



[image: Cover Image]






 


Philip Gooden is a graduate of Magdalen College, Oxford. He writes books about language as well as historical crime novels. The former include Who’s Whose? A No-Nonsense Guide to Easily-Confused Words, The Story of English, and (as co-author) Idiomantics and The Word at War. He has been nominated for a CWA Ellis Peters Historical Dagger Award.




Other titles by the same author


Sleep of Death


Death of Kings


Alms for Oblivion


Mask of Night


An Honourable Murderer




Copyright


Published by Constable


ISBN: 978-1-47213-357-1


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Philip Gooden, 2002


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Constable


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk






Turn melancholy forth to funerals;


The pale companion is not for our pomp.


A Midsummer Night’s Dream, I, i







Waxing Crescent


The murderer straddled the prone body. He watched his victim closely, alert for the slightest sign of life. There was a twitch from an outflung arm, a spasm in a sprawled leg. The man who was still standing raised his club in the air, ready to bring it down once more on his victim’s head. But there was no need. The other was safely dead, and all those little shifts and shivers were no more than the dregs of life departing from him. A dark thick red pooled from where his skull had been stove-in.


The murderer, who had been wholly absorbed in his task up to this point, now began to take in his surroundings. Dusk was falling. Shadows were gathering in corners. He glanced uneasily to the right, then the left. There! What was that crouching in the underwood? Whose were those gleaming eyes? Did they belong to a beast of the field – or a human witness? He moved uncertainly in that direction before some sound spun him round to face danger from the opposite quarter. He lifted his club, then lowered it once more.


He waited. Flicked a glance down towards the corpse. Started to realize the need for concealment. Awkwardly, still clutching the club tightly enough to throttle it, he bent down and nudged and tugged the body towards a nearby bush. No time to dispose of it properly. He would leave it to be buried in the maws of kites and crows, of bears and wolves. They would do his filthy work for him.


The murderer left the body part-hidden under the foliage. He turned round and, stooping slightly, began to exit from the scene of his crime. He walked on tiptoe, as if frightened the ground was going to swallow him up. Suddenly he halted.


Slowly … slowly … he directed his gaze upward as the realization struck home. Above was the arch of the sky, a deep darkening blue. The murderer had been looking in the wrong direction all this time. His yellow beard jutted out from his chin. If I have an enemy, his posture seemed to say, then that enemy is looking down on me from above. At this moment. While I have been thinking myself invisible, he has been watching me. My every move. Worse, he has read my every thought and inspected the chambers of my heart. He has seen my hollowness, my arrogance and anger. Everything was conveyed in the murderer’s huddled shoulders, in the limp helplessness of the club swinging between his knees. He seemed to be at once looking upward and downward, to be apprehensive and abject.


Now fear and dread overcame him. He turned back to regard the evidence of his crime, improperly concealed. Tremors ran through the murderer’s frame. He made to fling the club away but the haft of it seemed to stick to his hands, to refuse to be released. Then he made to fling himself away. He turned in circles which grew wider and wilder by the instant. He spun round until he collapsed on the ground. Only then did the club fall from his nerveless fingers. He clutched his face with his hands.


What have I done? God hide me from the knowledge of what I have done, from the knowledge of myself.


Oh hide me from God.


But it was no use. At that moment God entered from the right.


At first the murderer, hands covering his face, could not see his Maker. Then, becoming aware he was not alone, he peeped between parted fingers.


God spoke.


He said: ‘Where is your brother?’


The murderer scrambled to his feet, looked at God in amazement. What brother? his look seemed to say.


But God, undeceived, repeated the question.


‘Where is your brother?’


‘I know not,’ said the murderer. ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’


‘What have you done?’ said God.


And the murderer followed God’s eyes as he looked towards the bush where the body was barely concealed.


‘The voice of your brother Abel calls to me. The voice of your brother’s blood calls to me from the ground.’


The murderer said nothing but tumbled to his knees. As God’s sentence fell from his lips, Cain’s head slumped forward until his forehead was resting on the ground with his body arched awkwardly above.


‘Now you are cursed by the very earth which has opened her mouth to receive the blood of your brother Abel. You are cursed among men, Cain, and the earth shall no longer sustain you. You will be a stranger to it.’


Cain’s entire body now pressed down on the ground. Our first murderer seemed to be clasping his mother, the earth. But God was. unyielding.


‘You will be a fugitive and a vagabond on this earth. No place shall be a home to you.’


‘All men will turn against me,’ moaned the man on the ground. ‘All shall curse me, and one will slay me.’


He raised his head to look imploringly at his Maker. His beard, bright yellow, the sign of Cain and Judas Iscariot, seemed to gather the last flecks of the disappearing light.


‘Not so,’ said God. ‘You are doomed to wander out your days and no man may end them before I have determined. Whoever kills Cain, vengeance shall multiply seven times over on that man’s head.’


And in the gathering dusk God moved forward to put on Cain the mark of sin whereby all men would know the first murderer for what he was and that his punishment was God’s alone, not to be usurped by humankind.


God extended his thumb to brand Cain on his forehead.


Then somebody laughed.


It wasn’t a pleasant laugh but a wild, mocking cackle. It came from somewhere to my left and nearer the front. God stopped in his progress towards Cain and seemed put out. Darkness was closing in fast and the crowd was a mass of blocky shapes and shadows. The stage in front of us was unilluminated. Obviously, the Paradise Brothers had expected to arrive at the end of their Cain and Abel drama before night closed her curtains round all of us. I doubt that they had so much as a single torch or brand between them. They were bare, unsophisticated fellows, these three players – but for all that, they had a kind of authority. The Paradise brother enacting Cain, for example, had presented a nice mixture of rage and bad conscience. God too had been well personated, although the player’s appearance helped. He had a great white beard and a stern brow. Now he gazed into the gloom that filled the market square as the laughter rang out once more, laughter that was raucous and disturbing.


At first I’d thought the cackle was a sign of impatience with the drama unfolding on the makeshift scaffold which was erected in a corner of the square. Someone who’d grown tired of the familiar Bible tale of brother-bashing, and was eager for a jig or a spot of bawdy instead. Certainly, in London the audience wouldn’t have permitted so many minutes to pass without a dance or a dirty joke. But then that’s the city for you, and we were in the country.


Now there was a disturbance in the crowd as someone pushed his way right to the edge of the scaffold and hoisted himself onto the platform before turning outwards to face the audience. God stood where he was, his right arm held out ready to give Cain his mark. The fratricide still knelt, his forehead tilted up to meet his brand of punishment.


And, even as I waited to see what was going to happen next, I wondered at the inexperience – the greenness – of this little company of players. That they could be put off their action by the mere fact of someone getting up on their makeshift stage. That they did not roundly tell this individual where and how he might dispose of himself. We of the Chamberlain’s Company occasionally encounter persons – drunks and show-offs mostly – who believe that our Globe customers prefer to see them rather than the players. These people, who want to usurp our places on stage, are soon seen off by an outstretched arm, an outstuck foot or a ribald remark.


But here in the market square these country players were transfixed. Like the crowd, they were waiting to see what the intruder would do next. Even the actor playing dead Abel had twisted round from his position at the edge of the platform to see what was happening. Jack Wilson, standing next to me, nudged me in the ribs in a this-is-going-to-be-good gesture. The individual who was now standing centre-stage staggered slightly and produced a bottle from the folds of his upper garments.


I felt disappointed. A man playing drunk can be amusing enough on the boards but a real drunk is a different kettle of fish, the more tedious in proportion as he believes that what he has to say is of any importance.


Sure enough.


‘Snoffair. Snorright. Snoffair.’


He stopped, perhaps to allow us to ponder the wisdom of his words.


Jack Wilson whispered in my ear, ‘He thinks it’s not fair, Nick.’


‘And not right, Jack.’


Then, looking round at God, the newcomer proceeded. ‘Snoffair. You respek Abel ’n’ his burnt off rins yet Cain and his fruits you do not respek.’


‘He says God doesn’t respect—’ whispered Jack.


‘Shut up,’ I said. ‘I can understand drunk as well as you.’


‘His fruits you – do – not – respek – no,’ said the man, menacing his Maker with the bottle in his fist. The white-bearded God retreated a step or two. His frown deepened. By now, Abel was upright once more, the side of his face streaked with the sheep’s-blood which gave colour to the first murder. The trio of players – God, Cain and Abel – looked affronted. Perhaps I’d been wrong in supposing them green. It was rather that they weren’t prepared for interruptions of any kind. They were obviously used to being watched and listened to in respectful silence.


‘Fruitsh!’ declaimed the drunkard, getting into his slurring stride now. and spitting over those lucky enough to be close to the stage. ‘Fruitsh he heamed honesht by sweat hizbrow and work hissand. Cain ish simple man, Cain ish farmer.’


He waved his arm towards the individual who had the part of Cain, and for a moment I wondered whether he’d mistaken the player for the person.


‘Me – simple man – farmer – like Cain.’


‘That’s right, Tom,’ yelled someone to my right. ‘We know you.’


‘Why does God not respek farmers? Why does he not respek Cain here?’ enquired our plaintive drunk.


‘Cain was a killer,’ hissed someone to my left.


Various noises (assenting, dissenting) from the crowd.


‘Shall I tell how he does not respek us?’


More cries and whispers.


Now, this was a group of country folk in the market square. To an outsider, they might appear as so many hobs, clods and clowns. But they seemed to me to be urging on our friend Tom in the expectation of a good show. In this respect at least, they were very like our London audiences at the Globe.


‘Thish what he does. When we want rain – sends drought. And when we want shun … whassee send?’


He paused as if expecting a reply. When none came, he said with satisfaction, spluttering over the front rows, ‘Rain – hail – tempesht.’


By now, it was almost completely dark in the square. I’d been wrong to suppose the players didn’t possess a torch between them, for suddenly a couple of brands flared up at the edges of the stage. I don’t know who lit them and wondered that they wanted to illuminate the proceedings. The smoky brands cast a lurid, wavering glow over Cain and Abel and God who had grouped themselves uneasily about farmer Tom.


‘God does not deserve our praise—’


At this there was a collective intake of breath from the crowd. Tom appeared to be on the edge of a blasphemous remark. I was slightly uneasy myself. Next to me, I sensed Jack tense where he stood.


‘Not our praise, I shay, but our—’


He got no further because Cain clubbed farmer Tom from behind. This was the very weapon with which he had murdered his brother in play (though not in jest) and if it was not a full-fledged cudgel but a trumpery thing for the stage it was nonetheless weighty enough to fell the farmer. Tom dropped his bottle, pitched forward and almost toppled off the scaffold.


In the darkness there was a stirring.


‘Leave him be!’ shouted one and another said, ‘He speaks true.’


‘You’ve done for Tom.’


This was not the case, fortunately. Almost straightaway Tom pushed himself upright and gazed groggily round as if uncertain where he was or how he’d come there. Then, regrettably, God intervened. Feeling perhaps that he had been slighted by the farmer’s words, he came forward and pressed his thumb onto the hapless Tom’s forehead, to leave there the mark of fallen, sinful man. But Tom took exception to this treatment and swung out at God with his fist, and at once bedlam broke loose on the stage as the Paradise Brothers piled onto the protesting farmer. They were big men. Arms and legs flailed, there were thumps and groans and oaths.


This was the moment the crowd had been waiting for. The moment when the pieties of drama were finally sent packing by the pleasures of riot. A bunch of onlookers clambered onto the swaying stage to assist in the confusion. Bodies tussled in the dark, illuminated by the flaring torches. The few simple props – a handful of branches representing the underwood where Abel’s body was hidden, the canvas rock behind which God had bided his time – were soon being employed as weapons in the fight. Some of those who hadn’t yet joined in were obviously considering doing so, while others were trying to hold them back, and smaller scuffles were breaking out around us.


I tugged at Jack Wilson’s sleeve.


‘Time to leave,’ I said.


I’d seen enough trouble in the streets of London – with her apprentices steeped in liquor and her superannuated veterans with no skills but those of riot – to know that the best place to be in a brawl is elsewhere.


‘Let’s wait and see what happens,’ said Jack.


‘No, Jack,’ I said.


‘It’s getting interesting.’


‘No, Jack,’ I repeated before saying in a manner that, in retrospect, might have been a little lordly. ‘Nothing interesting can happen. These people are rustics and bumpkins. Just look at them. Witness their taste in plays. Witness the way they have responded to one.’


‘What was that, my friend?’


The voice came from my right. A thick voice. A rustic, bumpkinish voice.


‘Nothing at all,’ I said, shifting to the left and leaving Jack, if he was so inclined, to face the music. But the press of people and the darkness made it difficult to find my way out and I felt myself being grabbed by the collar.


‘Repeat your words, friend,’ said the voice over my shoulder.


‘Let me go first.’


‘What, and have you run off into the dark. Repeat your words.’


The grip on my collar tightened. I could feel the gentleman’s raw breath on the back of my neck. I was aware that the two of us were rapidly turning into a little knot of interest for those whose attention wasn’t fixed on the stage.


‘Which words?’


‘The ones about us country folk.’


‘If you already heard them why do you want me to repeat them?’


‘Because – I – say – so.’


With each word, he jerked me violently backward and forward by the collar.


‘Very well,’ I said, trying to be dignified about it. I was about to offer some crawling apology to him and his rustic ilk when a silly idea seized me. Though at first I’d wanted to get as far away from the stir in the square as possible, now I felt aggrieved that my words (admittedly slightly injudicious ones) had been snatched out of the air by some eavesdropping yokel. Why should I apologize to this oaf, even if he was breathing down my neck and twisting my collar? Why shouldn’t he have the benefit of my real opinion?


‘I said that my friend and I were surrounded by individuals of a certain stamp, to wit—’


‘I’ll to-wit you, my friend, if you don’t speak plain English.’


‘– to wit, clods, hobs and lobs … ouf …’


He kneed me in the back and I fell forward onto the cobbled ground.


‘I haven’t finished … louts, clouts and clowns … ooh! ah!’


That was when he kicked me in the ribs.


And some of those roundabout joined in. Whether they’d heard what I said and were genuinely offended or whether they simply saw a man curled up on the ground and couldn’t resist laying into him, I don’t know. As kickings go, it might have been worse. They kept stepping in each other’s way so their feet got tangled up and then in the dark they missed me and struck one another. Two or three of them were women, no doubt as provoked as the men by my aspersions on their rusticity.


There’s another thing. I’m a player (Nick Revill, at your service) and a player has to know how to take punishment both simulated and real. Why, once when I was doing a brief stint with the Admiral’s Men and watching a rehearsal – ever eager in those days to pick up any tips I could – I tumbled out of the gallery of the Rose playhouse and into the groundlings’ area. I sustained nothing worse than a few bruises and a burst of applause. And when a player thwacks a player on stage with sword or club, although the blows may not be meant they are not altogether innocent either. So I knew that the secret in a situation like this, where one could do nothing to help oneself straightaway, was to remain supple and passive.


‘What – do – you – say – now?’ came a voice that I recognized through the roaring in my ears as that of my initial assailant, raw breath.


I said nothing. I tasted blood in my mouth. I wondered what had become of my friend Jack Wilson.


My muteness must have satisfied the little knot of men and women because I sensed them draw back from me. The circle became ragged as one or two quit the scene, perhaps ashamed at what they’d participated in and wanting to avoid trouble. This was my chance. I staggered to my feet and limpingly made off.


No-one tried to stop me. The square was still crowded and thumping noises and swearing continued from the stage. Evidently the battle between players and people wasn’t over. I slipped down one of the lanes that led from this public space.


I didn’t know Salisbury. The inn where we of the Chamberlain’s Company were putting up for the night was somewhere on the edge of the city but exactly where I couldn’t have said. Jack Wilson and I had arrived in the market-place during the last hours of daylight and our attention had been caught by the preparations for staging an open-air drama in a corner. We’d stayed to watch, even though the action unfolding on the bare scaffold was the fustiest, mustiest morality stuff, all to do with Adam and Eve and Cain and Abel. To give us all a taste of what we might expect, the play was preceded by some kind of sermon from the bearded, furrow-browed figure who was later to take the part of God (and whose name I subsequently discovered was Peter Paradise, leader of this fraternal threesome). He hectored and ranted and called us ‘brothers and sisters’ like a puritan. He told us we were accountable to none but God and to have no truck with earthly power and wealth. That’s all very well for you, I thought, carting your few paltry possessions from place to place and no doubt living on crusts doled out at back doors, but some us have got livings to make and patrons to please.


Several times Jack and I sneered at the backward taste of the inhabitants of this town. If it hadn’t been for the surprisingly high quality of the playing we’d have gone off to join our fellows at the Angel Inn. But a professional always takes pleasure (sometimes of an envious kind) in watching another professional, even when he’s working with inferior material. So it was in this case.


Because we were only a little short of midsummer the west yet glimmered with some streaks of day. But then I remembered that we’d entered the town from the east, which was the side the Angel lay on, so I changed course and turned down another street and then once more until I found myself back in the market-place. Usually I have a good sense of direction, know my east from my west, &c., but the beating I’d sustained at the hands (or feet) of the locals had muddied my brain. Warily, I skirted the square. The fighting seemed to have stopped but people were still milling about in the gloom. I spat to clear my mouth of blood. One side of my face felt raw where it had scraped the cobbles. I wasn’t hurt – or not much – but I’d be glad enough to get back among my fellows and to slide into bed. Though not before I’d roundly rebuked my friend Wilson for his flight from the field.


Fortunately, there was one way to establish my rough whereabouts in the town. There is a great church here in Salisbury, greater than any such edifice in London, indeed the greatest church I have ever seen. As tall as Babel tower, it looks roomy enough to house half the town. Its spire shoots heavenward like an arrow, as if impatient to be rid of the earth. Crossing the last few miles of downland that afternoon, we’d kept our eyes on the spire glinting in the sun and guiding us to our destination for the night. This mighty church lies a little to the southward side of the town. So, I reasoned, if I kept it on my right hand I’d be able to find my way back to the street of the Angel Inn. There were a few passengers out and about in the side-streets but my recent experiences of how they regarded outsiders – admittedly, an outsider who had said some provoking things – made me reluctant to ask for directions.


Down the end of the road which I was now travelling I could glimpse, above the roof-tops, the arrow-like spire, its slender form slipping upward into the twilight. So … if I crossed into this small street … and then turned left … no, right … or perhaps straight across and down that alley? I gasped as a sudden pain seized me in the side. I was not hurt, not much hurt, but I had to rest for a moment to recover from the insolence of the beating I’d received. If I got my hands on that raw-breathed fellow who’d kneed me in the back and then encouraged the bystanders to add their pennyworth, he’d know what it was to …


All at once I found myself on my knees in the middle of the highway, retching. A yellow and red taste in my mouth. Bile and blood. But not much. Ah, that was better. Nevertheless, I needed to stop for a moment to consider the way forward, or rather the way back to the Angel Inn, otherwise I’d be wandering around Salisbury until daybreak. There was a convenient doorway … yes, that one over there, with a sheltering porch. I crawled on hands and knees to the porch and hid myself in there.


It was dark, it was secure, and I must have fallen asleep for a few moments, because the next thing I knew was that a light was hovering in the air in front of me.


I put up my hand to shield my eyes. The lantern was shifted to one side but a firm, dry hand grasped mine and pulled it away from my face.


‘Let’s have a look at you.’


Through half-closed lids I was aware of a large looming face.


‘Ah yes,’ it said.


‘What?’ I said.


‘You are not from these parts.’


‘Oh God, you’re not going to beat me up too?’


By now I’d fully opened my eyes and realized that my question was absurd. Crouching down in front of me was a man of middle years with a greying spade beard and mild grey eyes. He was wearing a nightgown. I was able to see so much because, in addition to the lantern which he’d placed on the ground, the door to the house was open and there was another figure in the entrance, dressed in white and holding a candle.


‘I … I was on my way to the Angel Inn. Perhaps you can direct me to it?’


I made to get up, and the man hooked his hand under my arm and helped me to my feet.


‘The Angel is in Greencross Street. A few dozens of paces from here.’


‘Thank you, then I’ll be on my way.’


But I made no move and I don’t think the grey-bearded man expected me to.


‘Will your company be anxious that you’re late?’ he said.


‘Company?’


‘Your fellow players.’


‘Not them,’ I said. ‘As long as I’m there for the set-off tomorrow morning they’ll not trouble themselves about where I am tonight. They’ll think I’ve found me a—’


Some sense of delicacy made me break off, and the grey-beard said, ‘In that case you’d better come inside and take some refreshment. Can you walk unaided?’


‘Thank you, yes.’


‘Follow me then.’


He led the way into the house, the figure with the candle having by this time disappeared. He ushered me into a parlour, delaying in the passage for a moment to call out ‘Martin!’ Candles were already burning on a table where a pile of papers and a clutch of pens were neatly arranged. I guessed I had interrupted my host in the middle of some business. He motioned me to a nearby chair. As I sat down I groaned, involuntarily.


‘My dear sir, you are hurt.’


‘Not at all,’ I said ‘or only slightly. A loudmouth’s penalty.’


‘There’s blood upon your face. A little blood.’


‘Only mine.’


A stocky man appeared in the doorway.


‘I can offer you cider,’ said my host, ‘or perhaps purging beer would be better for your case.’


‘Cider,’ I said rapidly. I wasn’t at all sure what purging beer was and didn’t like the sound of it.


The grey-bearded gentleman gave the order to the servant and then sat down at the table. He pushed a couple of candles nearer to me, apparently for my convenience but really, I think, to make a more careful assessment of what he saw.


‘You were about to ask who you had the honour of addressing,’ he said.


I was, but even so his quickness took me by surprise and I simply nodded.


‘My name is Adam Fielding, citizen of Salisbury.’


This time I nodded more slowly.


‘Nicholas Revill,’ I said formally. ‘I’m—’


I stopped because he’d raised his hand.


‘Wait.’


He leaned forward and squinted through the candle-smoke. As he cast his grey eyes up and down my front I became a little uneasy at his scrutiny. I wanted to wipe away the blood from wherever it was staining my face but didn’t move.


Then he sat back and smiled.


‘Don’t worry, Master Revill. It’s only a little occupation of mine.’


‘What is?’


‘To, ah, see what someone is before he speaks what he is.’


‘And what do you see, sir?’ I said, prepared to humour this kindly gent.


At that point Martin returned with tankards of cider for his master and me. Fielding waited until the servant had gone and I’d had my first sip. Until I tasted the cider I hadn’t realized how tired and thirsty I was.


‘This is made from my own apples. Pomewater. But you were asking what I could see.’


I nodded, then abruptly remembered that he’d mentioned my ‘company’ on the doorstep. How had he found out about them?


‘Well, Master Revill, you are a player, one of a travelling group newly arrived from London and currently lodging at the Angel Inn on Greencross Street.’


I almost spilled my cider.


‘Don’t be alarmed,’ said my host. ‘This I knew already. I am a Justice of the Peace for this town. One of our duties, as you surely know, is to license and superintend the visits which players make.’


‘We are not playing here, your worship,’ I said, to show that I knew the proper form of address for such a dignified gentleman. ‘We’re only travelling through.’


‘No, the only company licensed to play these many weeks is the Paradise Brothers. They put on Bible stories and old morality pieces.’


‘I know. I saw them in the market-place.’


‘And you belong to the Chamberlain’s Company, so I imagine you’d have little time for the kind of thing which the Paradise Brothers present.’


‘They are – professional enough,’ I said. ‘How do you know I belong to the Chamberlain’s?’


‘No magic,’ said Fielding, although I sensed that he was enjoying taking me a little by surprise. ‘In a town like this, probably a small town to your London eyes, a Justice of the Peace makes it his business to know what is going on. Besides, the sister of my man Martin is married to the landlord of the Angel.’


‘Oh,’ I said, vaguely disappointed. ‘So that’s it then.’


Again the parlour door opened. This time it was the figure who’d stood, candle in hand, at the front doorway while I lay slumped there. She crossed the floor and moved towards where I was sitting. She was wearing a night-rail that concealed her shape but her face in the diffused light had a youthful sweetness, a quiet beauty. She carried a tray containing a bowl of water and a small pot and one or two other items.


Fielding had his back to her but smiled to hear her approach.


‘My dear,’ he said, ‘this is Nicholas Revill, who has fetched up on our doorstep. Master Revill, my daughter Kate.’


I made to rise, but she put a restraining hand on my arm.


‘Please, Master Revill, stay still. I can see that you are tired – and that you have injured yourself.’


Ah, the softness and understanding of women!


‘My own fault,’ I said, ‘the injury, I mean.’


Kate the daughter placed the tray on the table. She dipped a cloth in the bowl of water and dabbed at my face to clear the crusted blood. I bore up bravely, though in truth I might have withstood her ministrations for longer, much longer. I could smell her sweet breath. All this while Adam Fielding, her father, gazed approvingly at her and her actions. When she’d done with the cloth, she turned once more to the table and dipped her fingers into the small pot. She smeared the unguent on one side of my face, explaining that it was a tincture for bruising and cuts, made with plantain leaves. It stung slightly. But this too I might have borne for longer, much longer. Her slender fingers seemed to have a healing touch of their own. I could sense the warmth of her body beneath the white night-rail she wore.


I wondered whether she was doing this of her own accord or whether her father had sent her off to fetch these salves when he first saw me at his door. I rather fancied – that is, I hoped – she was doing it of her own accord.


‘There,’ she said.


‘Thank you,’ I said, wondering whether to make some crack about how I’d been looking for my night’s lodging but had found the Angel in another guise and place. However, I kept my mouth closed, perhaps because her father was still looking at us though he had so far said nothing. Also, there are some women who are immune to my wit.


‘I’m going to bed now, father,’ she said. ‘Don’t stay up too late talking to our visitor.’


This remark, which on paper looks rather impudent, even from an adult child to a parent, was delivered fondly and received with an indulgent smile by Fielding.


When she’d gone, he said, ‘Now where was I?’ but in a way that suggested he knew exactly where he was. Sure enough: ‘Ah yes, I was telling you about yourself. Humour an old man if you would. There’s more, you see.’


‘More, sir?’


‘More, Master Revill. Let us see. You are not originally from London but have lived there for a year perhaps. Your roots are in the west, further west than here …’


‘From a village near Bristol. And it’s two years in London,’ I said, a little aggravated that my voice still betrayed my origins. Fielding must have a good ear.


And a good eye and brain as it turned out.


‘You’ve been walking today at the front of your company,’ he continued, ‘with the wagon full of props and costumes trundling at the rear, where it was probably accompanied by the more senior players. You, though, would have kept pace with a fellow player of about your own age.’


‘Go on,’ I said, half smiling and sipping at my cider.


‘You also thought occasionally and fondly – but not over-fondly – of she whom you had left behind.’


I sat up a little straighter at this.


‘Because you are away from the city, thoughts of your parents most likely crossed your mind too—’


How on earth did he know that?


‘– particularly of your father, the parson.’


At this I almost dropped my tankard on the floor.


I didn’t have to voice the question which appeared on my face.


Adam Fielding, Justice of the Peace, looked gratified at the effect he’d produced.


‘You have an informant,’ I said hopefully, ‘not a servant’s sister but a cousin or a grandfather in the church perhaps?’


He shook his head


‘Then how?’


‘It’s surprising how much information we give away gratis and unawares, Master Revill.’


‘I said nothing, next to nothing, your worship.’


‘There’s no such thing as saying nothing. Let me explain. I know already that you are a member of the Chamberlain’s Company spending the night here at the Angel. Therefore you must have completed your journey to Salisbury this afternoon. I’m familiar with the disposition of travelling companies, how the costumes and so on are borne in wagons while the poor players stumble along on foot.’


‘We players are the least of it,’ I said. ‘Our tire-man tells us again and again that people pay to see his robes, not our bodies.’


‘As a youthful member of the Company, you’d have walked a bit quicker than average. And it’s unlikely you’d walk alone. Players are naturally gregarious. Also, I can see that the chalk kicked up from the way is still dusting your shoes while your front and leggings are pretty clear of marks – which certainly wouldn’t have been the case if you’d been walking at the back. There you’d’ve had to contend with all the dust thrown up by the others.’


‘Well and good,’ I said. ‘But how did you know my thoughts – some of my thoughts?’


Fielding smiled and took a long pull from his tankard of cider.


‘The woman you left behind, you mean?’


‘Oh there may be one,’ I said, thinking of my whore Nell.


‘Any young man who’s been in London a year or so will have furnished himself with a paramour – unless there’s something strange or unnatural about him. And there doesn’t look to be anything strange or unnatural about you, Master Revill.’


(Was this a compliment – or a slight slight? I couldn’t tell.)


‘When he’s away, a young man’s mind will naturally turn to the girl he’s left behind. On the other hand, after that year or so with her and on a journey out of the city he will be ready for other adventures too. He’ll consider her fondly – but not over fondly, I think.’


‘I – yes, you’ve described my state almost exacdy,’ I said, remembering how little, really, I’d thought of Nell on our three days’ tramp from London, and becoming almost ashamed of this.


‘That’s because I’ve been in it myself,’ said Fielding. ‘I too left a woman behind when I quit the city for the first time.’


‘What happened to her?’


‘Ah …’ was all he said.


‘You said my father was a parson.’


‘I was right?’


There was something almost touching in his eagerness to be proved correct.


‘Yes, you’re right enough, he was.’


‘Was?’


‘Both my parents perished when the plague struck our little village … I was away at the time.’


‘And so you were preserved.’


‘It was God preserved me, my father would have said. But how did you know his calling? You must have secret powers of divination.’


‘No magic, no mystery. You confirmed my guess by your surprised reaction when I mentioned it. But even before that, you said you’d come from a village near Bristol. Now, you’re obviously an educated young man, and education in a village is normally confined to the offspring of the parson, the squire or the schoolmaster.’


‘So why shouldn’t I be the squire’s son – or the schoolmaster’s?’


‘You might have had the schoolmaster for a father. But the squire, I think not. Forgive me, Master Revill, if I say that the son of a man of, ah, substance will usually find himself discouraged from joining a band of players.’


‘True enough,’ I said. ‘There’s not much respect in playing even nowadays – or much revenue either, for a squire’s son.’


‘So why do you do it?’ said Fielding, looking at me shrewdly over the rim of his tankard.


‘I’m not sure. Perhaps the best I can say is that it’s with me as it was with my father, a calling.’


I regretted the words almost as soon as they were out of my mouth and was only glad that none of my Company was about to catch them. I could already hear the scorn which such high sentiments would receive – and deservedly.


‘Though not such a high a calling as your father’s. You will save no souls from the eternal bonfire,’ said the Justice of the Peace. ‘Nor will you guide any up that steep and thorny path to salvation.’


‘I leave that to others, like the whatyecallem Brothers in the market-place this evening. I’m content merely to divert people on the way up or down, whatever their destination. It’s none of my business.’


‘Well, that is what you think now,’ said Fielding.


‘And what I also think now, sir, is that I have an early set-off to make tomorrow morning so, if you don’t mind, I should be on the way back to my inn and my fellows. Not that they’ll trouble themselves over my absence—’


‘Because they’ll conclude you’ve found one of our Salisbury whores for the night,’ said Fielding.


I coloured slightly. ‘I forbore to say it on your doorstep but yes, that’s probably what they would think.’


‘I thank you, Master Revill, if you were protecting my daughter’s ears but I think she would have been amused rather than otherwise.’


I stored away this, piece of information for future consideration (and possible use) while I rose from the table. Adam Fielding accompanied me to the door, making small host-like queries about my well-being. He told me how to find my way to the Angel Inn and then shook my hand.


‘I’m surprised you haven’t asked where we’re going tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Or perhaps you know already.’


‘I do,’ he said. ‘In fact, I will be there myself at the appointed time.’


‘The appointed time?’


‘I look forward to seeing you, Master Revill, on midsummer’s eve.’


‘And your daughter?’ I said, greatly daring.


‘Oh, I am sure she will be gratified to see you too.’


Since he’d indirectly answered my question I said no more but gave him good night and walked off in the direction he’d indicated. Light seems to tease the sky even in the middle of a fine June night and so I found my way to the Angel with ease. The house was shuttered and dark, and I had to rouse one of the ostlers who was sleeping in a crib near the horses, and accommodated rather worse than his charges. In exchange for a halfpenny the boy showed me the whereabouts of the back window which was kept unclasped for late-returning customers.


My Company was divided between a couple of rooms on the upper floor and I gratefully climbed into the bed which I was sharing with Jack Wilson. In other circumstances, he might have heard my opinion of his cowardly behaviour in the market-place but he was asleep, or pretending to be. In any case, I told myself, if it hadn’t been for my unfortunate encounter with the local who took exception to my description of him and his kind, I’d never have met Adam Fielding, Justice of the Peace, or his daughter Kate.


The next morning we made the early start that was customary on tour. This was my first expedition out of London but after a few days on the road I’d rapidly grown used to the pattern. We woke, dressed, swallowed our bread and ale, and set off soon after first light. We walked for most of the morning, pausing towards midday for refreshment in a tavern (if one happened to lie in our path) or finding a sheltered or shaded spot and making do with whatever small provisions we carried. After a short rest – more for the luckless horse which pulled our wagon than for ourselves – we continued our journey for the better part of the afternoon, aiming to reach that night’s destination in time for an early supper. Eating done, our time was our own. If we found ourselves in a town or even a large village we might walk around, looking to be diverted. This is what Jack and I had been doing when we’d stumbled across the Paradise Brothers’ presentation of the Cain and Abel story in Salisbury market-place.


All the time I’d been watching that simple morality piece I’d thanked my lucky stars that I was with a great company like the Chamberlain’s. We didn’t have to wander about, enduring make-shift scaffolds and a paucity of props, together with country audiences who could afford no better. No, when the Chamberlain’s Company went touring we didn’t set up in any old hole or corner, but played the greatest towns, the grandest houses, the finest audiences. Nor did we have to endure the law’s delay or the insolence of office in the shape of self-important justices and aldermen imposing terms and conditions on what might or not be enacted in front of their citizens. No doubt they weren’t all like that – indeed, my new acquaintance Adam Fielding didn’t fit the description in any way. But in the country one has the expectation that everything is going to be a little slower and more awkward. Why even the rain in the shires hasn’t quite got the greasy polish of the London variety!


You may see from the above that I am truly country-born and bred.


Every company of players must tour, however. Why should a good thing be confined to the capital? There are more practical considerations too: you can be driven from London for a time, by an outbreak of plague or by the Council’s equally plaguey edict. You might want to withdraw yourself briefly from the easily-sated gaze of the Londoner, knowing that he will welcome you the more avidly (though without showing it, of course) on your triumphant return. And sometimes a company of players has a very particular commission to carry out. So it was with us as we proceeded north-west of Salisbury.


I liked to imagine that our players’ tour had something in common with a royal progress. No huge entourage or strings of sumpter mules of course. But still a ceremonial advance across the land, the breathless expectation of town and village, the gratification of the inhabitants, their sense that something special had descended to touch their mundane lives. Or so I liked to imagine …


However, if you’d actually seen us as we trudged along the the trackway which crossed the wide plain to the north of Salisbury, you might have thought we were no more than a band of tinkers. In the middle of our group lumbered the wagon containing the properties, the stage-cloth and other necessaries. These items, as I’d said to Adam Fielding, were considerably more valuable than mere players, and were carefully stowed and protected from the weather by tar-coated canvas sheets. Up on the wagon sat William Fall, the ‘carter’ and also one of our Company, who claimed this high position by virtue of the fact that his late father drove for a livelihood. He frequently stated that he would have earned more money by carting than playing the boards. To the carter fell the additional responsibility of caring for the horse, except when we put up at an inn where it became the ostler’s charge. Our nag was familiarly called Flem – on account, I suppose, of its being a Flanders draught horse. But the name was fitting because it wheezed and coughed a great deal, and altogether behaved as though this journey might be its last.


Beside William Fall sat one of the two seniors on the tour, each man taking it in half-day turns to relieve his trudging feet. This morning, as we headed out of Salisbury, the reserved Richard Sincklo was sitting next to Fall. It was the responsibility of this high-up traveller to ensure we were going in the right direction – no great task so far since the road from London to Salisbury was clearly enough marked, and at this time of year there were plenty of groups moving both ways. For this last stage in our progress, when we were wandering a little off the beaten track, Master Sincklo had taken care to establish our precise route before we left the Angel.


Our walking group split into contingents fore and aft of the wagon. The younger ones tended to stride ahead and the older and wiser to lag behind, at least in the day’s beginning. So I frequently found myself in the van with my friend Jack Wilson.


This sunny morning I teased and twitted him about his desertion of me on the previous evening and he took it all in good part. In truth, I wasn’t too troubled. At the cost of a few cuts and bruises, I’d made the acquaintance of a Justice of the Peace and his dark-haired daughter, been soothed by her healing hands, and been told that we were likely to meet again. That, combined with the prospect of the special performance which we were to give in a few days’ time, gave a glow to the midsummer morning. The view ahead was fair. I even took a quiet pleasure in being back among hills and dales after an extended stay in the city. Not that I’d ever admit to it of course …


‘Hills and dales’ wasn’t exactly the right description of the terrain we were crossing. The land to the north of Salisbury is high, flat and bare. It is curiously dotted with mounds and long low shapes, as though the earth were a green quilt pulled over an ill-made bed. The sky is huge. Overhead sing the invisible larks while clouds of butterflies and other tiny summer creatures dance attendance on you.


Jack nudged me and said ‘Look’, and I thought at first he was trying to distract me from mocking him. But then my eyes followed his pointing finger and I stopped dead in my tracks. Several hundred paces away to our right there stood a great pile of stones. In the morning sun, they reared up like the dark ribs of a giant’s house or lay on the ground as if that same giant had tossed them carelessly aside as unsuitable for his purpose. Some of them, with upright posts and lintels laid haphazard on top and the sky visible between, were constructed like titanic doorways. Gazing longer at these mighty stones, I realized they were arranged in a kind of circle: this was no chance collection but one put there for a purpose, and by a race of beings which was mightier than any in our current fallen world. I grew a little afraid in the openness of the plain, until I heard a laugh from the wagon which had by now drawn level with Jack and me.


‘You know what those are?’


It was Richard Sincklo sitting up beside Will Fall. Serious, reserved Richard seemed amused at my amazement.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I have never seen anything like it.’


‘I first passed this way many years ago,’ said Master Sincklo. ‘I too wondered at the standing stones.’


He looked round. By now, the whole band, near enough twenty of us, had gathered round to hear Master Sincklo’s explanation.


‘They say,’ he said, ‘that those stones were brought from Ireland by Merlin the wizard in the time of King Arthur.’


‘Why?’ said someone.


‘To commemorate those who had fallen in a battle,’ said Sincklo.


‘So they do,’ said someone else.


‘It’s a story that will do as well as any other,’ said Richard Sincklo, clapping Master Fell on the shoulder as a signal to prod Flem into motion once more. Our little caravan moved on.


I stayed behind for a moment to stare at the stone circle. I didn’t altogether believe Sincklo’s explanation, but I didn’t disbelieve it either. During the time of King Arthur, many extraordinary things had fallen out in this realm. At that moment, a cloud flew across the sun and darkened the stones further. Now they looked like teeth.


I shivered slightly, and ran on to join my fellows.


But that was not the end of the morning’s strange sights.


We walked a little further and descended from the high plain. We entered a wooded place, and the path narrowed so that the company naturally straggled out. After the airiness of the plain the forest felt enclosed, the full-leaved branches almost closing in over our heads. Beams of sunlight slanted through where they could manage it. Now I was trailing in the rear of the group, the nearest man a couple of dozen paces to the front. All at once, with a prickling sensation on my nape, I became conscious of being watched. If you’re a player this is a well-honed response, and generally an agreeable one. Or at least not disagreeable. This time it was definitely unpleasant. I glanced furtively over my shoulder and then, rebuking myself for cutting such a shifty figure, stopped and turned round to make sure that I was indeed the last of our ragged procession. Behind me the path curled innocently round a corner.


But there was nothing, nobody.


By the time I’d turned back again, the one or two players to the rear of our group had moved out of sight round the next bend. I was, for the moment, all alone in the wood.


I put on a little speed to catch up with the fellow in front, Laurence Savage I think it was. Not wanting to appear anxious or winded, I walked on just a bit more briskly, head erect, shoulders tense, looking straight ahead. Still the prickling sensation continued. Despite my quicker pace I couldn’t catch up. The track through the wood took on a more snaky quality, with a new curve every few paces. The trees clustered more closely, as if trying to blot out the pale thread of path which separated them. At every bend, I hoped to come on a straight stretch and glimpse the diminishing backs of my friends. But all I gained was a few more yards of empty path hemmed in by walls of green.


Then I wondered whether I’d somehow wandered off the right path onto some side-track. Yes, that must be it, of course. I stopped, breathed deep and listened. Listened for someone shouting, speaking, laughing. For the creak of the wagon or the wheezing of the luckless Flem, sounds which must surely carry back to me if the company was just ahead. Nothing, only the leaves rustling and the sound of something sliding in the undergrowth. I must have lost the right path, I told myself, though I couldn’t remember where it had forked. However, it should be simple enough to retrace my steps and …


For some reason the image of the mighty stone circle which we’d seen on the plain came into my mind. And with that came the thought of the beings who had built it, no ordinary men to be sure.


Then I saw it.


Saw it move in the corner of my eye.


Something whitish among the trees, off to my left.


I tried to tell myself that it was a trick of the light. I moved a few steps forward. The white shape moved with me, on the edge of my vision.


I stopped. So did the figure.


With a great effort of will, I turned to the left in order to confront it head-on. I peered into the woods. Their innards were flecked with light where the sun penetrated, and there were infinite shades of green among the darker tones. Was it one of these, or a chance grouping of them, which I’d taken for the shape?


I cleared my throat, wondering whether to ask if there was anyone there. I stayed silent, not wanting to appear foolish. Then, considering that it was foolish to worry about appearing foolish (after all, who was there to witness me?), I said: ‘Who’s there?’ The words came out less crisp than I intended. But there was no answer, to my relief, and I did not repeat them.


Once again I strode off, and once again the white form gathered to my left and kept pace with me, slipping and sliding among the trees as I walked increasingly fast down the path. Now I started to run, forgetting myself and forgetting too that I had taken a different path from my comrades and that each bound must be taking me further away from them. My only instinct was to break clear of this accursed wood and reach the open spaces of the plain. But the frequent bends in the path made it hard to get up speed and all the time I could see – or feel rather than see – the pale shape in the woods gliding along smoothly beside me. Sweat began to run down into my eyes and that, combined with the twistiness of the path, caused me to blunder several times into bushes and overhanging boughs.
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