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The violence, the stink and the slang in the story that follows are as close as I could get to Elizabethan England. It was not a pretty place. If any of the words are unfamiliar, you can find a list with modern equivalents on page 303.









It is said the general is cursed.
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London stank.


And even though Henry had lived in London all of his life, he had never really got used to it. The constant whiff that hit his nose like a dull ache all year round, which in these warmer months turned into a sharp burn that seemed to singe the hairs in his nostrils. After all his fifteen summers, Henry was still revolted by the sewage rotting in the sun and the layer of steaming shit wafting up from the waste-filled Thames. Yet Henry also looked on the smells and squalor with fondness. In the mountains of litter from busy markets and slum houses, he saw potential. London – or Romeville, as street kids like Henry called it – offered opportunities, even to poor people, even to thieves.


Henry sat with Mary and Matthew on the roof of St Paul’s Cathedral, his feet dangling over the side as he looked out over the city. Henry watched a group of birds pecking at the tiles, wishing he could fly. He looked to the ships on the Thames, and an idea for a sonnet came to him. He’d been obsessed with making up and memorising sonnets and poems for as long as he could remember. The words just seemed to flash into his head. Carefully counting the syllables, Henry mumbled a few lines.




The bird and the ship, the ship and the bird


One that is free because of its nature


The bird and the ship, the ship and the bird


One is man-made, thus destined to failure





He scanned the horizon looking for some more inspiration.


‘That’s the Rainbow,’ he said to Mary and Matthew, pointing to a large warlike ship on the water. It had a mean-looking rectangular shape, with a criss-cross of masts and sails, and cannons pointed eagerly in every direction. ‘It weighs four hundred and eighty tons and was designed by Matthew Baker to help defend us against the Spaniards.’


Henry gestured towards another, smaller, rounder ship. ‘And that one there is called the Moon. It’s a hundred-ton race-built galleon that belongs to the Rome-mort.’


‘We get it, Henry, you like ships,’ Matthew said. His round, pale face puffed up around the eyes and his cheeks wobbled as he spoke, which often made Henry want to laugh.


‘Ay cousin, no need to be a knave. Don’t you two ever want to travel one day?’


‘I dunno,’ Mary cut in. ‘I’ve heard only ill stories about the seas. Crickets cry.’


Matthew flung his hands into the air. ‘Henry and his dreams.’


‘So what if I dream? Only people that dream ever make any serious shells,’ Henry snapped, but softened his tone to Mary. ‘And we all have to die sometime.’


‘You know what I mean. People die at sea a lot – and in ungodly ways,’ Mary replied, crossing herself with her hand.


‘Ay, I have heard the same, but you can’t spend your days fearing death. Otherwise you will never do anything. You could stay in Romeville, get struck by plague and then what?’


‘Sooth,’ Matthew admitted, nodding.


Henry looked to the swell of tiny people in the tangle of cobbled streets far below and wondered what their dreams might be. He took a chunk of stale bread from his pocket, ripped off a piece each for Mary and Matthew and kept the rest for himself.


‘But I am still scared of the sea,’ Mary said, laughing, flakes of bread falling out of her mouth as she spoke.


‘I’m going to travel on those boats one day,’ Henry told them, picturing the images he had collected in his mind from the stories of sailors and the countless books he had read.


‘I’m sure you will,’ Mary said.


‘The great captain Henry and his little mort Mary.’ Matthew pushed Mary’s arm playfully.


‘Dun ure mouse, cousin,’ Henry said.


‘Yeah, shut up,’ Mary added.


‘Pish, we all know Henry fancies himself as a globe-trotting outlaw – and you’d love to be his mort,’ Matthew teased Mary.


‘I’m a more better foister than you’ll ever be.’


‘Then why don’t you put your bit where your mouse is?’ Matthew fired back.


Henry spotted a black flag fluttering in the breeze above the Globe theatre.


‘A black flag means a tragedy play today,’ Henry said.


‘That’s right, change the subject.’


‘I’ll bet it’s a Shakespeare. Let’s go!’ Henry said.


‘But we don’t have any shells,’ Mary pointed out.


Henry looked to Mary with a sly smirk and raised eyebrows.


‘Well, I’m not into any of that Shakespeare pish, but I’m always up for catching a coney,’ Matthew said. He nodded at Henry. ‘Show this knave who’s really the better foister.’


‘To the bridge,’ Mary said.


‘To the bridge,’ Henry and Matthew replied.


The three pulled their dangling legs in from over the edge of St Paul’s and turned to walk back across the roof. It was packed with people. A group of finely clad men and women were sat having a picnic. The sight made Henry think on his own clothes: filthy, holey rags that he wore for months on end. His shoes – if you could call them that – were rotten, half-eaten by whatever creatures could get at them in the night. Whereas these people wore velvet or Spanish leather shoes, and outfits in a festival of colours and styles. Most of the women hid their faces in brightly patterned masks to protect themselves from the sun.


But there was one woman who really stuck out to Henry. She was not wearing a mask and she had the kind of arrogant upper-class beauty that drove slum boys wild. Henry had always thought that women like her were so unattainable, like a marble statue, or a palace, that it made them unbearably attractive. She was tall and elegant; every feature from her nose to her fingers looked as if it had been finely crafted. Her black hair had a kept thickness that only wealthy women could hope for. She was wearing a thin cloak made of a new material called silk. Henry had read about this material; apparently it was made by special worms, though nobody believed him when he told them that.


The group was laughing and joking and their picnic was a lavish spread of wine, cheeses, freshly baked bread and many kinds of exotic fruit that Henry had never even seen before. Henry’s stomach screamed at him to rob them, but he hadn’t missed the armed guards standing nearby. His inner voice dared him to pluck up the courage to talk to the woman, even though he knew how ridiculous an idea that was.


One of the men noticed Henry staring at the lady in the silk cloak and pointed at him. ‘Oh look, a Moor!’ he shouted. His friends all burst out with laughter, including the lady in the silk cloak. Henry flinched and readied himself to say something back but felt a light touch on his arm from Matthew.


‘Ignore those apple-squires,’ Matthew said and Henry carried on walking.


They climbed down the stairs of St Paul’s and towards the front entrance of the church, each saying a quick prayer as they left and using a hand to make the shape of a cross. They walked down Paul’s Chain and turned right, passing lanes that all looked pretty much the same, lined with small taverns and inns, churches and tradesmen. They passed through the French Quarter, where the shop names were written in French.


‘What does that say, Henry?’ Mary asked, excitedly pointing to the name of one shop.


‘Here we go again,’ Matthew said with a grunt. ‘Yes yes, Henry’s got a magic gift, Henry can close his eyes and read languages. In all these years, ain’t you bored of it yet?’


‘Why you turned Turk today?’ Henry shot back.


‘I’m just gleeking you cousin, cor, take a joke. Go on, tell her what it says,’ Matthew replied with a wave of the hand.


Henry looked up and stretched out his open palm to face the sign, then closed his eyes and breathed deeply. The letters began to appear to him as bright colours and shapes, sounds and musical notes, eventually turning themselves into letters and then words that Henry understood. He opened his eyes and felt the small shock that always came after he used his gift. It was like a giant bee-sting covering his whole body, uncomfortable more than painful, sharp and sudden.


‘The Black Hound,’ he said, ‘it’s called The Black Hound.’


‘What about that one?’ Mary pointed to another shop and Henry repeated the process.


‘The Red Lion,’ Henry said.


‘What abo—’


‘Oh come on, how many times we gonna play this game?’ Matthew cut in. ‘Ain’t we got a coney to catch?’


‘Fair play.’ Henry smiled and punched Matthew in the arm. They carried on walking until they arrived at the bridge.


The bridge was overloaded with shops and five-storey houses that nearly met one another at the top, casting dark shadows across much of the ground, even at midday, and making it a perfect place for thieves. The bridge was also home to Nonsuch House; a massive, almost castle-like building that had been made in Holland and shipped plank by plank to London. Henry had spent many of his childhood hours staring at Nonesuch, wondering how such things could be made, as he often did with many other fine buildings.


‘Singing or acting?’ Mary asked.


The two boys grinned. ‘Singing,’ they called, touching palms in the air.


‘OK,’ said Mary, ‘I’ll go over there.’ She pointed to the square, a large open gap left by houses that had collapsed some years ago and where stalls were now lined up in rows at an angle, leaving an open half-square in the middle for crowds to gather. The three of them huddled together and did their special handshake of thumbs and fingers interlocking followed by a touch of the palms in the air and a brush of the elbows on the end. ‘Foisters up!’ all three of them said, before splitting up.


Henry scanned the crowd. For him, there was always something in a person’s aura that gave them away as a potential victim. Some people had a manner, a kind of sharpness of the eye that said they had their wits about them. But some other people had a certain look that just screamed ‘rob me’.


Henry kept walking and scanning. Bingo. He spotted a man stood nearby. Henry smiled. The man looked dopey but also too arrogant to know that he was dopey. Perfect.


This man will be my theatre ticket, Henry thought as he glanced across at Mary and nodded. Mary nodded back, stood on an empty crate and began singing. Mary’s voice washed over the crowd and even tough Londoners used to every scam in the book were mesmerised. Henry laughed at the cheek of Mary’s song – an anti-thieving ballad he knew well.




My masters and friends and good people draw near,


And look to your purses, for that I do say …





Mary’s voice was loud and powerful, with the depth of a woman thirty years her senior, but it also had the delicate touch of youth and the hint of a cry within. Atop the crate, Mary could also keep watch, ready to create another distraction should the boys’ potential victims feel themselves being robbed and shout, ‘Stop, thief!’


The two words most dreaded by criminals everywhere could lead to a good beating from an angry crowd, and even death.


Indeed, Henry had seen his friend Billy beaten to death by a furious mob after being caught stealing a man’s purse. They’d gone to the fair to steal together. He could easily have been caught too. Henry still felt guilt for not being able to save Billy, even though they’d been only eight years old at the time. Memories of Billy’s swollen, lifeless face often appeared to Henry when he was about to steal, urging him to be extra vigilant.


Henry’s heart raced; his mouth went dry as he walked through the crowd following his target. He fingered his pocket knife affectionately – the blade was freshly sharp. Henry looked to Mary again as she sang.




And though little money in them you do bear,


It cost more to get, than to lose in a day.





Henry turned back to his victim, who was lost, staring at the pretty little street girl with the voice of an angel. He tracked the man, staying close enough not to lose him, but not so near that his intentions would become obvious. It was almost time to strike.




Youth, youth, thou hadst better been starved by the nurse,


Than live to be hanged for cutting a purse.





As Mary finished the verse, the crowd applauded. A few people even threw some meagre coins at her feet. The man put his bags down and took out his purse. He threw Mary a halfpenny before returning his purse to his waist and picking up his master’s shopping.


Mary started singing again, adding a little flourish that was just to show off. Henry came up from behind, bumped into his victim and sneaked his hand inside the man’s coat. As Henry located the purse string and went to cut it he remembered his training on the bell pocket. His teacher, the legendary outlaw Moll Cutpurse, would hang a coat on a door and put some coins inside a purse in the coat pocket. She would also hang sensitive bells from the pocket and then train the young thieves to remove the coins or cut the purse string without making any of the bells ring. Henry had always been one of the best at it.


Back on the bridge, he cut the leather cord that held the man’s money pouch to his large waist with speed and precision, drew the knife back into his pocket as quickly as he had pulled it out and caught the dropping purse with his other hand.


‘Watch it, you breechless knave,’ the man said. He pushed Henry but only slightly, his bags preventing him from mustering force.


‘I am so sorry, sir,’ Henry said in a mocking tone, knowing that the man would only hear fear and respect.


‘Well, just watch where you are going next time.’ The man spoke with all the smug arrogance Henry expected.


‘I entreat thee to watch your stamps too, sir,’ Henry said, smiling inside at his own cheekiness.


‘What?’ demanded the man.


‘Nothing sir. Sorry, sir,’ Henry replied.


The man eyed Henry one last time and then marched off. Henry made his way back to the north side of the bridge to meet Mary and Matthew.


They headed down an alleyway to count their takings. Henry opened the satin pouch with such fury he almost ripped it, emptying the coins into Mary’s outstretched hand and counting them out. One pound, twelve shillings and sixpence. A very decent sum of money, Henry thought. They could buy a modest lunch and dinner for seventeen days and still have eight shillings to spare for adventures.


Mary reached into her pocket and counted the few coins the crowd had thrown at her – seven shillings in total.


‘So how much did you get, chief foister?’ Henry asked Matthew.


‘Don’t bate me,’ Matthew replied.


‘Come on, don’t be a jolt-head,’ Mary said.


Matthew begrudgingly took a pouch out of his pocket and counted the coins inside it.


‘Six shillings total.’ Henry laughed. ‘Matthew ranks bottom again.’


‘Oi, what are you knaves doing?’


Henry stuffed the coins back into the pouch, shoved it down into his breeches and turned to see two large drunkards approaching.


‘Get lost!’ Henry said, projecting his voice to try to sound older. Even though Henry was tall and strong for a fifteen-year-old and Matthew even larger, the two boys still looked like boys. Grown men had tried to rob them many times before, often succeeding.


Still the drunks kept coming. ‘What you gonna do, you little Turk?’


Henry, Mary and Matthew stepped back but they all knew that the alleyway was a dead end, leading only down to the banks of the Thames. They would have to get past these men if they wanted to escape.


The men were so close now that Henry could smell their funk of stale brew, bad breath and body odour.


One of the men grabbed Mary’s arm. The perverted smile on his face exposed his missing and rotten teeth. The dark stare of his bloodshot eyes spoke of a lifetime spent drinking, gambling and beating women and children the way he had certainly been beaten himself by his parents and masters and lords. Henry had met too many of these kinds of men to count.


‘Leave her alone,’ Henry shouted.


‘Or what?’ the other drunkard replied. He bent down to pick Mary up by the waist but she pushed his hands off and stood back with her fists up, ready to fight. The drunkard laughed and lurched down to grab Mary again.


Henry drew his blade from his pocket, stepped around the man with cat-like agility and swung a quick, fierce stab into one of the man’s bum cheeks. Like most street boys his age, Henry’d had to slash a couple of people before, but this was the first time he had actually stabbed someone. He felt an intense rush of fear but also a strange fascination as he watched the man scream and howl, blood leaking from his backside and staining his already filthy breeches.


At the same moment, Matthew threw a well-placed punch into the face of the other drunkard, who stumbled backwards, grabbing his bleeding nose.


‘That’s what,’ Henry said, trying to sound ruthless. ‘Move your stamps,’ he shouted to Mary and Matthew. They sprinted out of the alley, leaving the two wounded drunkards in their wake.


As soon as they got near the crowds approaching the bridge, they slowed down, not wanting to arouse suspicion. Henry looked back towards the alleyway but could not see the men coming after them.


‘That was a close one,’ Henry said, buzzing from the taste of his own bravery. ‘Good job I had my cuttle-bung on me, eh? Proper scotched that villain. I saw you ready to give him your one-two combo,’ he added, looking at Mary and ruffling her hair.


‘And you, what a blow,’ Henry said to Matthew.


‘You know my skills already,’ Matthew said. ‘But I must bid you farewell.’ Matthew smiled and flung up his hands, mocking the motions of an actor.


Henry dismissed him with a wave, but Matthew didn’t leave. ‘What you waiting for?’ Henry asked.


‘Come on, don’t be a jolt-head,’ Matthew said.


Henry looked around, feigning confusion.


‘Don’t play, I want my shells.’


‘He wants his shells,’ Henry said to Mary, pointing at Matthew repeatedly. ‘He comes in last as always, but he wants … his … cut.’


‘He only wants to go to the stews,’ Mary said, laughing.


‘Dun ure mouse, Mary, the joke is getting old now.’ Matthew screwed up his face in a mock laugh. ‘I might not be as good at picking pockets as you, Henry, but who brings you the best kens to mill from, eh?’


Henry thought through the lucrative house robberies they had done thanks to tip-offs from Matthew. ‘True,’ Henry replied. ‘We are only winding you up, cousin. Unbend yourself.’ Henry opened the pouch, keeping it close to his chest and watching passers-by with a suspicious eye. He passed Matthew some coins.


‘Nine shillings? Is that all?’ Matthew protested.


‘Well, it’s more than what you stole for yourself and we need to keep some back for grub,’ Henry said. ‘And we all know you’re going to spend yours quicker than anybody else.’


‘Always wagging your lips, ain’t ya?’ Matthew said, giving Henry a playful punch on the arm. Henry sent a punch back.


‘You know I’m right.’


‘You lot enjoy the play, yeah,’ Matthew said, giving Henry and Mary their special handshake with a ‘Foisters up!’ shout from them all.


‘We will do. You enjoy the stews,’ Mary shouted after her brother as he walked off. Matthew stuck his middle finger up at her over his shoulder.


Henry and Mary walked in the opposite direction, but Henry glanced back and saw Matthew throw the piece of bread he had given him on the floor. The cheek of it, Henry thought. He always comes last, we are always hungry and he has the cheek to throw away food.


As Henry thought about Matthew, he looked at Mary. They were so different, both in personality and the way they looked, that Henry often wondered if they really shared the same father. Matthew was tall and chubby, with pink skin that was almost translucent, his green veins visible just under the surface. When it was too cold or too hot Matthew’s whole face turned bright red.


Mary was small and thin with a firm, even complexion. She had long black hair and dark eyes – in contrast to Matthew’s blond hair and green eyes.
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Henry and Mary arrived at the southern gate of London Bridge. Several severed heads stared back at them from the tops of poles, just lumps of black with no features visible because they had been dipped in tar after beheading.


‘Ugh,’ Mary grunted and shuddered.


‘You know that’s what happens to traitors,’ Henry said with a shrug.


‘How do you know they were really traitors though?’ Mary asked.


Henry thought about this. ‘Well, I suppose I don’t, it’s just what people say.’


‘People say you’re a Turk and a foreigner and that’s not true, is it?’


Henry looked back up at the severed heads. He wondered what their names were, whether they had families and if they really were traitors – or if people just said so.


What if the law had been as wrong about these dead men as people are about me? Henry thought. What if they were killed for no reason? The thought terrified him.
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The south side of the river was another world compared to the inside of the city walls. Sure, the city had its pubs and its drunkards, its duels and its thieves, its public tortures and the hanging post at Tyburn, but the lawlessness down here was so crazy that the south side of the Thames could not contain it, not even inside all five of its prisons. It was here that Henry had got into most of his slashing fights with other boys; it was here that Billy had been beaten to death.


But the south side also had the theatres. Henry and Mary walked along Bankside, through Paris Gardens. Henry admired the manicured hedges and the neatly arranged trees, thinking how sharply they contrasted with the crowds of vagrants, vagabonds and thick-set sailors. Henry took in the range of foreign tongues conversing and haggling, and tried to tune into what he could. Down here on the south side, you had to keep your wits about you.


They passed the bear pit and heard the barking of a pack of vicious dogs, the roars and yelps of whatever bear they were fighting and the cheers and jeers of the gambling audience on the other side of the walls. Mary looked at Henry and then to the bear pit.


‘Can’t we go in for the bear-baiting first?’ Mary asked.


‘Nay, the play’s about to start,’ Henry replied.


‘Come on cousin, even Her Majesty the Rome-mort prefers bears to the theatre.’


‘Tell you what, let’s go and hear this play and I promise to come with you to the bear-baiting later in the week. It’s not safe for you to go on your own.’


As if the universe wanted to emphasise his point, at that very moment a topless lady with her head shaved bald was paraded down the street tied to the back of a cart. Henry saw the word ‘whore’ written in big black letters on her forehead. She had a pleasant face that made her look more like one of his friends’ aunties than a prostitute. Her blank expression looked defiant, showing no shame despite the humiliation she was suffering. Henry felt both angry and indifferent. Prostitution was everywhere and everybody knew that, but every so often the authorities picked a random prostitute to punish just to pretend they were enforcing the law. It seemed as if whichever unlucky woman was chosen just accepted her fate as the cost of a life on the streets, and onlookers – like Henry – would never do anything to help these women even though he knew it was unjust.


‘Nothing jealous,’ Mary said, staring at the condemned woman.


They walked for another minute and arrived at a large white three-storey building with a thatched open-air roof much like the bear-baiting arena.


This was the Globe theatre. Henry’s favourite place in the world. A place he saw as magic; a place where writers and actors created whole new worlds from scratch. Henry had been to every public theatre in London but the Globe was the greatest. Its actors were the best, its costumes the brightest, its crowds the liveliest. And, of course, the Globe had Shakespeare.


As Henry and Mary approached the queue of hundreds, the summer sun still shone in the sky but without its midday intensity. The waning heat made the air less putrid, allowing the scent of trees and flowers from Paris Gardens to battle through the stench.


‘The Tragedy of Romeo and Juliet,’ Henry read from the display board above the entrance. The people closest to him in the queue shot him a suspicious look. Henry often forgot how strange it was for a masterless man to be able to read.


He watched those who could afford it turn off up the stairs to the boxes and stalls where London’s wealthy sat. Henry dreamed of being able to afford to sit in those seats one day. In fact, he had enough money on him now to pay the fee, but if he sat up there in his ragged clothes and half-eaten shoes people would know he must have stolen the money for the ticket.


Henry dropped their pennies into the box and he and Mary entered the theatre with all of the other groundlings, walking into the pit. The atmosphere was enchanting; every seat in the tiers was taken. They tried to get as close to the stage as they could, but the people were squeezed almost shoulder to shoulder. Despite this, young girls managed to snake through the crowd with trays of produce, selling oranges, hazelnuts and oysters. Henry treated Mary to a bag of hazelnuts and an orange.


Ten or fifteen minutes went by and still no actors had come out. Without the distraction of a play, the heat and sweat of the audience was becoming unbearable. Someone threw his apple core at the stage, yelling, ‘Come out and save me from these garlic-breathing stinkards,’ and the entire crowd laughed.


A minute later, another apple core flew, and then another … until a small shower of fruit was raining on the stage. Henry and Mary looked at each other, smiled and both threw their half-eaten oranges to join the downpour.


Trumpets sounded and people roared and stamped and whistled, until an announcer came out on to the stage alone. Everyone fell silent. It was time.


The announcer read the prologue:




Two households, both alike in dignity,


(In fair Verona, where we lay our scene),


From ancient grudge break to new mutiny,


Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean.


From forth the fatal loins of these two foes


A pair of star-crossed lovers take their life;


Whose misadventured piteous overthrows


Doth with their death bury their parents’ strife.





The play began, the actors moving on to the stage. Henry turned his ear upwards, stretching his neck, so he could hear the wordplay as clearly as possible and take mental notes. The crowd waxed and waned between noise and silence, disinterested mumbling and complete focus. Henry had been to the theatre scores of times, but he was still struck by the atmosphere and the sumptuous costumes the actors got to wear. These were clothes that only a noble would wear in real life: deep purple fabrics that cost a queen’s ransom to dye properly, quality leather boots, jewellery and flashy embroidered silks. As Henry looked to the actors he imagined himself wearing those fancy clothes. And though the swords and shields the actors used in battle scenes were in reality battered second-hand military items, Henry imagined them to be carefully crafted with fine engravings upon the handles and precious jewels set in the middle, awakening his inner warrior.


Henry spent the whole play battling his own emotions. It included many great turns of phrase that Shakespeare was famous for, but Henry did not really like love as a theme. He preferred war, betrayal and the struggles for power that filled Shakespeare’s histories.


The play came to a tragic close with the two leading actors – the teenage lovers – dead in the middle of the stage. Henry tried to pretend he didn’t care while others in the audience, including many men, cried as they clapped and cheered.


Mary looked at Henry with tears in her eyes. Something about her gaze made Henry uncomfortable.


‘What you crying for?’ he asked. ‘That was some soppy hogwash for Shakespeare.’


In a mocking tone, with grand hand gestures, Henry recited:




My bounty is as boundless as the sea,


My love as deep; the more I give to thee,


The more I have, for both are infinite.





And then added, ‘What a load of pish.’


‘Dun ure mouse, Henry,’ Mary said, wiping back her tears. ‘You can’t fool me by pretending you don’t feel anything.’


Henry felt so naked for a moment that he did not know how to respond.









But, it is said the general is cursed.
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Henry’s mind raced through the day that had just passed. The entire play was compressed into one singular moment.


His fight with the drunkards merged with the fights of Juliet’s cousin Tybalt and Romeo’s friend Mercutio. He saw the cocky, extremely punchable grin of the man who had called him a Moor on the roof of St Paul’s. He scanned the ships and the Thames and the shops on the bridge. And throughout all of this, he saw the detail of the faces of every audience member as they processed Shakespeare’s words …


Then she appeared.


Her black skin was soil, her eyes a thousand lifetimes aged. What has she come for this time? he wondered. Over and over he saw Matthew dropping the bread, his smiling face turning to ash that choked Henry.


‘Temper, temper, Henry.’ She spoke without a voice.


Henry opened his eyes to find his room as it always had been. The flea-bitten straw mat that served as a bed was the only furniture and even this he shared with Mary and Matthew. When he slept with his head up against one wall, his feet almost reached the other. The smell was soot, urine and tallow.


Henry crept around Matthew and Mary, still asleep next to him, and grabbed his clothes and his rag. He picked out his washbowl and tiptoed down the stairs not wanting to wake Joan and Agnes, still asleep in the other room. Joan was Henry’s mother’s friend and had adopted him when his mother left; her sister Agnes was Mary and Matthew’s mother. The two women could not have been more different – Joan was sweet and wise, Agnes was vicious and cunning – but they were both witches of extraordinary power.


Henry emerged on to the street and looked around at Devil’s Gap, the most notorious of London’s many slums. The Gap, as most people called it, was well known for producing the city’s most feared killers and skilled thieves – outside of the aristocracy of course. Prostitution, poppy dens and knife fights were as common as food was scarce, the buildings were fragile and falling, and the air made the rest of London seem sweet. Nobody came to the Gap unless they had to and very few ever made it out. Yet the Gap was the only place Henry had ever called home.


Life here was short and tough, but today was a beautiful day. It was already mildly warm outside even though the sun was just rising. Henry took in a deep, satisfied breath of air, ignoring the stink for a minute.


The well was just a short walk from the tenements. Henry was surprised to see a mother and her three children already collecting water and washing at this early hour. As Henry lowered his bowl down into the well, he noticed one of the young children staring at him.


The child said something Henry could not quite hear, but by the embarrassed look on the mother’s face, it must have been rude. The boy clung to his mother’s leg, almost hiding behind it while still staring at Henry. The woman gave Henry a sheepish look and tried to untangle the boy from her, but this only made him tighten his grip. She gave up and carried on washing another one of her children.


Henry stared back at the little boy, taking in his chubby face and his unusually large eyes. He had the look of an old man already and Henry wondered what kind of adult he would turn out to be.


Henry dried himself and got dressed with the boy still staring.


He walked down Eastcheap towards the bakers and felt the city coming alive around him. As the sun rose, Henry studied the people he passed, wondering what they did for a living, where they lived, and whether they were nice or horrible or crazy.


He got to Austin Friars and the Dutch church, another beautiful building that he had spent many hours staring at over the years.


As he looked at the door of the church, a fear grabbed hold of his body so completely that his legs almost gave way beneath him. The words ‘go home, foreign scum’ were scrawled across the church door in large black letters and the windows had all been smashed. He sat down on the low stone wall that encircled the church grounds to gather himself.


Henry was not a foreigner, but his mother was. He knew that his brown skin and tightly curled hair made people think that he was too. And the mood towards foreigners had changed in the city over the last few years. He had heard tradesmen and merchants from the Low Countries and refugees from France talk about how they feared for their safety and did not know what to do. Many people felt that foreigners were stealing jobs and the locals had even rioted in protest last summer. The year before, a merchant close to the queen had tried to have all black people deported from England. Luckily for Henry, he was not successful.


He got up and began walking again, but the image of the vandalised church followed him, taunting, like a drunkard’s laugh. Suddenly the aroma of freshly baked bread tickled his nostrils and his mood lifted. His mouth filled with water and hunger took over.


Henry reached into his pocket and caressed the money he had stolen, dreaming of the fresh bread and honey he would buy. He breathed more and more deeply with each step towards the bakers. The wafts were so sweet and warm and comforting, it was as if he could taste the bread itself.


Henry joined the long queue and tried to remember the last time he had tasted a freshly baked loaf. It must have been months ago. Like most paupers, Joan could only afford stale cast-offs and she had to make what little they had spread far enough to feed Agnes and the children. Agnes rarely brought any food into their home but always ate more than her fair share. Until yesterday, Henry hadn’t stolen for the last few months; Moll Cutpurse had taught him that it was good to have a break from stealing occasionally, lest you grow lazy and get yourself caught.


Henry remembered a poem of Moll’s:




The greedy thief in hunger for his bread


Becomes so sloppy he loses his head.


Picked a few pockets and don’t want to stop?


You’d rather count coin or go for the drop?





The smell of the bread made Henry wonder why he’d ever gone a day without stealing, if this was his reward. He could not wait to take a fresh loaf back to Joan, because while she would never accept stolen money from Henry, even she could not refuse fresh bread.


Henry thought back to all the times he had brought food into the home, and the plague year when people in London had been dropping everywhere. Everyone had been scared to leave their homes for fear of infection. The whole family had been on the brink of starvation, thin and emaciated, barely strong enough to walk. Henry and Matthew had snuck out while Joan and Agnes slept. They’d crept through the window of a plague-infected house and brought back stale bread, partially rotten vegetables and half a sugar loaf. It’d lasted the five of them two whole weeks. Joan had tried to be angry, but her starvation meant she showed nothing but relief. She’d eaten as greedily as the rest of them and she gave Henry the hug of someone certain that their life had just been saved. Neither Henry nor Matthew ever told her the house had been infected, and luckily neither of them had caught the plague.


Henry remembered the worst winter year when the crops had failed and people starved to death right there on the main square of the Gap. He, Matthew and their gang of thieves had donned masks and robbed a coach of nobles at knifepoint. Who told them to go prancing around without guards in a famine year? Henry thought to himself.


Joan knew Henry and Matthew risked their lives so the family could eat and she told them not to steal all the time. But faced with the choice of certain death by starvation or the risk of death by theft, Henry chose to live.


The queue was moving slowly and Henry’s belly rumbled loudly but eventually he got to the front. ‘Three loaves of white fresh-baked, one granary and a jar of honey please,’ Henry said with a big broad smile.


The server ignored him and looked to the next person in the queue. ‘What would you like, sir?’ he said.


The smile left Henry’s face. He looked at the man behind him, then again at the server and repeated his order more firmly. ‘Three loaves of white fresh-baked, one granary and a jar of honey please.’


Once more, the server looked over Henry as if he could not see him. The man behind Henry seemed confused, hesitating before stepping forward to place his order.


Henry cut in front of him to try again, but the server continued ignoring him. He hadn’t looked at Henry the entire time, even though Henry was staring directly at him. The server had a thin face with a petty, miserly look about it and Henry could feel the hatred in those averted eyes. He wondered if the little, chubby boy at the well would grow into a thin, ugly man like this one.


Henry thought about throwing the large donation plate on the counter in the man’s face. ‘Call the owner,’ Henry commanded, spreading out his arms on the counter to block the next customer.


‘My pa is the owner and he is even more loath to your kind than I am.’


The words ‘your kind’ echoed around Henry’s skull. The man had spat out those words as if Henry were a rat infecting the city with another bout of the plague. His rumbling stomach and overwhelming sense of powerlessness made Henry want to beg the server, but his pride was too strong for that.


‘I shall not budge. I’ll stay here ’til darkmans if I have to.’ Henry stared into the man’s face, noticing his unusually large Adam’s apple. It would make a great target for a punch, and how Henry would like to see this man choke and cough and wheeze from a good strong thump in the throat. Satisfied by the image, Henry was able to soften his eyes, trying to form some kind of human bond with the man. But he would not return Henry’s gaze.
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