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‘’Tis just like a summer bird-cage in a garden: the birds that are without despair to get in, and the birds that are within despair and are in a consumption for fear they shall never get out.’


John Webster, The White Devil












Cast in Approximate
Order of Appearance


Mistress Kitty Burgess – who would consider being mentioned first as no less than her right, a young actress who does not think it necessary to learn lines, an interesting approach in no way endorsed by …


Thomas Betterton – actor and manager of the Duke’s Company, which is currently performing The Summer Birdcage, a comedy written by …


Aminta, Lady Grey – one of the nation’s leading playwrights, whose most fortunate husband is …


John Grey – that is to say myself, the author of this strange and scarcely believable tale, a lawyer and magistrate, but no great frequenter of theatres, deeming modern plays (with the exception of my wife’s) to be bawdy, conceited and inconsequential, unlike …


Mister Samuel Pepys – a lover of comedies and young actresses indiscriminately, Clerk of the Acts to the Navy Board and the loyal servant of …


James, Duke of York – Lord High Admiral etc. etc. and currently heir to the throne, but this last only until the King produces legitimate children to add to his many illegitimate ones by various mothers, an awkward position for the Duke to be in, though he does of course wish our reigning monarch a long and prosperous life, as does …


Henry Bennet, Lord Arlington – the King’s most obsequious and obliging servant, owner of a nose patch, Secretary of State for the Southern Department and spymaster, who has known for some time that he could not do his job efficiently without the assistance of …


Mister Joseph Williamson – one of the rare honest men (possibly the only honest man) at the court of the aforesaid …


King Charles II, the man who rules our happy, contented nation and is himself ruled very effectively by his various mistresses, notably …


Barbara, formerly Lady Castlemaine – now raised to being Duchess of Cleveland and proprietor of her own royal palace, which clearly gives her precedence over lesser mistresses such as …


Mistress Nell Gwynne – who is neither duchess nor countess nor ever shall be, but who knows how to keep the King amused, as once (many years ago) did …


Eleanor, Lady Byron – who shared the King’s long exile during the 1650s, and gave him her unwavering support and half her bed, just as …


Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon – in a very different capacity, served His Majesty faithfully throughout their forced sojourn in Paris, Bruges and Brussels (and as Lord Chancellor after his return), and was eventually rewarded with dismissal from office and banishment for giving the King too much sound, cautious advice, whereas …


Anthony Ashley Cooper, Lord Ashley – was variously a royalist and a parliamentarian during the late wars, whichever seemed the more prudent, and is now the King’s Chancellor of the Exchequer and also, for reasons that remain obscure, the protector of …


Mistress Elizabeth Needham – a young lady who has lived much of her life in France under the care and tutelage of …


Lady Mary Tredway – steely-eyed Abbess of the English convent in Paris and of …


Father Christopher – an English chaplain who is very happy not to have to live in England, unlike …


The Reverend Reginald Norris – Aminta’s cousin, the contented vicar of a most pleasant parish in Hampshire and (more reluctantly) guardian of …


Mistress Kitty Burgess – of whom you have already heard and who, as we speak, is just coming off stage after the opening performance of The Summer Birdcage, a play with which you will also become quite familiar very soon. More familiar, perhaps, than Kitty is herself.









Prologue


Summer 1670


The Queen removed her crown and placed it on the small table in front of her. It had, she reflected, seen better days. Its outline, once symmetrical, was now wayward and haphazard. Several of the smaller jewels were missing. Previous queens – the idle little sluts – had not taken care of it as they should. Titania, it is true, had prudently removed it before her reconciliation with Oberon, but only yesterday Lady Macbeth had thrown it across the stage in a piece of wholly unscripted business that had caused Betterton to take her to one side after the performance and threaten to deduct the cost of repairs from her wages.


They did these things better in Drury Lane, at the King’s Company, but the players there were a conceited bunch of jumped-up nobodies, as she had discovered to her cost. She wasn’t sorry she’d decided to move to the Duke’s Company, even if some of her new colleagues were already showing only too familiar signs of jealousy. The Queen wasn’t the main part in The Summer Birdcage, of course, but she knew the stage had belonged to her, and only her, every minute she was on it. And, though she was still sworn to secrecy, there were even greater things to come. It was true that it had not been made entirely clear to her what this promised role would be, but she had been informed, in the most flattering terms, that she was perfect for it. She had been left in no doubt that it would surpass anything she had done before. Perhaps anything anyone had ever done before. It would be, theatrically speaking, her apotheosis.


‘I wouldn’t be too downhearted, Kitty,’ said a voice behind her.


‘I beg your pardon?’ said the Queen, turning to the older woman.


Her fellow actress smiled sympathetically. ‘Your performance tonight. You shouldn’t be too despondent about it. It happens to everyone at some time.’


‘What does?’ the Queen demanded. Meg might have more lines to say than she did, but Meg’s role was merely that of a countess.


‘Forgetting your words,’ said Meg, not unkindly. ‘All of us do it occasionally, Kitty. And we had a cruel audience in tonight. A thoroughly nasty crowd – especially the idiots in that so-called Wits’ Row. I mean young Herbert and Sackville and their rake-hell friends at the front of the pit. Wits? Pig ignorant, I’d have called them. And rotten drunk. Still, they should have known better than to call you those horrid things.’


The Queen shook her head. ‘I didn’t notice them,’ she said. ‘When I’m playing a part, I lose myself completely in the role. I am transported to another, higher realm.’


‘Well, that’s very nice for you, I’m sure,’ said Meg. ‘Though, if you’ll take my advice, Kitty, you’ll try to learn your lines properly for the second performance tomorrow evening. It’s not a big part, after all. Lady Grey will be in the audience. She got you your job here – when you had to leave the King’s Company under circumstances we don’t need to go into now. We mustn’t let her down, must we? Not her ladyship. She thinks you have a great deal of promise, if you would just work at it. Like everyone else has to.’


‘Some of us,’ said the Queen, ‘have natural talent. Lady Grey told me. That’s why she wanted me in her new play.’


‘Yes,’ said Meg, ‘but I’m sure she also said that you still have a lot to learn, because she’s nobody’s fool, and frankly you have. You’re very young, Kitty. I wish I was your age again, I do, truly. But it’s simply a kindness to you, I promise, when I say that you have to try a lot harder than you did tonight if you want to make the stage your career. At the very least, my girl, by the opening night you should have known your words. And I don’t mean just some of them.’


‘If I forget a few lines, I can always make up new ones,’ said the Queen. ‘It’s easy enough.’


‘Is it? Well, I wouldn’t try it tomorrow, not with Lady Grey in the audience. Writers tend to think what they’ve written is perfect and don’t like people making changes. Unless you really want to annoy her, don’t mess around with her script.’


The Queen smiled inwardly. She rather thought she’d improved on Lady Grey’s text. Playwriting was clearly much easier than acting. Anyway, her days of learning lines for minor parts were already over.


‘The Summer Birdcage – I think it’s the best thing Lady Grey has written,’ Meg continued, happily unable to read other people’s minds. ‘There’s nobody in London to touch her now, not for comedy. And you do have a gift for comedy yourself, Kitty. We could have a long run in this, with regular money coming in for the whole cast. Just so long as one of us doesn’t spoil it for everyone else, if you’ll understand my meaning.’


‘I like Lady Grey,’ said the Queen, idly twisting a lock of golden hair. ‘She’s not stuck up, like some people, even if she is gentry.’


‘She used to be a viscountess,’ said Meg. ‘Before she married Sir John and just became the wife of a knight instead. Still, proper gentry, as you say, with a fine house in Clavershall West.’


‘Where’s that?’


‘In Essex somewhere, I think.’


‘I met Sir John once,’ said the Queen. ‘Bit dry. Bit of a puritan, I’d have said. I don’t think he enjoyed the play very much. Why has he got that scar on his face?’


‘Sir John’s a lawyer and a justice of the peace. But they say he used to be a spy in his younger days. He worked for Lord Arlington.’


‘Doing what exactly?’


‘Best not to ask, eh? I’ll leave you to learn your lines, then. Especially the ones you didn’t know tonight.’


‘There’s no need. I may as well tell you now that I won’t be here tomorrow.’


‘Not here? Tomorrow’s performance isn’t going to be a rehearsal, Kitty. It’s not just Lady Grey coming to see how we’re getting on – there will also be several hundred other people. People who pay our wages. Betterton took you on only because Lady Grey asked him to. He’d heard rumours from the King’s Company – you know exactly which ones I mean – and he wasn’t keen to have you. Lady Grey got you a second chance, because Betterton respects her judgement. But he’ll sack you there and then if you don’t show up tomorrow.’


‘I’ve had a better offer.’


‘Who from? There’s only us and the King’s Company in London. And I can tell you, they won’t take you back.’


‘From a very important gentleman.’


‘Oh no, Kitty … Look, we all get offers like that from the men who come to watch the plays. And a few actresses do very well by becoming some duke’s or earl’s mistress. For a short time anyway. But you’re just an understudy for his wife, with no prospect of ever playing the main part yourself. It’s not a proper career. Why should a man who has learned how to be unfaithful to his wife suddenly decide to be faithful to his whore? You could make a decent living on the stage – a respectable one, almost. Send your admirer a message saying that you’ve got some lines to learn and he should look for somebody else to make his wife jealous. Preferably somebody from the King’s Company.’


‘You think I’m going to be his mistress? That’s not what he wants me to do.’


‘Listen to me, Kitty. Listen very carefully: he won’t marry you. Do you think the King will ever marry Nell Gwynne? Of course not. This fine gentleman, whoever he is, he’ll just use you. You’re young. You don’t know about men, or not as much as I do. You can’t trust anything they say, even when they’re sober. At least wait and talk to Lady Grey – she’ll give you good advice.’


‘If I told you who he was, you’d see you were wrong.’


‘No, I wouldn’t. I’d just know who you were sleeping with. Oh God … it’s not the King, is it? Please tell me it’s not the King. He’s got more mistresses than he knows what to do with already.’


The Queen smiled enigmatically, as befitted her new station in life. ‘He’s coming at nine o’clock. In his coach. With six horses.’


‘The number of horses,’ said Meg, ‘is completely beside the point.’


‘I need to get this greasepaint off my face and change out of these robes,’ said the Queen. ‘Can you fetch me my blue silk gown from over there?’


‘No,’ said Meg. ‘I can’t.’


Kitty laughed the small tinkling laugh that made half the company want to strangle her. ‘I won’t need fake ermine and coloured glass jewels after this evening. And I won’t need any of you. I shall have whole armies of servants. In livery, with yards and yards of gold lace. Now, if you’ll kindly stand to one side, Countess, I’ll fetch the gown myself. For one last time.’


‘So, did you talk to Kitty?’ asked Thomas Betterton.


‘Yes,’ said Meg. ‘I did.’


‘And do I have to fire her, or has she promised to learn her lines? Because it’s one or the other, Meg. I’m not having a second evening like this one, with her spouting the first bit of nonsense that comes into her head and the rest of the cast waiting, open-mouthed, for a cue that never comes.’


‘She says she’s done with learning lines.’


‘What?’


‘She’s found a new situation that likes her better, or so she claims.’


‘She’s going to be the mistress of some City vintner or a Welsh baronet?’


‘Whatever it is, it comes with six horses.’


‘I hope she’s got a big shovel, then. Kitty’s finished here, Meg. She’ll never get another part from me. You can tell Charlotte she’s playing the Queen from now on.’


‘Charlotte won’t be as good. Nothing like. I’ll speak to Kitty again, if she hasn’t already left. Maybe I can talk her round, eh?’


‘Don’t you dare. With the King – I mean the real King – coming here tomorrow, I’ll sleep easier tonight knowing I have a cast who won’t let me down.’


‘Lady Grey will be here too. She’ll want to know why we’ve sacked her. Kitty’s almost kin to her ladyship.’


‘I’ll explain to Lady Grey. I’ll tell her we did our best for Kitty, but I couldn’t risk keeping her. My Lady will understand that we can’t let her latest play get a bad reputation before it’s even properly launched on the town. It’s a cracking little piece, The Summer Birdcage. All very cynical and perfect for a London audience that likes to think of itself as jaded and world-weary. And some of the dialogue is as close to obscenity as I could risk. With the right cast we could have a long run with it. But I spoke to Killigrew at the King’s Company this morning, and he warned me Kitty was trouble. I shouldn’t have let Lady Grey persuade me otherwise. Kitty Burgess only ever had two boats and now she’s burned both of them. It’s a thousand pities, but there it is.’


‘I’ll tell Charlotte to learn the part, then. It won’t take her long. She’s a good girl. Charlotte doesn’t have Kitty’s presence, but she’s reliable.’


‘Kitty’s was only a small part, when all’s said and done,’ said Betterton, with a sigh. ‘A bit like the one I’m playing next week – in that revival of Henry V we’re doing.’


‘Which part is that? The French King? The Dauphin?’


‘Chorus. I come on in the Prologue in Act One, and sort of explain what’s what – for anyone coming to the play who doesn’t know who the various characters are.’


‘A prologue? That’s always useful, if a bit dull.’


‘True,’ said Betterton. ‘But at least, once the Prologue’s out of the way, you can then get on with the actual story.’


‘I do hope Kitty isn’t going to do anything really stupid,’ said Meg.


‘I suppose that’s what we’re all about to find out, isn’t it?’ said Betterton.









Chapter One


In which there is a change of cast


From this box, high up in the theatre, I have a fine view of the stage and the audience, both lit by the flicking light of I know not how many dozen good wax candles. Outside, the sun shines, but here a new and better day has been made to dawn for our benefit, a day that will end not when God ordains, but when it pleases London. The stage is still empty, though a painted canvas indicates that the first scene will take place in a garden – as I know well, having read my wife’s script several times and even dared to suggest one or two very minor changes. Music is playing, but the voices of hundreds of theatregoers below, all trying to talk louder than each other, make it difficult for me to make out what the music is – a country dance, I think. ‘Cuckolds All in a Row’.


Aminta enters the box with a furious frown on her face.


‘You will never guess what that silly girl Kitty has done!’


Since the play is about to start, it seems best to simply admit that I won’t. I have only met Kitty once, and do not share Aminta’s high opinion of her. ‘Tell me,’ I say.


‘Yesterday, she informed Betterton that she was quitting the stage for ever. After all I’ve done to get her a job here, she having already annoyed and insulted everyone at the King’s Company!’


‘You have been very good to Kitty,’ I say. ‘But you shouldn’t blame yourself for putting her forward. You were, after all, under an obligation to your cousin, Reginald.’


‘I would not put somebody into one of my plays, John, just because their guardian happened to be distantly related to me. I have more respect for the theatre generally and my own work in particular. I’d seen her act under Killigrew’s direction and, frankly, she was slapdash and under-rehearsed. But she showed promise – real promise. When she could be bothered, in fact, she was magnificent. If she played a countess, for a few moments you believed she was actually a descendant of Charlemagne. If she played a country wench, you’d have trusted her to milk one of your cows. If she played a witch, you kept your head down in the front row of the pit, just in case she put the evil eye on you. I knew Killigrew wouldn’t be able to manage her, but I really thought Betterton could make the lazy little madam work. Instead, he’s allowed her to be carried off to be somebody’s mistress. I’ve told Betterton I’m furious with him.’


‘And are you?’


‘A bit. But unless you make yourself absolutely clear with men they can often miss the point. When a woman is angry, the man’s first response is always to assume it’s something unimportant that she’ll get over quickly if he politely ignores it. He now knows that’s not going to happen. I’ve told him, he has to find her and get her back. I hold him responsible.’


‘Since he is neither parent nor guardian,’ I say, ‘Betterton has no legal duty of care towards her.’


‘That’s what Betterton thought until five minutes ago.’


‘Ah,’ I say succinctly. The Summer Birdcage is about to begin. King Charles and his entourage are here and have taken their places, very visibly and very audibly, in the royal box. Two characters, who must have been waiting in the wings with some trepidation, have now appeared on the stage – an old king and his new young wife, Queen Belinda. But it soon becomes clear that the story really concerns Prince Bellair and his intended bride Emilia. Queen Belinda is already trapped in the golden birdcage of the play’s title. Emilia, at first attracted by the glitter of the court, is now having second thoughts about marrying the heir to the throne, seeing the Queen’s predicament. Snarkly, the Prince’s friend, confidently advises him on the best way to Emilia’s heart, though he is having no success himself with Emilia’s friend, Livia, and is also unadvisedly flirting with Emilia’s maid, who tells her mistress everything. The audience suspects Snarkly’s advice may not be the best. Aminta has of course arranged things so that all will be resolved in the concluding act, and everyone will marry somebody appropriate to their station in life, because that is what her customers are paying to see. But she will make some of the characters sweat a little first. It will be good for them. The King, the Queen, Snarkly, Bellair … they will all emerge better people. Perhaps that is the real point of the story. Perhaps it is the real point of most stories.


‘I thought the part of the Queen was played competently,’ I say, when the painted, counterfeit king and the other players have made their final bows and the audience has begun to depart, in the wake of the real king, his courtiers and a representative selection of his mistresses.


‘But with no spirit,’ says Aminta. ‘How could Betterton lose Kitty Burgess before I’d even seen her in the part? And His Majesty was also clearly displeased at the change in the cast. He had come to see Kitty. I would have expected more of the manager of the best theatrical company in London.’


‘What haven’t I done, my Lady?’ asks Betterton cheerfully as he sweeps into our box. He is still wearing his costume as the Count, Emilia’s father. It is a fine robe of scarlet plush with a large fur collar, but he will need more than that to protect him from the cold wind that is about to blow. He’s clearly forgotten he’s in trouble and Aminta is about to remind him.


‘You didn’t follow Kitty as she left the theatre,’ says Aminta, counting his faults off on her fingers. ‘You didn’t stop her boarding the coach that had been sent for her. You didn’t follow the coach to see where it went.’


‘All very true, though her departure was observed nonetheless. I’ve just spoken to Neville – the idiot footman in your play. He happened to be outside the theatre, on the other side of the lane that runs along the back. He saw a large black coach draw up, with six black horses. They were driven by a coachman dressed in a black cloak. Very satanic, according to Neville.’


‘Very theatrical anyway,’ says Aminta.


‘Neville felt obliged to conceal himself in a doorway, just in case things were as bad as they looked at face value. He observed Kitty emerge, also wrapped in a black cloak, but with a fine blue silk dress in evidence beneath it. She approached the carriage and conversed briefly with somebody inside. Then she took a step back and raised an arm as if to fend off a blow. A hoarse cry escaped her lips. She appeared about to swoon.’


‘Really?’ says Aminta. ‘She actually did all of that?’


‘Neville has always had strong opinions about how scenes like this should be played. Some of that concern may have unfortunately crept into his narrative.’


‘I’m glad we cast him merely as a footman,’ says Aminta.


‘Indeed. But, to return to Neville’s account, Kitty was apparently drawn against her will into the coach, as if by some supernatural force. The door closed behind her. There was a thunderous crack of the whip, and the coach sped off with the horses tossing their heads.’


‘The lane is quite narrow. Speed would have been inadvisable.’


‘Neville gave me no reason to believe that either party was acting prudently.’


‘And Neville followed, of course?’


‘He said that, by the time he reached the end of the lane, there was no sign of the coach.’


‘So, he didn’t follow at all, then. Oh well – maybe I wouldn’t have followed a black coach that could suck you in off the street and carry you away to everlasting hell fire.’


‘Neville has always struck me as a cautious man, and slightly awkward in his actions. I have never risked casting him in a part that required him to use a sword on stage.’


‘How unpopular had Kitty managed to make herself since she joined your company?’


‘To be fair to her, she achieved a lot in a very short time. From the first day, she made it clear that she considered herself very much above the rest of us. She would arrive late for rehearsals, which meant that we all left late as well – that endeared her to nobody. And she refused to learn her lines. In private, we all had to admit she was quite good, but that just made the other actresses worry that she would soon be taking the best parts. The cast do of course wish her well and some hope that she has not actually been abducted by the Devil.’


‘They were right to fear her,’ says Aminta. ‘I’ve seen her at the King’s Company. She could play young girls, old women, maid servants, duchesses, fairy attendants, witches. She had a way of transforming herself that went beyond applying a layer of paint to her face.’


‘That is very true,’ says Betterton. ‘You’d see her in one part and simply not recognise her in another. I swear that I could scarcely tell you what her real face looked like, and as for her voice … It was as if I had half-a-dozen actresses at my disposal, though I had the chance to cast her only in a handful of plays before we began rehearsals for yours.’


‘Do you think whoever carried her off had seen her perform here?’


‘That is usually the only way an actress would come to the attention of the owner of a coach and six. So, yes, here or at the King’s Company. One or the other.’


‘Nobody had noticed her with an admirer?’


‘Here? She either did not give them cause to hope or was very discreet. I can’t say what she did at the other place in Drury Lane. Killigrew’s own morals are not the best and that can rub off on people.’


‘The King seemed very disappointed not to see her,’ says Aminta thoughtfully. ‘In spite of the fact that it was not a large part.’


‘I never saw her encourage him in any way.’


‘The King requires no encouragement. Quite the reverse. Genuine reluctance and modesty merely spur him on. Of course, simulated reluctance and modesty work equally well. So does no reluctance and no modesty. He’s an easy man to please.’


‘I am sure that she could simulate anything,’ says Betterton. ‘But you have a longer acquaintance with her than I do, my Lady.’


‘Not really. Apart from the distant family connection and having seen her on stage at the King’s Company, I hardly know her at all. When she was starting to make life difficult for herself in the King’s Company, my cousin wrote to me asking if I could find her a position elsewhere. Don’t look at me like that, Mister Betterton. I still don’t think I did you a disservice in recommending Kitty to you. If we can find her, I’d suggest you take her back – after I’ve given her a little firm advice.’


Betterton looks very doubtful indeed. ‘I would, as ever, bow to your judgement in these matters, my Lady, but I have no idea how I’d even begin to locate her.’


‘We’ll leave that to my husband,’ says Aminta. ‘He used to be a spy, you know. Hence the rather dashing scar on his face.’


‘Arlington never asked me to track down missing actresses,’ I say.


‘Your luck’s changed, then,’ says Aminta.









Chapter Two


In which I meet an old friend


Our own coach – midnight blue, rather than black, and with newly upholstered seats of shiny yellow leather – makes its way slowly through London’s crowded streets and lanes. The iron-shod wheels scrape and spark on the cobbles, the leather strapwork squeals and occasionally our coachman cracks his whip to impress stray dogs and small children. Another long summer day is coming to its end. Shops are closing. The dust of the city is finally settling down. Our theatre audience has already dispersed to their homes and to taverns and to whore houses of the better sort. Some have headed to St James’s Park, where, under the cover of the fast approaching night, all manner of things may be done beneath the friendly stars that cannot be done in the more judgemental light of day.


‘We could have walked more quickly,’ I say.


‘I agree that, as an obscure country magistrate, you might have walked, but as the husband of London’s fourth or fifth best-known playwright you have a duty to ride in a genteel manner. Anyway, we are not paying our coachman and postillion to sit around in the stables all day.’


‘Everything in London travels so slowly that I think Mister Neville could have followed the black coach very easily,’ I say. ‘Had he chosen to do so.’


‘Fear slows a man even more than gout,’ says Aminta. ‘But hopefully the trail has not yet gone cold. I have every confidence, my dear husband, that you will find her.’


‘We don’t know yet that she needs to be found. Or wants to be. She may turn up at the theatre tomorrow as if nothing had happened. Or she may have actually been adopted by a rich and amiable protector, who will indulge her fantasies of grand living. There is little in Neville’s account of her abduction that I would credit if I were hearing the case as a magistrate.’


‘The one part of Neville’s story I do believe is that, at the very last minute, Kitty doubted whether what she was doing was advisable. Our little bird paused before she hopped into the cage. Then an invisible thread pulled the door shut behind her and now she must go where her cage goes. Though I hold Betterton responsible for her loss, I hold myself responsible too. My cousin is after all a clergyman, who probably considers he brought Kitty up in a respectable manner. I promised him I would find her a place that suited her – not that I would lead her into gilded captivity.’


‘And it is therefore, in some way, my responsibility to put things right?’


‘Both morally and legally.’


‘Legally?’


‘Since you are a lawyer, you will know that, as a married woman, I can scarcely be said to have any legal existence at all. My goods and chattels are your goods and chattels. My debts are your debts. My missing actresses are your missing actresses. But I shall assist you as far as a legally non-existent person can.’


‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘And where do you propose that we start?’


‘Back at the Duke’s Company, I think. Tomorrow morning, before rehearsals if possible, we’ll talk to Mister Neville and see what a little editing will do to the currently overblown piece of storytelling in front of us.’


Theatres always seem grubby places when they are empty, redolent of orange peel, yesterday’s candles and sweat. Some curtains have been drawn back, however, to let in light and windows have been opened to let in different smells – mainly woodsmoke, combined with the distant and complex aroma of the Thames. The addition of daylight too is a mixed blessing: it reveals that the green cloth of the padded benches is stained and torn and that the scenery has been painted with only the most cursory nod towards Truth and Beauty. There is an untidy heap of props on the stage, to be sorted, repaired and placed in the correct locations for tonight’s performance.


‘I’ve already told Mister Betterton,’ says Neville grumpily. ‘She’s gone with Satan or Lord Rochester. That’s all there is to it.’


‘You say she went reluctantly?’ says Aminta.


‘I am certain of it. I saw her face very clearly. It was the face of one who realises that she has been much less clever than she thought.’


‘But could she not have run back into the theatre if she was really scared – if she suddenly discovered that her hoped-for protector actually was one of the two gentlemen you mentioned?’


‘The Devil will find you, however far you run,’ says Neville. ‘If you but let him into your heart, you will carry him with you wherever you go.’


I think Mister Neville might have a career as a jobbing preacher if he ever decides to quit the stage. His latest aphorism does not, however, take us very far forward.


‘On second thoughts,’ says Aminta, ‘since time is short, let’s ignore the possibility that it’s Satan, and just talk about people who actually own a black coach and six.’


‘If that is your wish, my Lady,’ says Neville stiffly. He is a bull-like man, heavy and largely unyielding to argument. He resents having been taken away from whatever he was doing. He has yet to smile in our presence, let alone laugh. Looking at him, it is difficult to see what drew him to acting. There must be few dramatic roles for which he is suited. An old and disgruntled family retainer perhaps, or a cuckolded husband from the very depths of the country. Somebody who has amassed much resentment over the years but who has few words to articulate it. Somebody who is suspicious of anything on his plate that isn’t quite clearly cabbage.


‘You didn’t see the man’s face at all?’ I ask.


‘Just his arm. Fine, red velvet, it was, with a yard of linen sleeves billowing out and a lace cuff halfway down his fingertips. A gentleman’s hand without doubt.’


That’s probably true. Farm labourers don’t usually travel around in a coach and six, any more than Satan does.


‘Was there a coat of arms on the door?’ I ask.


‘Yes.’


‘Whose?’ asks Aminta.


‘I’m an actor, my Lady, not a herald.’


‘Not the King’s arms?’ asks Aminta.


‘I know the King’s one, obviously. It’s a bit like the Duke of York’s and we have that above the stage. It had animals on it, though. I can tell you that much.’


‘Lions?’ I ask.


‘No.’


‘Leopards?’


‘No.’


‘Eagles?’


‘No.’


‘Unicorns? Bears? Boars? Stags? Dragons? Griffins? Hounds? Elephants? Martlets? Camelopards? Cockatrices?’


‘Maybe camelopards. What do they look like exactly?’


‘Long legs and necks. Thin, pointed faces.’


‘I’m not sure they had necks at all.’


Rather like Neville himself, then. He rubs his bristly chin. I’d wait to see if further inspiration strikes him, but that may not happen this week.


‘Well, if you do remember what they were, please let me know,’ I say.


‘I’ll do that,’ he says, though it seems unlikely that his recollection will become sharper with time. Then he adds: ‘Not that I want her back here, of course. Not that any of us want her back here. She can stay with the Devil in hell if that makes her happy.’


I nod noncommittally. If Kitty’s in hell, she’s probably not happy – it’s more likely she wishes she were back here, learning her lines.


‘You didn’t like her, then?’ I say.


‘In all the time she was here, I don’t think she said a single civil word to me. Not one. You’d have thought I was her servant off stage as well as on. And no part was ever good enough for her. Never the right length or with sufficiently witty lines.’


‘Which roles did she play?’ asks Aminta, who clearly thinks she gave the Queen, and indeed her idiot footman, one or two good bits of dialogue.


‘She was Mistress Lucy – Sir Frederick’s wench – in Love in a Tub,’ says Neville. ‘Not a bad little part, but she wanted to play Graciana. And she was a fairy or sprite or something in Midsummer Night’s Dream. She wanted to be Hermia in that and have a few of Helena’s best lines added to her own. She has a nice voice, I’ll grant you. She can sing a bit when it’s required. And she can turn her hand to any part. But she’s lazy. And she’s putting on weight. That’s not good. You can pad an actress out for a part, if needed, but you can’t shrink her back down. Or not overnight.’


‘She never spoke to anyone of leaving?’ asks Aminta.


‘Only to Meg. And she wouldn’t tell Meg any more than you know already.’


‘And there were men in the audience who took an interest in her?’


‘Why shouldn’t they? It’s normal. It’s why most of them come here. But there was a rowdy lot of young bucks in the pit that evening – they shouted all sorts of things at her. Nasty things. Things a girl of her age shouldn’t have understood. But I couldn’t tell you who they were, except that brute Philip Herbert. And Mister Pepys was there. He wanted to see Kitty afterwards but she said no. Well, she knew what he was after and wasn’t planning to oblige him. Sought her out two or three times after a performance, Pepys has. He’s got a coach, but it’s yellow unfortunately. Do you know where to find him?’


‘Oh yes,’ I say. ‘I know where to find Mister Pepys.’


*


Aminta has declined the dubious pleasure of accompanying me to the Navy Office. Pepys welcomes me warmly because, though it irks him that I have a knighthood and he doesn’t, he still sees me as an ally in Lord Arlington’s camp, and one who may be of some use to him in future. He is dressed in his summer costume of a long black bombazine coat and waistcoat, both closely fitting and almost reaching his knees; black breeches, white stockings and black shoes with gleaming silver buckles complete the outfit. Or almost. The ensemble is brightened this year by a new fashion: a broad, fringed sash in scarlet and gold, which crosses the coat diagonally and from which hangs a very neat sword. He is massaging his little finger, where he might be wearing a signet ring, but isn’t. Perhaps it became too tight. Pepys is looking plumper and more prosperous than when I last saw him a few months ago.


‘Ah, Sir John!’ he says, as I am ushered into his office by one of his growing army of minions. ‘We see you and your good lady far too little in London. You are here for your wife’s play, of course?’


‘That and other things,’ I say, ‘but mainly that.’


‘I hope you went to the second performance and not the first?’


‘Yes,’ I say.


‘I was at the first,’ he says, shaking his head sadly. ‘That pert little miss, Kitty Burgess, almost marred the whole thing with her foolishness – speaking lines she had made up on the night rather than those your wife had written for her. A pretty enough girl, of course – quite charming off stage but very careless on it. I heard Betterton replaced Kitty with another actress on the second night? That was very wise of him, especially with the King present. George Etherege’s She Would if She Could was a fine play but it failed entirely due to the poor way in which it was acted. I should have been very sorry if the same fate had befallen The Summer Birdcage.’


‘Indeed,’ I say, knowing how many months of hard toil, brief moments of brilliant invention and long and debilitating periods of self-doubt have gone into it.


‘Well, I hope Kitty will learn from it. I would not wish to see her vanish from the stage either. She has a fine figure, even if she has grown a little plump of late, and a very good leg to play breeches parts. And she has much talent, of course.’


‘She has vanished from it already,’ I say. ‘Gone into a coach and six the evening before last, and not seen since. She had implied that some admirer was coming to take her away, and she was taken.’


‘Then her conduct much surprises me,’ says Pepys with a primness to which he is in no way entitled. ‘She made some claim to maidenly modesty. To me at least. I had not expected her to be seduced away so easily. But enough of her. To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit today, Sir John?’


‘To the very lady we have been talking about, I’m afraid. Kitty Burgess is the ward of a kinsman of my wife’s – a clergyman in Hampshire, with whom she has lived for some years, since the death of her parents. Aminta recommended Kitty to Betterton, when she fell out with Killigrew at the King’s Company. Her departure from the Duke’s Company was unexpected and a witness suggests that she may not have gone willingly – or at least that she had second thoughts at the last. Aminta is understandably concerned and wishes to find out what has happened to her protégée.’


‘She knew Kitty well, then?’


‘Far from it. I don’t think she’d met Kitty before she came to London a year or so ago, and even after that Aminta really only saw her on stage. But my wife feels a moral responsibility for what has happened.’


Pepys frowns. ‘Responsible? I cannot see why she should feel that. Not in any way at all. Kitty would appear to have acted very foolishly – indeed, immodestly – but if the clergyman who has been so long her guardian could not instil Christian virtue into her, then it is unreasonable to expect your wife to do so in a twelvemonth.’


‘I nevertheless wondered if you might have heard anything about where she had gone.’


‘Me, sir? Why should I know that?’ He rubs his finger again. I think I can still see a dent where the ring once was.


‘You know both the court and the theatre as well as any man in London,’ I say. ‘And you yourself said she was charming off stage, so you must have spoken to her.’


‘Ha! Yes, of course. We talked of this and that. When we chanced to meet. Which I suppose we did occasionally. But it does not mean she confided anything of relevance. Indeed, now I take time to think about it properly, I doubt I have spoken properly to Kitty more than once or twice.’ He smiles and spreads his hands before him, showing that he is concealing no actresses from me.


I wonder whether to inform Pepys that, though he may claim to have spoken to Kitty only once or twice, I have Neville’s assurance it was two or three times. No, on balance, I don’t think it’s worth it.


‘You haven’t heard that any nobleman has recently taken a new mistress – I mean an actress?’ I say. ‘She implied she might have had such an offer from a duke or somebody of similar standing.’


‘Ha!’ he says again, to impress upon me how much at ease he is. ‘Ha! Like you, Sir John, I avoid vulgar gossip as much as possible. I am not in a position to hear rumours of every nobleman’s latest paramour – not even every duke’s.’


‘What about the King? You would at least know if His Majesty had another companion.’


‘Sometimes I know before the King does,’ he says with a smile. ‘The King’s ministers vie with each other to supply the royal larder with fair, fresh meat from the country. We hear of those who are being put forward as prospective candidates by my Lord Buckingham or Arlington or Ashley.’


‘The King was said to be disappointed that Kitty was not on stage last night.’


‘I do not doubt he was. But the King would scarcely need to snatch an actress off the street in the way you describe. Why would he employ a press gang when there is no lack of willing volunteers – ladies of rank and good breeding – to serve His Majesty? Nor can I think why anyone else would abduct an actress in that way. Heiresses, it is true, have been seized and forced to marry some rake against their will – Lord Rochester did exactly that. But nobody seeks to win a mistress in that fashion. And I can assure you that Killigrew wouldn’t have tried to kidnap her on behalf of the King’s Company. They thought themselves well rid of her, sir!’


‘True,’ I say.


‘I think, Sir John, that you and Lady Grey have done your best for the girl. She was only a distant cousin of your wife’s?’


‘Not even that,’ I say. ‘It is only Kitty’s guardian, Reginald Norris, who is related to Aminta by blood and even then not closely.’


‘In that case, I would not waste your time further. Whether she entered the coach willingly or not, no lady who makes an assignation of that sort can claim she acted prudently or with due modesty. Whatever happens to her is her fault and her fault alone. Anyway, I’m sure Betterton can replace her quite easily. The part of the Queen is not a big one, when all’s said and done. Like our own dear Queen in Whitehall, your wife’s fictional version languishes somewhat in the shadows. The others can carry the play very well without Mistress Kitty Burgess.’


‘You think so? That’s reassuring. I shall let Aminta know,’ I say.


Pepys nods. He is pleased he has solved my problem for me. He rubs his little finger again and makes a very good attempt at a smile.


‘Does Pepys ever think of anything except his own narrow interests?’ asks Aminta.


‘I believe that he may have also considered your narrow interests,’ I say, ‘and indeed Betterton’s. It is merely Kitty’s that we can be certain he has ignored.’


‘How well acquainted was he with Kitty?’


‘I think he avoided answering that question as much as he could. But he undoubtedly knew her. His indignant remark about her claiming to be virtuous suggests that any proposals he may have made were rejected – on the grounds of decency or practicality. That blow to his self-esteem, in itself, explains his indifference to her fate.’


‘Do you think Pepys told you less than he might?’


‘Pepys, like Lord Arlington, always tells me less than he might as a matter of principle. And he would have told me nothing that was to his discredit, which may mean he left out a great deal. But I think he probably knows no better than I do where Kitty has gone.’


‘It’s as well, then, that my own investigations were more successful,’ says Aminta. ‘After you left to visit your good friend, Samuel, I decided to call in on Killigrew at the King’s Company.’


‘It was very early to call on any drinking companion of the King’s,’ I say.


‘I think his head was not as clear as either of us might have wished. But my mentioning Kitty’s name sobered him up immediately. It really is far worse than we believed. He sacked Kitty for her own good. She’d upset everyone in the company, except possibly Killigrew himself, who is not easily offended, drunk or sober. She had ideas of her own importance that could be accounted for neither by her parentage nor by the effort she put into her performances. He said that feelings were running so high against her that he needed to get her out for her own safety.’


‘But nobody there would have decided to abduct her?’


‘Killigrew thought Kitty’s former colleagues took a more charitable view of her conduct now she was disrupting things in the Duke’s Company rather than their own. Anyway, actors can’t afford a carriage and six. But the interesting thing was this: Killigrew told me that the reason nobody would have seriously considered murdering Kitty, however much she deserved it, was that it was widely believed she had the King’s protection. His Majesty apparently wished to make Kitty his mistress, or had done so already. Killigrew thought it could be true and Killigrew has better information on that count than anyone I know, being in receipt of all court gossip both factual and libellous. He said the King undoubtedly visited the theatre more often on nights when Kitty was performing than nights when she was not. And His Majesty openly praised Kitty’s acting in front of Nell Gwynne, which was a brave thing to do.’


‘It is believable that the King may have been enamoured of Kitty, and that may have gone some way to turning her head. But I agree with Pepys that it is inconceivable that he would abduct Kitty. He prefers lower hanging fruit, and best of all he appreciates it if one of his friends should act as his fruit picker.’


‘So do you think somebody abducted Kitty on his behalf?’ says Aminta. ‘I can believe that his drinking companions may have decided to steal her as a favour to the King or simply as a joke to while away an hour or two on a long summer evening.’


‘Betterton and Neville both said there was a disorderly crowd of young rakes in the pit – Herbert and Sackville and their companions.’


‘It wasn’t Rochester anyway – or not in person. Killigrew was drinking with him when it happened. It is unfortunate that Neville was unable to identify the coat of arms, other than to rule out camelopards. That would have helped us a great deal.’


‘While not denying you have discovered more from Killigrew than I did from Pepys,’ I say, ‘I’m not sure we are much closer to knowing where Kitty was taken, whether she went willingly and whether she is now safe or in the greatest danger.’


‘Have you considered speaking to your former employer?’


I sigh. ‘I suppose I could if I have to.’


‘Her abduction seems, in my view, both calculated and underhand,’ says Aminta. ‘And it may well have been done to ingratiate somebody with the King.’


‘I agree,’ I say. ‘There is therefore a very good chance that Lord Arlington knows all about it.’
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