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Thou know’st the mask of night is on my face


Romeo and Juliet, 2, ii







Wolf’s Bane


To begin with, you put on the costume.


You put it on for practice, to see how it fits.


No, you put it on to see how you fit – how you fit the part which you have chosen for yourself.


But first you listen at the door. There is no sound from the passageway outside, no scurrying feet, no talk, no subdued laughter. It is that dead point in the middle of the afternoon when the morning’s business is all done and the preparations for evening not yet started. Even so you take the precaution of sliding the bolt home. Then you walk towards the cedar chest in the corner. The lid creaks as you open it. The chest is full. You remove the sheets that are neatly piled on the top and reach for the garment that lies half-way down, in the place where you stowed it last night. You reach under the garment and raise it up like a body. With a touch of ceremony you carry it, cradled in your arms, towards the gate-leg table and deposit it there. Then you return to the chest and retrieve the other items and place those too on the table.


You listen at the door once more. Nothing, apart from the thudding of your own heart.


Quickly, before you can think better of it, you strip yourself of your outer clothes and throw them carelessly towards the open chest in the corner. Your senses must be heightened because, despite the sound of your heart, you hear the soft sigh your clothes give as they land on the rim of the chest. You also hear someone laugh, a little low laugh, and for an instant you think that a person has been in the room with you all this time, watching you, spying on you. Your head spins with explanations and excuses before you understand that the laughter came out of your own mouth. Then you are standing in front of the table, looking down at the black coat.


The black coat goes straight over the undergarments. It’s too thick to wear anything else. Even so, the coat feels heavier than you expected, heavier than when you were carrying it in your arms. The canvas material is waxed so as to repel water – and other liquid matter – and has a stiffness which makes you conscious of your limbs and produces a certain awkwardness in your movements at first. It is already warm inside here. In a few moments you will be hot. Hot but sheltered. As if you were wearing armour. Well, that’s appropriate. After all, this black coat is intended to protect its possessor against a sudden attack, against the fatal stab or blow – although not from any human agency.


Then you proceed to don the headpiece. A mask, but rather more than a mask. A black hood made of coarse cotton, which encloses the head completely and which is secured with points and buttons at the back. The headpiece has a long bill-like protrusion, similar to a bird’s beak. There are two eye-holes made of thick glass, but no aperture for the nostrils or the mouth. This does not matter since you will not be feeding. You will take shallow breaths. Because of the position of the eye-holes there is a black bar in the middle of your field of vision, but somehow the bar is not part of what you can see, it is closer than that, the bar seems to be inside your head. The glass windows distort the shape of objects out in the world. The legs of the table beside you, for example, seem to curve as they reach the floor. The window light is broken up into shafts and splinters of yellow. The eye-holes give you a sense of detachment from your surroundings.


You feel calmer than you did before. You have been preoccupied with putting on your costume. The sound of breathing is magnified inside the hood and now the blood whispers in your ears. Is it trying to tell you something, your blood? The air within quickly grows thick, but it is easy enough to breathe because the rough weave of the cloth permits new air to penetrate from outside. Of course the wearer would not wish to receive too many vapours from the outside, you tell yourself. There is a hollow pouch at the end of the “beak” which could be filled with herbs – with bay and dried rosemary, perhaps – or with the dried rind of a lemon or a pomecitron. The cloth itself might be soaked in vinegar or fumigated with frankincense. Opinions differ on what is best.


Once you are wearing the coat and hood, you pull on the gloves. These are also black but made of a finer cotton than the hood. They allow the fingers to have free play. The gloves are slightly too large for your hands and you tug them down over the fingers, leaving soft little ridges of material at the base of each where finger joins finger.


There … the costuming is almost complete. Only one item remains.


On the table lies a white cane fashioned from willow. You reach towards it. Your black hand, as it comes into view through the eyepieces, doesn’t look like your hand but someone else’s hand. Yet it is your own fingers which curl around the handle of the cane and lift it from the table-top. The willow cane, which you know to be thin, almost elegant, appears thicker through the distorting eye-cases. For a moment you stand with it poised in front of you like a sword or foil. Then you fall to, and poke and prod at the ground, imagining that there is a sick person down there. Or a dying person. Or a dead one. With a flourish of the cane you point out the signs, the infallible marks of his condition, to an imagined audience.


The cane is a badge of authority, it is a wand of office. This is why it is white, so that it stands out against the waxy blackness of your costume. But the cane serves a practical purpose too. It allows you to keep a distance between yourself and the dead.


It wasn’t my idea to visit the old fool. It was Abel Glaze who was eager to meet Will Kemp. The first time the name of Kemp was mentioned in my friend’s hearing his ears pricked up.


“Is that the Kemp, Nick? The clown? The fool? He of the nine days’ wonder?”


“Yes, that’s him, nine days Kemp.”


“I saw him arrive in Norwich.”


“I saw him depart from Whitechapel.”


“In Norwich he looked as green and fresh as when he’d set off,” said Abel Glaze. “Jigging and bobbing among the crowd he was, like a cork.”


“He’s a bobber all right.”


“You don’t like him?”


“Hardly know the man,” I said.


“That’s odd, because you sound as if you share the opinion of the rest of the Company when it comes to Kemp.”


“Perhaps I do, if you’ll tell me what that opinion is, Abel.”


“Disapproval. A sort of schoolmaster’s disapproval, frowning and pretending he never was a child.”


I might be slightly irritated to be told what I thought but I had to admit that Abel Glaze was right. We players of the Chamberlain’s Company did look down on the clown Will Kemp, even though Kemp had been one of the original shareholders. He’d quit the players, to be replaced by Robert Armin. Armin was a much more subtle fellow, a melancholy fool, a clown with feeling.


By contrast Kemp used to go in for the belly laughs. He swaggered and flailed around. When he jigged he stuck out his arse in the direction of the male groundlings or thrust his codpiece at the female ones. Nothing much wrong with that, but it didn’t always fit the mood of the play he was appearing in. And he added bits of business of his own, usually dirty bits – and usually to the irritation of the writers, who don’t like their words being upstaged by a clown’s antics, to say nothing of the other players, who just don’t like being upstaged. I hadn’t seen any of this myself as it was shortly before I joined the Company but I’d heard all about Kemp’s ribaldry. Finally the Chamberlain’s had enough of him. Or he had enough of them. So Kemp sold his shares and jigged his way from London to Norwich in nine days. He picked up big crowds on his journey as well as forty shillings from the mayor of Norwich for his pains.


After my single glimpse of William Kemp starting off from Whitechapel on his Norwich jig, I’d come across the clown a couple of times in one of our Southwark ale-houses, either the Goat & Monkey or the Knight of the Carpet, I can’t remember which. This was after his return and after the failure of one or two other enterprises. I believe he’d actually set out to jig his way across the Alps. But the inhabitants of those wild regions were not so well disposed towards his antics as the citizens of Ilford or Braintree and he returned a poorer man, as well as a wiser and more bitter one.


In the tavern the jovial, clowning mask slipped and a jeering manner was revealed, together with an unkind word to anyone who treated him to a pint. When Kemp discovered that I was a member of the Chamberlain’s he enquired after the health of Master Shakerag and the Bumbag brothers. I must have looked slightly taken aback at this disrespect – it was during my early days with the Company and before I grew familiar with the robust style of the players’ speech – because I saw a little smile creep across Kemp’s face at my discomfiture. And then, casting his eyes up and down my form, he said something about new players these days not being old enough to wipe themselves.


So I wasn’t altogether keen to renew my acquaintance with the clown. But Abel Glaze was very fresh to the Chamberlain’s and still in awe of the legend of Will Kemp. And I’d heard that Kemp, mellowed now and perhaps lonely, was willing enough to receive members of his old Company. He was living on sufferance in the house of a widow somewhere either in Dow-gate or in Elbow Lane. She charged him no rent, perhaps because she was under some kind of obligation to him. Or perhaps she was simply glad to have the celebrated jig-maker under her roof. Though I think that Kemp was beyond jig-making by now, even if it was only three years since his Norwich excursion. Anyway one morning when Abel badgered me for the fiftieth time about calling on the clown, I agreed to take him to the widow’s house there and then. I paused only to establish from Dick Burbage exactly where the widow lived.


Abel Glaze and I had first encountered each other on a road into Somerset. I was running away from a Southwark gaol, travelling under a false name, while he was going in the opposite direction, towards London. Or, to be more precise, he was going in no particular direction until he met me and decided to become a player. Meantime he was making a good living out of conning charitable persons in the guise of what’s called a counterfeit crank. When he saw a likely mark or victim approaching, he would pretend to be afflicted by the falling-sickness and tumble down in the road, frothing at the mouth and displaying piteous bruises from his previous collisions with the Queen’s highway. The froth was produced by a hastily mouthed sliver of soap while the bruising was mostly paint. All the instruments of Abel’s trade were contained in a few little pots and pouches which he carried round with him. He travelled very light.


Now, there are plenty of coney-catchers who don’t receive a quarter of the alms which young Glaze pocketed. How to explain his success? He had what is probably the most valuable attribute a con-man can possess – an innocent air, a wide-eyed what-am-I-doing-in-this-world? gaze. And this pose of unworldliness was helped by a high forehead which made him look like a contemplative man rather than a trickster.


Abel Glaze was adept at playing simpletons, bumpkins, clowns or theoreticians. He could even, and this was an odd thing, do a good turn as a murderer. When he arrived in London he was almost immediately taken on by the Chamberlain’s Company. William Shakespeare and Dick Burbage, who did most of the hiring, must have detected something actor-worthy in him. I’d said nothing to them about our earlier meeting or about Glaze’s trickery, and I would continue to say nothing as long as he didn’t reveal that he had encountered me when I was travelling under the name of William Topcourt. Each of us had a little secret that we possessed in relation to the other and this was one of the things that brought us together.


But more than that, we liked each other’s company. He was cheerful and open – for all that he was a confidence-trickster turned actor – and besides he had a fund of good tales of his times on the road, when he was willing to talk about it. So I wasn’t too unwilling that he insisted on my going with him to see Will Kemp. It was a good day for a walk. Although we were only in February, the day was bright and the sky was clear. Spring hovered in the air.


As we walked across to Dow-gate, which was where Burbage thought the widow’s house was located, Abel kept up a stream of cheerful chatter which was welcome as an antidote to my rather dull spirits. Despite the good weather I couldn’t help feeling gloomy. From the players’ point of view there were reasons to be apprehensive in these early months of 1603.


Briefly, the inducements to gloom were, in mounting order of importance:


First, the approach of the Lent season. This is a thin time for men’s stomachs and a thinner time for players’ purses. Our performances are limited or often banned altogether.


Second, the imminent death of the Queen. This moment, like the end of a drawn-out play, had been long foreseen and now it was almost upon us. At best it couldn’t be delayed by more than a few weeks. Queen Elizabeth was not our patron but she was a true friend to the theatre and to the Chamberlain’s Company in particular. What effect her departure would have on us no one could say, but it was not likely to be helpful.


Third, the approach of something much more threatening than any lenten sanctions or than the death of one woman, however great. What was approaching was the pestilence. The plague. The numbers dying were still low, more rumour than certainty, and confined to the remote outskirts of the city, but any increase in the weekly mortality bills would be bad for the theatre business. It might be bad for all our lives as well.


Considering all these worries, Abel Glaze’s good cheer was agreeable enough, although in another man it might have been tedious. Whatever he did he had the knack of making acceptable. Since it was already late in the morning and we were hungry, Abel bought some mince-pies from Mrs Holland’s shop and we ate them on the way before we arrived at Dow-gate, which lies in a tumbledown corner of the river bank although there are grand houses and streets not too far away.


Dow-gate seemed to me an insalubrious sort of place to end up in. Glaze was fond of theatrical tit-bits and old stories so I told him that this was where a man called Robert Greene had died. Greene had once been famous as a writer – which is to say, not very famous at all – but he perished in obscurity shortly after he’d attacked a young playwright called William Shakespeare, calling the outsider from Warwickshire an upstart – an “upstart crow”, in fact. People weren’t much kinder about the memory of Robert Greene. Too much wine all during his life, too many pickled herrings near his end, was what they’d said about Greene. This broken-down area did not seem a propitious place for Will Kemp the clown or his prospects of recovery either, since Kemp too had fallen out with his old friends, the seniors in the Chamberlain’s. He might have crawled into this corner never to emerge again. To think that this man had once been one of the Globe shareholders!


We knocked at two or three wrong addresses before arriving at the widow’s. She didn’t seem surprised that we had come to call on Kemp, although I don’t suppose he received many visitors. She jerked her thumb down a passage, at the same time yelling out his name. There was an answering croak. Directed by the sound, Abel and I entered a room that was even smaller than my own lodgings in Dead Man’s Place.


It was dim in the room and at first I could make out nothing apart from a figure on a plain boarded bed. There was a patched, dirty window. As it turned out, even when my eyes got accustomed to the dimness, there wasn’t much more to see than this: a bed with a man on it. Kemp was a little person, with a mobile face that was gnarled and dull brown like an old walnut. A ragged white beard fringed his chin.


“Master Kemp?”


“Who calls?”


“Nicholas Revill and Abel Glaze – of the Chamberlain’s Company.”


“The Chamberlain’s?”


“Yes.”


“Then you can shog off.”


“We have come to pay our respects.”


“You’ll have to pay more than respects,” he said without shifting his position, although he did turn his head to look at us. I didn’t know what was the matter with him – whether it was age or sickness or melancholy or poverty. Perhaps all of these, though any single one might have been enough to account for his dull state.


“More than respects,” he mumbled again.


So far this seemed standard for Kemp, or for what he had dwindled into. No sign of the supposed softening in his manner. I would have left it there and then but Abel was standing beside me and it was he, after all, who’d been so eager to see this relic. Now he spoke up.


“I am sorry to see fortune has played so many tricks on you, sir.”


From any other man the comment might have been resented but Abel spoke with such feeling that Kemp did no more than grunt.


“I saw you dancing into Norwich. As if you had feathers at your heels.”


“Better than having them in your head,” said Kemp.


“And I saw you leave London,” I said, throwing in my penny’s-worth.


“I danced myself out of the world,” said Kemp, raising himself slightly from the horizontal.


“I have brought you a pie.”


Abel burrowed into his doublet and presented one of Mrs Holland’s confections to the old clown with a little touch of ceremony, adding, “Seeing as it’s dinner time.”


Will Kemp sat up on his boarded bed and took the mince-pie without a word of thanks to Abel or a glance at the pie. He bit into it. I wondered when he’d last had anything to eat.


“That is to say,” said Kemp, after he’d swallowed most of the pie, “you must understand that when I say I danced myself out of the world I mean I danced myself out of the Globe theatre.”


“And I brought you this as well,” said Abel Glaze. He produced from another part of his doublet a small corked bottle. I realized that he had come prepared with these little offerings. He was a walking pantry. He handed the bottle to Kemp, who was by now perched on the edge of his low bed. Kemp flipped the cork off with his thumb, threw back his head and glugged down about half the liquid. His Adam’s apple jigged in his scrawny neck.


When he’d satisfied his immediate thirst he looked up at Glaze.


“Sack from Master Richardson,” said Abel.


“Taylor’s is better,” said Kemp. “Go to Taylor’s in Bright Street. Richardson puts lime in his sack.”


Some phrase about beggars not being choosers entered my head but I said nothing. Let Will Kemp cling to his scraps of dignity since it didn’t look as though he had much else left. Besides, it was plain that Abel Glaze had gone the right way to gain the old clown’s attention and approval. Whatever the shortcomings of the white wine, the effects of it were almost immediately apparent. Kemp stayed sitting on the edge of his bed but he grew more upright while his face – always the most mobile aspect of a body that had once been constantly shifting – took on a new interest in his surroundings and his visitors.


“This is only temporary,” he said, looking round at his mean quarters. “I have an opening with Worcester’s Men.”


I doubted this. I didn’t think he would ever dance a jig or make a joke in public again. But Abel was more understanding.


“It would be a pity, sir, if the stage was deprived of your genius for too much longer.”


“I am much of your mind, Master … what did you say your name was?”


“Abel Glaze.”


“It is good to know that there are still one or two members of the Chamberlain’s Company with their heads on straight and their organs of appreciation in working order.”


“Dick Burbage sends his greetings,” I said.


“Bumbag? How is the old bastard?” said Kemp, taking another swig from the bottle of sack.


As a matter of fact, this “bastard” comment was closer to Burbage’s actual words before Abel and I set off for Dowgate, only he had been referring to Kemp.


“And Master Shakeshaft? And Thomas Pap and Master Sink-low and all the other turdy-faced rogues and fat old shareholders?”


“The Company is in working order, like their organs of appreciation,” I said.


Picking up on the slight stiffness in my reply, Kemp turned his attention back to Abel. One admirer is enough in a little room. Kemp drained the last drop from the bottle and then held it upside down with a forlorn but somehow actor-ly expression. As if this was a cue, which perhaps it was, Abel produced yet another bottle from his doublet and handed it to Kemp, who swallowed some of the new gift, this time without commenting on the provenance of the sack.


“Sit down,” said the clown then, “sit down.”


There was nothing to sit down on but Abel promptly lowered himself to the filthy rush-covered floor and, after a moment, I followed suit.


“I can still cut a caper,” said Kemp, waiting for us to be settled like an audience and then standing upright.


As we watched in that dingy room in Dow-gate, he raised his arms and kicked up his heels, thrust out his groin and waggled his hips. But he was a dancing shadow.


Pausing, he said, “There was a rhyme to go with all this … but I have forgot the words to it.” Then he sat down once more on the bed and swigged at the second bottle.


“My buskins … you know where they are?” he said.


At first I thought Kemp had lost his shoes – or perhaps had sold them for food or drink – since he’d been dancing before us in his stockinged feet, but Abel was quicker than I to grasp his meaning.


“Your famous dancing shoes, sir?”


“They are in the Guild Hall at Norwich, that’s where my buskins are, the ones I wore to dance from London in. There they stand displayed side by side, nailed to the wall.”


“You are the master of morris-dancers,” said Abel. “The king of capers.”


The clown, accepting the compliment as no more than his due, looked at us as we sat leaning against the roughcast wall, only a few feet from him. His eyes glittered in the gloom.


“There were the women. The nut-brown lass with the large legs … I put bells on those legs so that she could join me in a jig. I fitted them myself, low down and high up.”


His hands shaped themselves round thick imagined hams.


“… and then there was the other girl whose petticoats I tore off – accidentally, you understand, quite accidentally as I fetched a leap and landed on her skirts and broke her points and ties – so there she was stood only in her underthings and turning scarlet in front of the people … who were not displeased … and then …”


Will Kemp paused to see how we were taking in all this suggestive talk. Speaking for myself, I was interested enough and could have done with more of it, though not too much more. But, good showman that he still was, Kemp understood that he’d caught his audience’s attention. He stopped reminiscing at this point and, reaching under his low bed, produced a small clutch of pamphlets.


“Here’s the full story,” he said. “Kemp’s Nine Days’ Wonder, it is called. Perhaps you have heard of it. My little tale is contained in here where you may read it at your leisure.”


He held up a copy. On the front was the title as he’d announced it and a picture of our friend jigging away, with his drum player in the background. Abel reached forward to take hold of a pamphlet but Kemp held it out of his grasp.


“Only a shilling,” he said. “Or seeing as you are members of my old Company, nine pence. You may purchase my account of this epic journey from London to Norwich for a mere nine pence. Or – further – seeing as you are youngish members of the Chamberlain’s and therefore without the resources of those fat old shareholders, a mere six pence. Sixpence. My final offer.”


I waited for Abel to reach for his purse but he mimed regret with upturned palms, a downturned mouth and raised shoulders. So, somewhat grudgingly, I took out sixpence of my own, half a day’s pay. I handed it over to Kemp, who passed across his Nine Days’ Wonder in exchange. As he leaned forward he exhaled fumes of sack in my direction. I carefully folded the booklet and put it inside my doublet. My sixpence vanished into Kemp’s thin, veiny hand.


“Thank you, Master … Neville?”


“Revill, Nick Revill.”


“Tell me truly how we are doing.”


“We?”


“Oh, the Chamberlain’s.”


The mocking, almost sneering tone had gone. No more references to Bumbag or Shakeshaft. Just “we”. In his heart, Kemp remained one of the Chamberlain’s. He’d spent the best years of his life with the troupe. I felt what I had not experienced since entering this dingy room: a dash of pity.


Still squatting on Kemp’s filthy floor, I shrugged. I could not give the impression that we were pining for Kemp’s return – we weren’t, and anyway Robert Armin was a clown who was better suited to our later, more subtle times – but I did not want to hurt the old man’s feelings by saying that we had never looked back since his departure.


“You above all are familiar with the playhouse, Master Kemp. Even at the best of times our fortunes hang by a pin,” I said, voicing some of the thoughts that had occurred to me on the way over to Dow-gate. “And Lent is coming.”


Perhaps I sounded more mournful than I intended because Kemp said, “You have a powerful patron in Lord Hunsdon …”


“The Lord Chamberlain is sick,” I said.


“… and an ally in the Queen?”


“She is worse than sick as you must know. All London knows it.”


“All London may be sick soon enough,” said Kemp. “I have heard the stories. This is just the beginning.”


I guessed that he was talking about the plague. Or perhaps it was merely an old man’s belief that, since he was sinking, everything else must surely be sinking with him.


“But we shall survive,” I said.


“No doubt you will,” said Kemp, lying back once more on his thin bed. The momentary life he’d shown when cutting a caper or trying to sell us his little pamphlet had disappeared again.


The audience was obviously at an end. I clambered to my feet. Abel Glaze, who’d stayed quiet during these last exchanges, got up too. Then he did a strange thing – a thing which I should not have thought of doing or been capable of doing. He leaned forward and kissed Will Kemp as he was stretched out on his boarded bed, kissed his wrinkled brown brow. Kemp said nothing more but when we quit the room I looked back and saw the clown’s eyes brimming, like an overfilled cup. The water in them reflected the small quantity of light coming through the bandaged window.


When we were safely outside in the street I was about to speak but, glancing at Abel’s preoccupied expression, thought better of it. We said nothing for a long time but walked back towards Southwark, crossing the bridge rather than taking a ferry and then walking straight on down Long Lane. The afternoon remained clear. The sun shone from a blue sky. Even the dust in the road had a fresh spring sheen to it. Eventually, as we turned the corner by St George’s church, I remarked to Abel, “Well, they always say that tears lie under the clown’s paint.”


“That’s what they say, is it?” said Abel. “Next you’ll be telling me that comedy and tragedy are the opposite sides of the same coin.”


This sharpness was unusual, for Abel. Plainly something in Kemp’s predicament had struck a chord with him. I would catch him in a more cheerful mood and ask him about it later. Normally I would have turned off at this point towards my own lodgings but instead I accompanied Abel in the direction of his. Fellowship perhaps. Also it was a pleasant afternoon, and I wanted to walk off the effects of Kemp’s dim room. But then both our attentions were diverted. Or rather everything to do with Kemp – everything to do with everything (except for one subject) – was swept away.


Abel lived near the edge of Southwark, where town meets open country in a raggedy fringe. I don’t think it was because he could not afford better lodgings closer to the Globe playhouse (“better” is a relative term south of the river, you understand). In fact I’m pretty certain he could have afforded them. He’d hinted at a store of cash salted away somewhere, the fruits of his coney-catching days around the country. He might have abandoned his old dishonest ways but he still retained some of the tools of his trade – salves and other preparations – in a large wallet which he carried everywhere with him, as if at any moment he might set out on the open road once more. For there was still something of the open road about Abel. That may be the reason why he liked to be within sight and smell of the trees and fields, liked to keep a gap between himself and the worst stinks and vapours of the town. Anyway he was accommodated in Kentish Street, so called because once it had untangled itself from the city’s vicious grip it ran off in the direction of that county as fast as its muddy heels could carry it.


Although there was plenty of space in this part of town, the houses tended to huddle together as if for protection from some malign force. These houses were crammed with mean, dirty rooms which made my own lodgings in Dead Man’s Place appear generous. The individuals inside these rooms were frequently mean and dirty too. If you’re looking for real spaciousness – for grand chambers and fine gardens – then it is the mansions and palaces in the heart of our city that you must visit.


When the plague attacks it often strikes at London’s dirty skirts first, although, if unchecked, it may eventually creep its way into those same grand chambers and fine gardens. But the fringes and skirts of London are the earliest to fall. There’d already been rumours of cases, as Will Kemp had suggested, but nothing very definite. Now, however, the clown’s predictions and forebodings took shape before our very eyes.


We hadn’t yet reached Abel’s lodging-house when we came across a row of squat single-storey dwellings. A group of official-looking people was gathered before a single doorway in the middle of the row. Beyond them, and at a distance of a few yards on the opposite side of the street, stood a small, gawping crowd. Men, women and children, a couple of dozen in all. Some babies cradled at the breast. Naturally we joined the crowd. It would have been difficult to squeeze past them. No one was saying anything. Their eyes were aimed at the group in front of the door. I identified a constable and a beadle by their dress and badges. There was also a short man who appeared to be in charge of the scene, as well as a pair of shrouded, hag-like females. I knew what was up. So did the rest of the crowd. I felt goose-flesh break out over my body, and yet I would not, could not, have moved away. I suppose that everybody in the crowd – men and women and those children who were old enough to understand what was happening – must have been in the same frozen state.


A dispute was in progress by the door. Every word was audible. The short man was saying to the beadle, “And I tell you, Master Arnet, that this will not do. This – this is too quickly defaced or removed altogether. Like this.”


So saying, he ripped down a paper bill from where it had been pinned to the door. LORD HAVE MERCY UPON US was printed on it in big black type (and the largest word by far was LORD), together with some other prayers and injunctions in smaller lettering. The short man held out the bill, crumpled and torn, in front of the beadle’s evasive gaze.


I had the impression that the speaker intended his words to be heard not just by the beadle and the constable but by the rest of us. The beadle shifted uncomfortably and muttered something about “orders”.


“I am giving you fresh orders, Arnet,” said the small man, whom I took to be a councillor or alderman. Judging from his high-handed manner, which was in inverse proportion to his inches, he probably came from across the river. A fine white horse was tethered to a tree at the London-ward end of the row of hovels. Presumably it belonged to this important gent. He continued to address the beadle: “You are to return here with red paint and a brush and you are to set the mark upon this door. It is to be the prescribed fourteen inches in length. You will do it in oil so that it may not be easily rubbed off. These are the new orders from the Council.”


“Well, Master Farnaby …” said the beadle but his voice tailed off as the other man stared at him. Arnet gazed across the road at the little crowd, as if he expected some help from that quarter. I guessed that the beadle was local, drawn from the parish like the constable.


“While you are obtaining the red paint,” continued the alderman called Farnaby, “and the brush and a measure – remember that the mark is to be fourteen inches in length, that is prescribed – while you are obtaining the necessary items, this gentleman remains here to secure the premises. You understand?”


He was referring to the constable. The constable nodded energetically. The alderman turned back to the beadle.


“Well, what are you waiting for, man? Go get your brush, your paint, your measure.”


The beadle scuttered off up the street. As Farnaby was issuing these instructions in a not-to-be-controverted tone, a flickering movement caught my eye. To one side of the doorway there was a low ragged window, more of a hole than a proper opening, covered with cloth sacking. Someone was looking out at the street through a gap between the sacking and the wall. All I could see was the white of a single eye. I find it hard to describe the thrill – of horror, of terror, somehow mixed up with fellow feeling – which shot through me at the sight of that single eye. It must have belonged to a child or to an adult who was crouching down low so as to see out into the street. The house was occupied!


I don’t know why I should have been shocked at this. The dwelling, more of a hovel than a house, was much likelier to be full than empty. And this could explain why the beadle had put up a bill which was no more than a flimsy sheet of paper. It might have been that Arnet had been bribed by the occupants of the house to keep quiet about the infection, or that he was hoping to be bribed. Sticking up a bit of paper to warn of the plague was the equivalent of doing nothing since, as the alderman had demonstrated, it was easily torn down. Or it might have been that the beadle was moved to pity for the inhabitants of the hovel. With the painting of an indelible red cross on their door, and other restrictions, they were being condemned to a prison of sickness from which none could expect to emerge alive.


As if to confirm that the place was occupied, Alderman Farnaby turned to the constable and, motioning with his head in the direction of the door, said, “Their name?”


“Turnbull, sir.”


“Number?” Then, realizing that he hadn’t been understood, “How many Turnbulls altogether?”


The constable counted off on his fingers.


“Five, six … no … seven. And then there is a person called Watkins.”


“There are eight Turnbulls,” said a woman standing on the far side of Abel Glaze. She was clutching a small boy by the hand.


Farnaby looked across the street to the speaker.


“She had another at Candlemas.”


“It perished,” said someone else, a man this time.


“That was two doors away,” said the woman.


“No matter where it was or what the baby did,” said Farnaby. “In the matter of this dwelling now, constable: secure the door in the prescribed form with padlocks. After forty days you may remove the locks. All this to be at the charge of the parish.”


I looked at the slit between sacking and wall. No sign of an eye. But there were surely ears pricked up inside that dark room, listening to their fate. Now Alderman Farnaby directed his fire at the pair of hag-like women who were standing to one side, cowled and expectant.


“I don’t have to tell you your duties, do I?”


“We know them,” a voice came quavering from one of the scarfed heads.


“Are you honest and discreet?”


“We are, sir,” said the second scarfed head.


“Vigilant and skilful?”


“Now, sir,” said the first, “I should say we are that too, though we should be the last to claim it – but if you were to ask these good neighbours standing here –”


Alderman Farnaby wasn’t interested in the old woman’s meanderings and cut her off with a wave of his hand. He took one last look at the constable and the old women before sweeping his eyes across the group on the other side of the street. He paused as he glimpsed Abel and me. Perhaps we appeared out of place among the usual inhabitants of Kentish Street. His look seemed to say to all of us, “You’ve had your entertainment.”


What he actually said was, “The keeper has just called you ‘good neighbours’ … well, you will show yourselves good neighbours to these unfortunate Turnbulls and, er, the person called Watkins in the following manner. This house remains undisturbed for the prescribed forty days. These two honest and discreet women will act as nurse-keepers. There is to be no intercourse with the occupants except through them. A warder will be appointed at the charge of the parish to ensure that no one leaves this place. The mark on the door will not be touched. Anyone who tries to wipe the mark off the door, or who enters the house, or who aids the unfortunate occupants to depart before the end of forty days will find himself – or herself – clapped into the stocks or the House of Correction.”


Then, without waiting to see the effect of his words, he strode off, unhitched the white palfrey and mounted it. He turned the horse’s head towards London and rode off at an even pace.


“A fig for you too, Farnaby,” said the woman who’d given the number of occupants in the Turnbull household as eight. The words were almost shouted, and accompanied with the appropriate thumb-through-fingers gesture, although not until the alderman was at a safe distance. The small crowd nodded or murmured approval. One or two laughed. Seeing this, the little boy whose hand she was holding glanced up at her and laughed too.


“Now, now,” said the constable, no doubt feeling the pull of his office, “the gentleman is doing no more than what is prescribed.”


“The bugger should be prescribed himself,” said the woman. “Him and his prescribes. Laying down the law.”


“He’s not the only one who likes doing that,” said one of the two crones who’d been appointed nurse-keepers. She crossed the street to stand in front of the woman with the boy. The crone was less ancient that I’d taken her for at first. The quaver had gone from her voice. I wondered whether she’d assumed an older, more feeble manner for the benefit of the alderman.


“We all know what you’re going to get out of it, Mistress Johnson,” said the woman with the child. “You and your sister. Alderman Farnaby should’ve asked me. I’d’ve told him. You know why you are called keepers? Because whatever you get your griping paws on, you’ll never let go of. I’d rather have rats at my linen or moths in my cupboard than let you inside my house.”


There was a stir in the crowd. The plight of the unfortunate Turnbulls – as well as the person called Watkins – in the plague-house had been forgotten (not that anyone had shown much concern about them in the first place). The crone’s sister now crossed the street to face their accuser who, sensing that more was expected from her, went on with vigour. The boy glanced at his mother with a confused expression.


“And nurse, call yourself a nurse? A nurse with a pillow to smother the head or fingers to pinch shut the nostrils, that’s your kind of nursing.”


It’s one thing to accuse these crones of being light-fingered with the household goods of dying people, but it’s quite another to accuse them of helping the dying on their way. I wondered if the occupants of the house were listening. As if the plague wasn’t enough to contend with, they had these harpies on their doorstep as well!


I think that a fight might have broken out among the women – and was about to indicate to Abel Glaze that we should quit the scene – when Arnet the beadle returned bearing a pot and brush. Everyone’s attention was distracted by the welcome prospect of watching a man apply red paint to a piece of wood. At the same moment the constable, seeing that the danger of a scrap had diminished, stepped between the two quarrelling women.


As Abel and I walked away the crowd regrouped in front of the plague-house, doubtless ready to give conflicting advice on where the cross should be postioned on the Turnbulls’ door. I hoped that Arnet had returned with a measure. I wouldn’t like to be in his shoes if Farnaby found that he was a couple of inches out in his dimensions.


I said as much to Abel.


“The alderman will discover that the plague is not so easily prescribed as a cross on a door,” said my friend.


“Or kept in by padlocks.”


“But they must do something,” he said.


“There is nothing to be done by them or by anyone else,” I said. “If the plague is set on causing havoc then there is nothing to be done.”


“Why so hopeless, Nick?”


It wasn’t just my comment, although what I said was true enough – how could one fight against the plague? It was rather the note of resignation in my voice. I’d never told Abel Glaze the story of how the plague came to my Somerset village of Miching while I was absent, of how it had struck down many of those I knew best, including my father the parson and my mother his wife. Of how I had returned to Miching one fine spring morning to see bodies being forked higgledy-piggledy into a burial pit. Of how I had witnessed all this, as well as the red cross on my parents’ door, and of how I had run from the place where I was born until I was exhausted and could run no further.


I’d never told Abel any of this but I told him now as we were walking towards his lodgings further down Kentish Street.


He said nothing for a moment after I’d finished, then, “You ran away all those years ago. But you would not run now?”


He waved his arm around. He meant, run from this part of Southwark, perhaps from London itself.


“What would be the point?” I said.


“To save one’s life. To get away from King Pest.”


“Would you run?”


“This is my first glimpse of the thing,” he said, not answering my question, as I hadn’t really answered his. “Although of course I am familiar with the signs and symptoms of the plague. I studied diseases when I was on the road since being sick was a good living for me.”


“When I came to this city,” I said, “I grew to realize that the thing is always with us, grumbling away in the background, sometimes declining but never dying out altogether. People here seem hardened to it somehow. They believe that if you’re going to catch it, well then, you’re going to catch it. It’s all in the stars. You saw that group outside the house of those unfortunates. You saw how they were … I don’t know …”


“Stirred up? Excited?”


“Yes, for all that they were so quiet at first … yes, excited … and if I examine my own reactions I was a little excited too.”


“I felt the same in the wars, Nick. There was death all around us and the risk of it for me was the same as for everyone else but I too was stirred up.”


Abel Glaze had served as a young boy in the Netherlands campaign against the Spaniards in the ’80s. He’d taken part in the battle of Zutphen in which Sir Philip Sidney had died so gallantly. Abel was lucky to have come off unscathed but, when he grew tired of pretending to have the falling-sickness, he could still show off a convincing limp and some good wounds (created with unslaked lime and a smear of iron rust). He regarded his “wounds” as a tax on those who’d stayed comfortably in their beds while English soldiers and sailors were fighting abroad, just as his “sickness” was a test of people’s charity, an opportunity for them to show benevolence. He’d put such sophistry behind him though. Those days were over for he was an honest actor now.


It’s an odd fact that, for all the horror of the discovery of the tainted house, there was also this excitement. And this despite the fact that I had the most personal reasons to detest the plague, quite apart from any threat it represented to the skin, blood and bones of Nicholas Revill. Still, it was so. I merely report what I felt and what Abel, by his own account, felt also.


When, Abel and I having parted, I retraced my steps towards central Southwark and my own lodgings in Dead Man’s Place, I observed that the Turnbulls’ door was marked by a neatly painted red cross. Arnet the beadle had done his job. A diminutive warder was standing on duty, clutching at a bill or halberd which was almost twice his height. When he saw me drawing near he struggled to put on a fierce expression which vanished when he realized I wasn’t going to stop and gawp at the door, unlike the three or four idlers who were still hanging about.


There was no sign of the hag-like women. Presumably they were inside the sick-house tending to their charges. That is, seeing what pickings were to be had – pretty thin round these parts, I imagined – or plotting how to hasten the passage of the victims from sick-bed to grave. (Unless, of course, Mistress Johnson and her sister were genuinely honest women, ones who would look after the dying with care and compassion.) It’s another odd fact, by the way, that these old nurse-keepers rarely contract the disease themselves. Which only goes to show that if you’re going to catch it, then you’re going to catch it. And if not, not. It’s in the stars.


These last few hours had driven from my mind the visit to Will Kemp and I did not remember the melancholy clown until, that night, I retrieved from my doublet his Nine Days’ Wonder. It was the account of his jig from London to Norwich. I tucked it back into my doublet to read on some later occasion, perhaps between rehearsals.


During the next couple of weeks the numbers of reported plague victims and infected dwellings increased, although only slowly. This was no longer mere gossip and rumour, however, but fact. The authorities had stepped in, as Abel and I had seen in the case of the officious Alderman Farnaby. And when the authorities put in an appearance, then bills, orders and constraints cannot be far behind.


All of this had its effect on the Chamberlain’s Company and the Globe playhouse sooner than I expected. Our shareholders, being prudent men and sensing the way things were going, decided to make a virtue of necessity. We would leave London straightaway, without waiting for the inevitable notice from the Privy Council. The Council would order the restraint of stage plays either on account of Lent or on account of the plague or both. However, while you can get round some of the lenten laws, there’s no way you can evade the plague. For one thing, your audiences tend to drop away rather quickly. I hadn’t experienced this for myself but there were still enough veterans of the last bad outbreaks in ’92 and ’93 for the memory to be kept fresh among the players.


It was our good fortune that we had playing business to perform away from London. No, that’s wrong, it wasn’t our “good fortune” but the result of the prudence and foresight of our shareholders. The shareholders, that same band of middle-aged men whom Kemp the jig-maker had been so rude about. Will Shakeshaft and Dick Bumbag, Thomas Pap and Richard Sink-low and the others. These were the ones who – in addition to acting, dancing, singing, directing, writing, book-keeping and head-counting – kept the Globe spinning round on its axis.


Of course it wasn’t such a simple matter to quit London. Most of my fellow players had wives and children. The families might be used enough to their men being absent on tour. It happens once or twice a year. But there’s a difference between leaving your loved ones when the worst they’ve got to face is the stink of a London summer and leaving them when the plague is rampaging round the city’s outskirts. Then it looks a bit like running away. Two or three of the husbands elected to stay behind, and one or two of the bachelors remained in London for reasons of their own. We would be a slightly reduced group, but still travelling in larger numbers than on the usual summer tour.


Speaking for myself, I didn’t mind the appearance of running away. I had no wife and children, no one (more or less) to leave behind, no one whose good opinion I had to be concerned about. And, although the first glimpse of what Abel Glaze had termed King Pest in the house in Kentish Street had been exciting in its way, that sensation was quickly succeeded by a dull, distant fear as the death toll started to climb in different parts of London. So, when it was announced that we were going on tour, I was glad enough.


We didn’t know exactly what pieces we were due to to play, although various titles were thrown about. The final decisions were left in the hands of the seniors, to be sorted out on arrival. Anyway, requirements might be changed by the circumstances at our destination. So we would travel with some all-purpose costumes (from king to peasant), a few effects and an assortment of play scripts, jolted together in the property wagon and all pulled along by our trusty old horse, known as Flem and an older member of the Company than many of us players.


Nor did we know when we would return to London. All being well – that is, if the numbers dying of the plague didn’t grow unmanageably – we ought to be back in town after the end of Lent. But there was no certainty to this. Instead there was an odd feeling among the members of the Company that we were destined for a long campaign, like an army marching into alien territory.


I made arrangements with my landlord Samuel Benwell to keep my room in Dead Man’s Place available, agreeing unwillingly to reimburse him at the half-rate of sixpence a week, the first four instalments to be paid in advance. If I hadn’t come back by the beginning of June he was at liberty to lease my room. I was aware however that, if the pestilence really took hold of the city, Benwell would have difficulty in letting my mouldy room to anyone, and so I should most likely be able to bargain him down and recoup some of my losses.


Small beer perhaps, all these calculations, but there was a kind of comfort during such difficult times in looking three months ahead and making arrangements for one’s life as if everything was going to continue as usual. Strange how, as we walk towards the mouth of hell, we can divert ourselves with thoughts of the next meal or of saving a few pennies.
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