt honeysuckle and heard distant bells. My steps faltered and I almost missed the rhythm.

      Robin was dancing with us in his green dress, of course, but always seemed to be just out of my sight. But in the turn of the moves suddenly there was a woman in green opposite me—and it wasn’t Robin. It was a tall and delicately boned woman with long fair hair.

      ‘Ned,’ she said softly, and I thought my heart would leap out of my jerkin. And then she was gone and the only woman like her in the dance was Robin again. But he wasn’t like her—not in the slightest—and I felt I would never be myself till I saw her again.

      

      The rest of the evening at court passed in a blur. My eyes darted all over the hall, but it would have been impossible to see the woman even if she had been there, so full of dazzling courtiers it was.

      The royal party came down to speak to the Poet and to Burbage and Heminges. It was quite funny to see them, with the actors still in their fake crowns and the king and queen in their real ones. The king was gracious to Master Shakespeare, complimenting him on the effects of his play.

      ‘Maybe I should commission a statue of you, my dear?’ he said pleasantly to his queen.

      ‘Why not one of dear Sir Robert?’ she answered equally sweetly.

      I moved away from the group but Prince Henry stopped me.

      ‘How do you like my parents?’ he asked under his breath. ‘Are they not as good as a play themselves?’

      I was just sensible enough not to answer. ‘Did you enjoy the play, Your Highness?’ I asked instead.

      I was ridiculously pleased that I was still in my ‘princely’ clothes, though I could see how tawdry they were next to the real thing.

      ‘Very much,’ said Henry. ‘You made a fine prince, as I knew you would. You should never play servants—should he, Master Shakespeare?’

      And the Poet was there at my elbow.

      It was strange how I could never hold the Poet and the woman in green in my head at the same time.

      ‘He must have been a servant in someone else’s play, Your Highness,’ said Shakespeare.

      ‘It was that fellow Jonson,’ said the prince carelessly. ‘A fine piece for all that.’

      ‘Ah, Jonson,’ said Shakespeare. ‘I must teach him how to value Ned aright.’

      ‘It was Master Burbage that cast me,’ I said, not wanting to cause any trouble to Master Jonson, but I needn’t have worried.

      ‘He is writing me a masque,’ said Prince Henry. ‘I am to play a faerie prince.’

      ‘You will carry it off well, I am sure,’ said the Poet, bowing. ‘And I am writing a part for Ned. He will be a spirit of the air.’

      ‘You see, Master Lambert?’ said the prince, laughing. ‘We are both to cast off our grosser forms and become spirits. And that while we are still alive.’

      There came a time when I would remember his saying that. But at the time I merely nodded and smiled and he moved on to talk to the ambassadors who had sat through the play. I was still tongue-tied in the presence of a prince.

      ‘You have grand friends now, Ned,’ said the Poet.

      ‘And I am to be a spirit of the air?’

      ‘You will be the spirit of the air, as far as I am concerned,’ he said, smiling. ‘And I know quite a lot about them.’

      I had time only to wonder what he meant before Burbage drew him back into the players’ circle to bask in his praise. I cursed myself for saying nothing to the Poet about this play. It was really very good, bear and all.

      ‘You are in a dream, Ned,’ said Charity.

      All the players and their helpers had come out for spiced ale after the performance.

      ‘And aren’t you?’ I said, gesturing around at the hall and all its glittering company. It was a far cry from the tiring-houses of Southwark and Blackfriars.

      But though the company was gorgeously clad, there were few ladies there as pretty as Charity and I told her so. The music struck up again and the company was drawn into a dance. I put my arm round Charity’s waist and led her into the square of dancers.

      

      The next day was a bit of a let-down but we were due to perform more plays at court in the Christmas season so I consoled myself that we would soon be out of the slush and mire of the Blackfriars streets and back in the great hall where all the world outside seemed a dream.

      The trouble was that when we were away from court it seemed as if that was the dream. What must it be like to be a real prince and live in such a place all the time? It must be as different as Prince Henry’s clothes of satin embroidered with real jewels were from the costume of a poor player decked in paste and painted cloth.

      I was now almost as confused as when I had been both a boy and a girl. Charity was looking kindly on me, and I knew that if I wanted, she would be my sweetheart. But did I want it? She was very pretty, buxom and warm-hearted. What more could a seventeen-year-old with poor prospects hope for? I was lucky that she looked twice at me.

      But every time I thought of asking her to be my wife, I felt cold. That I was too young to marry was only part of the reason. The other part was the thought of the woman who had said my name so softly and thrillingly during the jig at the end of The Winter’s Tale.

      Somehow she seemed all mixed up in my mind with the Poet and the great opportunity I might have to shine in his next play. And then there was Prince Henry. He had been gracious to me, but was that just his courtly manner or did he really want to become my patron?

      Alongside these grand thoughts of my glittering future—which could collapse as soon as reality breathed on it—my affection for Charity seemed a small thing, lacking in ambition. And then when I thought of that, I felt like the lowliest worm in creation. Was she not good enough for me, the plague-orphan, the grocer’s apprentice?

      The next performance at Whitehall was to be of Twelfth Night, one of our favourites—and the king’s. I had been Viola in the past, but that was when I was part-girl. I had worried that Burbage might annoy John Underwood still further by making me Sebastian this time but no, it was to be John. I was given the much smaller part of Fabian. Dick Robinson would be Viola now and handle that tricky business of being a boy playing a girl playing a boy.

      Robin Nokes had no speaking part but was one of the Lady Olivia’s waiting women, so neither of us had much to do. And there was no boy in a green dress to confuse with my unearthly companion in the dance.

      So on the morning of January 5th 1611, when we were to play at court that night, as soon as I saw a green skirt whisking behind the frons at Blackfriars, I knew it must be her and took her by the arm.

      The dress was much more elaborate than Mopsa’s in The Winter’s Tale, I realised now, although it was exactly the same shade of green; it was embroidered with tiny silver bells that tinkled as the woman tried to shake me off. But she was laughing too, her voice itself like more silver bells. I looked into her clear green eyes and was utterly lost.

      ‘Who are you?’ I gasped, feeling as if the supply of air in the tiring-house had been suddenly used up.

      ‘I might ask the same of you, mortal,’ she said. ‘But I know the answer. You are Edmund Lambert and a beautiful young man.’

      I thought my name had never sounded so good as when this woman rolled it round her mouth.

      ‘How do you know me?’ I asked stupidly. ‘And why do you call me mortal?’

      ‘Are you not mortal then?’ she asked mockingly. ‘Will you live for ever, Ned Lambert?’

      I blushed. ‘No. I mean, of course not. But no one does. Please tell me who you are.’

      ‘You may call me Faelinn,’ said the woman in green, considering me thoughtfully. ‘That is, when you can call me anything at all. I am not easy to find.’

      ‘I know,’ I said eagerly, suddenly realising I was still holding her arm. ‘I have tried to catch you many times before.’ I released her and wiped my hands down my breeches to stop them tingling.

      ‘You have,’ she said, rubbing her arm. ‘I was off guard just now. Or perhaps I meant you to catch me this time.’

      She smiled at me and my heart turned over. Her face was small and shaped a bit like a cat’s. I had never particularly cared for cats before but I thought I would now.

      ‘When shall I see you again?’ I asked.

      ‘When I choose,’ she said, still smiling.

      And suddenly I knew what it was to fall in love.

      But then something happened that changed my life for ever, far more than just falling in love could have done.

      One minute I was looking into Faelinn’s green eyes; the next she had gone.

      The beautiful young woman in the green dress had simply disappeared, and I was alone in the tiring-house with just the faintest sound of silver bells to stop me from believing I had imagined the whole encounter.

      How could I think of Charity after that? The play of Twelfth Night passed in a dream. It was as well I had few lines to remember, as I should surely have made mistakes in a longer part. I couldn’t wait for the play to end; I was quite sure that Faelinn would somehow manage to join in the jig again.





OEBPS/images/break-section-fell-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/logo-black-big.jpg
N2
SR

APOCRYPHILE
PRESS





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SHAKESPEARE'S

=
MARY HOFFMA

= = == —

“Captivating” ~Amanda Craig






