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Neat Marlow bathed in the Thespian springs

Had in him those braue translunary things,

That the first Poets had, his raptures were,

All ayre, and fire, which made his verses cleere,

For that fine madnes still he did retaine,

Which rightly should possesse a Poets braine.

MICHAEL DRAYTON, ‘Of Poets & Poesie’





HISTORICAL NOTE

This novel draws on historical characters and events, principally on records of the death of Christopher Marlowe, on records of Sir Francis Walsingham’s secret service and on the life of Thomas Phelippes, Walsingham’s gifted decipherer. So far as is known, Phelippes and Marlowe never met; their relationship as described here and all the interactions between them are invented. The interrogation of Phelippes and the postscript are also invented, although much of what he describes happened and most of the people he mentions existed. There is no record of Marlowe having been involved in secret service to the extent portrayed, although there is documentary evidence and evidence by association that he engaged in some sort of confidential government work. Incidents such as fights he was involved in, his attempted coining and remarks made about him by contemporaries are, however, mostly based on record.

Authoritative and comprehensive accounts of the world of the Elizabethan secret service and of Marlowe himself may be found in Stephen Alford’s The Watchers and Charles Nicholl’s The Reckoning.




CHAPTER ONE


Very well, sir, I hereby solemnly promise that I, Thomas Phelippes, under oath, will tell all I know of the man.

But he has been dead these thirty years and I cannot be far from my own end. Nor is my memory what it was. And I am still amazed, sir, that you come to my cell with ale and provisions and kind words, saying that the King, King James himself, commands that I tell you all I knew of him, everything. Yet you do not tell me why His Majesty enquires after a forgotten poet and play-maker. Almost forgotten. I do not know what he wants to know. All I can offer is whatever scraps of memory are left and pray they will be fit for the royal table.

However, I am grateful, sir, for what you bring and for your company. Hearing yesterday of the Court’s interest in me prompted the governor here to move me to these more comfortable quarters, with more coals and candles, as you see, as well as fresh paper, quills and ink. Which is no less than I need anyway when I have to labour at work which the government that imprisons me still demands. God knows how it pains my head and wearies my sight, yet I confess it gives some pleasure. My only pleasure here. Along with my wife, Mary – whom God preserve – mathematic has ever been my love, you see. Although I no longer decipher with that swift facility I once commanded, it is still my delight to puzzle out men’s hidden meanings.

Yet I cannot promise to decipher Christopher Marlowe for you. He was a man I knew only in part. He never opened his heart to me, nor perhaps to any, but I now think he may have shown more of it than I had eyes to see or ears to hear in those days of our youth. Although often in company and with wide acquaintance, he was also a cat that walked alone, always with something withheld. I can think of no man who would have known him fully.

And so I beg you assure His Majesty that, though I shall do my best, he must treat whatever I say as at once true and false. False not because Christopher did not spy for my master, Mr Secretary, Sir Francis Walsingham, nor because he did not die by the knife near the end of May 1593 in the old Queen’s reign, at the age of twenty-nine. No, the falsehood comes from that concentration on him which inevitably puts him at the centre of the story, which he never was. To ourselves, of course, we are always the heart of our own stories, but viewed from without our stories are but parts of other men’s stories, themselves but the suburbs of greater stories. If we are lucky – as I was then – we may have dwelt on the fringes of epics. But as individuals we are clods of mud dropped from the wheel of Fate, which carries us we know not where and leaves us where it pleases.

That is as true of me, of course, as of him. And even of you, sir, if I may hazard, however exalted your position at Court, however much you now bask in the King’s favour. Although in my world, which Christopher briefly shared, I was close to the heart of affairs, it could all have happened without me. Sir Francis would have found some other man to decipher codes and assist him as I did, and events would still have fallen out as God ordained. Not that Christopher Marlowe would have agreed with that, having little time for God’s ordinances. In his world, the world of playhouses, players and poets, I had no part, of course. I thought it ungodly and unruly and, in any case, numbers, not words, were always my passion. You might discover more about him if you could find another player still living. But they never last long.

I could begin with our first meeting when he was a callow scholar of Corpus Christi, Cambridge, aged about seventeen. Except that Christopher was never callow; he was always knowing, assessing, judging, even as a youth. I remember him then as neither short nor tall, with brown hair and eyes and just the beginnings of a beard. His face was unmarked and his voice low, a Kentish drawl, unlike his writings which as perhaps you know are high-flown and exclamatory, full of energy.

But to begin at the beginning would mislead you because it would appear that my knowledge of him advanced incrementally, step by step over years, whereas that is not how we know people. We meet someone, we form an opinion and there they stay, pinned to the wall of memory unless illuminated by some new event or encounter, a flash of lightning which shows them from a different angle or facing another way. We think we know what they are but we know not what they may be. It was so with me and Christopher and it is true of ourselves, of all of us.

Or I could start with his end, that flash of steel, last of several in his short life. When people still spoke of him that is what they wanted to hear about. Could that be His Majesty’s interest? No, of course, you cannot say. But if I started with his end it would mislead you by giving the impression that everything before was leading up to it, a causal chain, one thing leading to another. Indeed, in those days there were some who even suspected a conspiracy. I hope I can set His Majesty’s mind at rest on that. Truth and life are always more haphazard than we like to think. There was no determination in Christopher’s death, no series of causes, still less any plot or design, in my opinion. Yet, looking back on it now, it seems to me it was inevitable. Inevitable but not necessary, if you accept my distinction. It was in his character to die young and in a violent manner. He need not have, he could have chosen differently, but given what he made of himself he was destined to burn bright and be abruptly extinguished. It is impossible to imagine him fading away like the rest of us, unless we imagine him as someone quite different. Similarly, you could say of me that it was inevitable I should eke out my closing years in a little room in the King’s Bench prison, with its barred window and smoking candles and small coals. Inevitable that I should never burn bright, like him, but splutter long and slow, fading. But it was never necessary because I could have managed my life differently, I could have chosen differently, but that I did not, would not.

Lust in age is a little fire in a dark field, wrote another poet, one I believe Christopher knew. It is true also of life in age, but he never lived long enough to see that. He bled out on Eleanor Bull’s floorboards in full combustion, the flames of life still roaring and leaping. He never knew decline, unlike me, and I cannot conceive how he would have lived with it. He would not have been Christopher if he had.

So I shall start neither at his beginning nor his end but five or six years after we first had dealings with each other, which was when I began to realise he was not the straightforward young man I had taken him for. True, we had already shared dramatic times resulting from the actions of treasonous men, a few of them good men but misguided, almost all of them foolish, but some capable schemers of murderous intent. Christopher was very young then and our dealings were friendly but businesslike, though signs of his complexity were there, had I paused to notice. But I was busy and merely relieved that he took to our trade naturally, as if already familiar with its crooked byways and hidden places.

Near the end of June 1587, after the Queen of Scots was executed, I was summoned to the house of my master, Mr Secretary Walsingham. Sir Francis was one of the two most powerful men of the kingdom, a man whom Queen Elizabeth always heeded although she never did love him as she loved her other faithful councillor, Lord Burghley. I think Mr Secretary was too stern and too dark for her to love him, dark not only in counsel but in hair, beard, eye and doublet. He always wore black, as devout men did, and in jest she would call him her Moor while he, also in jest but without smiling, would call himself an Ethiop. He rarely laughed; his humour was in his words. Her Majesty preferred men with a lighter touch, gallant, ready men who flattered and flirted, but Mr Secretary never flattered, not even the Queen. His wit was quiet and his humour dry, both were best savoured in retrospect. He was never one to set the table at a roar, being a forward Salvationist, a man of the Godly party. He spoke his mind as plainly to the Queen as to the meanest beggar. She had the wisdom to value that but she did not always like it.

Mr Secretary lived with his wife and daughter on Seething Lane near the Tower in a large high house with a narrow front that concealed the extensive quarters hidden from the street. A house of many rooms, all dark-panelled and with so many unexpected doors, passages, steps and corners that I never felt I knew it all, though I visited often and even worked there on occasion. Sometimes Mr Secretary had prisoners lodged with him, special prisoners to whom he wanted to talk – or listen – at leisure. The house was so rambling that you never knew how many others were within. He could have lived grandly, building great houses like Lord Burghley and others at Court, but he was modest in all things. His house was like himself, of plain and modest demeanour, or front, with an interior of so many secret chambers that none could know them all. There was a fine garden at the back with a mulberry tree said to date from the reign of King John. Mr Secretary studied every plant with the same exactitude that he studied treacherous weeds in the realm. His other pleasures were hawking, music, painting and poetry, which he did much to cultivate and encourage but often out of sight, so that many who benefited from his patronage knew not whose teat had suckled them. It was at his instruction that the players’ company, the Queen’s Men, was founded.

I think Queen Elizabeth never forgave him for having contrived that which she herself had willed, albeit reluctantly. That is, the execution of her cousin, Mary, Queen of Scots. Sir Francis was deeper in that business than any other, as I know well through having been deep in it with him. Christopher was there or thereabouts, too, though not as deeply. But that was when he first showed himself willing to get his hands dirty.

Mr Secretary was working in his house the day I was summoned, as he often did when not attending the Privy Council or required at Court with Her Majesty. The streets around Seething Lane being crowded and noxious, favourable for breeding the plague, I took a boat downriver from Whitehall where I was working on some Spanish letters that had recently fallen into our hands. The code was slow to yield, like chipping away at rock, and I was reluctant to break concentration. But the summons was delivered in person by Francis Mylles, Sir Francis’s private secretary and a good friend to me. I travelled alone, Francis having other business in Whitehall.

Mr Secretary’s servants knew me, of course, and I was shown into the small room overlooking the street where there was a table, three chairs and a Geneva Bible. Mr Secretary owned at least one other Bible as well as many books of navigation and exploration and a large map of all the counties of England. Indeed, in his private study he had a globe showing all the countries and oceans of the world. He had a passion to know things. ‘Knowledge is never too dearly bought,’ he would say when Lord Burghley protested that we paid our agents too well.

After a while a girl came to fetch me. Like all Mr Secretary’s personal staff, in London and at his country house in Barn Elms, she wore clean white linen and a short blue jacket. She led me to another study at the back of the house, not the large one with the globe. This one overlooked the garden, its single window darkened by the mulberry tree. It was cooler here than in the front room where you could feel the heat of horses and people in the street.

‘If you please, sir, Thomas Phelippes, sir,’ said the girl.

‘Close the door behind you,’ said Mr Secretary.

He was seated at a small desk end-on to the window and gestured me to the chair facing it. His face that day was even paler than usual, almost as white as his starched ruff. ‘God’s greetings, Thomas, I trust you are well?’

‘I am, sir, thank the Lord. I trust you are?’ He did not look it.

He shook his head. ‘A martyr to the stone again. I have not been at Court or Council for a week, but by God’s grace it begins to ease now.’

‘I am glad to hear it.’

He nodded and looked down at two papers on his desk. We sat in silence. I assumed he had more decryption for me since that was my main task in his employ, as well as my main pleasure. Had I not been able to serve Her Majesty in this way I should have been in the cloth and wool trade and in the custom house with my father.

He looked up at me. ‘I wish you to take a letter to Cambridge, an urgent letter. You will leave today. It is for the vice-chancellor, Dr Copcot, and for the master of Corpus Christi College, Dr Norgate. I would normally send it by messenger but I wish you to be there to ensure it is read and understood by both. If they doubt or question it in any way you must tell them there will be consequences.’ He took the letter from a drawer in his desk. It was already sealed with the Privy Council seal. ‘In order that you may discuss it with them you should know its import. It concerns Christopher Marlowe, the boy from Canterbury who helped us with the arrest of Campion and again more recently with Babington and his friends. You were in regular contact with him. When did you see him last?’

‘Early this year, just before the trial of the Queen of Scots.’ Mr Secretary had been witness to that and I was permitted to attend in acknowledgement of my work in bringing it about. My most recent sighting of Christopher, however, was not in connection with that business but at a playhouse here in London. I rarely visited the playhouses and we did not speak because we had agreed to pretend in public that we had no connection. He did not want his earlier association with us known in his world. That suited us too. ‘A chance meeting only. We did not speak.’

‘Corpus Christi is refusing to award him his Master of Arts degree on the grounds that he has not fulfilled the residency requirements. The master, Dr Norgate, fears he has secretly visited the Catholic seminary in Rheims in order to infiltrate priests back into England to murder the Queen and her ministers and restore Papacy here. Or become a secret priest himself. As you know’ – Mr Secretary smiled very slightly, his lips parting just enough to show he still had teeth behind his black beard – ‘young Master Marlowe never went to Rheims but was working here and in Paris on our behalf, under your tutorship. That accounts for his absences last year but not for this year. Those recent absences he has spent writing plays and negotiating their performance in London. He intends the stage to be his trade and in fact left Cambridge in March, journeying back just now to receive his degree. He is still there. The Privy Council signed this letter yesterday.’

I could not conceive how Mr Secretary knew all this but I knew better than to ask. His sources of information were many and various and he would never reveal one to another without need.

He laid his forefinger on the letter. ‘Today is Friday and the degree ceremony is on Tuesday. Before then the college and university must understand that Her Majesty will be greatly displeased should one of her loyal subjects be punished for service on her behalf.’ He took another paper from his desk, this time unsealed. ‘You should ensure that they read the letter together and you are of course at liberty to read it yourself when they have opened it. You should not hesitate to intervene if they argue or fail to grasp it, telling them you have my full authority to do so. Dr Copcot, I gather from Lord Burghley, should prove helpful; Dr Norgate may quibble. But you shall brook no quibbles.’ He handed me the second paper. ‘This is a copy of the Privy Council minute summarising the letter. Take it with you and study it so that you fully understand the letter before they discuss it.’

I have that copy here, sir, among my papers. I shall read it to you.


Whereas it was reported that Christopher Marlowe was determined to have gone beyond the seas to Reames and there to remaine Their Lordships thought good to certifie that he had no such intent, but that in all his accions he had behaued him selfe oderlie and discreetlie whereby he had done her Majestie good service, and deserued to be rewarded for his faithfull dealing: Their Lordships request was that the rumour thereof should be allaied by all possible means, and that he should be furthered in the degree he was to take at the next Commencement: Because it was not her Majestie’s pleasure that anie one employed as he had been in matters touching the benefit of his Countrie should be defamed by those that are ignorant of th’affaires he went about.



‘You will leave today,’ Mr Secretary concluded, ‘and take my horse, Prince. You should be there tomorrow evening. The Privy Council will wish to hear on Monday that Marlowe is included in the degree ceremony. If not, there will be consequences. If they are at all reluctant, tell them those were my words.’

Mr Secretary’s gaze was dark and steady and curiously impersonal, always the same whether he was contemplating one of his beloved hawks, addressing the Queen or interrogating a prisoner on the rack. He never sought to make windows into men’s souls, as he would put it, his concern being truth, truth alone. ‘Leave forthwith, take victuals from here and wear my livery. Be formal. The exercise will do Prince good.’

He looked even paler than when I arrived, the livid white of his cheeks contrasting with his square black beard. He made fists with his hands on the desk, knuckles whitening as he clenched. A single drop of sweat trickled down the side of his forrid. His gaze moved from me to the mulberry tree outside the window. ‘You must forgive me, Thomas. I have been unwell this week, as I told you. Had I been at Council this matter would have been dealt with sooner. Now I feel the stone again, the cursed stone, sent by the Lord to punish us. As it does most assuredly.’ He returned to me, his lips parting again in what he might have meant as a smile. He was clearly in great pain and control was costing him dearly. He nodded at the door. ‘Ask Betty for victuals.’

Prince was a fine bay Arab, a beautiful horse. Whoever gave him to Mr Secretary no doubt meant well but they did not know their man. Mr Secretary disliked riding and did so only when he had to, never for pleasure. It was strange that a man fearless in all things – because he feared God more, he would have said – should have been so fearful of horses. Probably he was nervous and his nerves made the horse nervous. Rather than ride he would go by river from his house at Barn Elms to Whitehall or Seething Lane. Prince spent too much time stabled.

I am but a moderate horseman myself and knew Prince would be frisky when let out, but the prospect of a long journey with him was still a pleasure. And so it proved. It was difficult at first in the London streets where the heedless crowds provoked Prince into some prancing and side-stepping. Once he reared and knocked over a costermonger’s barrow, causing the man to shout and swear prodigiously, but Sir Francis’s blue livery protected me. Although few among the commons might have recognised it, they would have known it was someone important, someone not to be meddled with.

Once out of the city, however, Prince and I relaxed and enjoyed ourselves. The days were long and we made good time, spending the night at an inn in Ware. There I read again the summary of the sealed letter in my satchel, puzzling again how it had come to the notice of the Privy Council that Christopher’s degree was to be withheld. It had always been me who dealt with him and I would have expected him to come to me. He must have had some other channel of communication. I own I felt some resentment, having thought we knew and trusted each other well enough for him to turn to me if he needed help.

No doubt Cambridge is much changed now. It had changed then, in the ten years since I left Trinity College. There was new building, old halls extended, and alleys and footpaths widened into thoroughfares. Scholars were everywhere, of course, their gowns billowing, but the streets were also thronged with labourers and traders, a veritable little London. I knew the vice-chancellor’s lodge though not Dr Copcot himself. The servant who answered my knock was a woman, older than me, who mistook me for a menial despite my livery. I told her I had a letter for Dr Copcot. She asked for it, holding out her hand. I said I had to deliver it in person. That piqued her and she left me on the doorstep. I heard her call within, ‘A messenger from London, sir.’

‘Take his message,’ came the reply.

She came back and held out her hand again. ‘Give it to me and wait here for a reply.’

I own I am not a man of stature, though I have some standing in the secret world and have appeared with my master at Court. I am shorter than most men and my face is marked with the small pox. But I am no weakling, my hair and beard were fair and well-trimmed in those days, and a glance at my livery and at Prince tethered nearby should have told the woman that I was not the menial she thought. I was also, of course, a University man.

I spoke quietly, having found that quietness and control of tone carries more authority than bluster. ‘Tell Dr Copcot that the letter I bear is from the Privy Council, conveyed here with urgency by the wish of Mr Secretary Walsingham, whose man I am.’

That troubled her a little and she left without another word. There were hushed voices followed by heavy footsteps on floorboards. Dr Copcot was a stout man with a broad face which might have been forbidding but which creased and softened in welcome when he saw my blue coat and smart leather satchel. He bade me enter and took me to a parlour where I was served cake and sherry by the now obsequious woman. A groom was summoned to feed and stable Prince and a servant sent for Dr Norgate of Corpus Christi. It had been a long journey that day and I appreciated the refreshment.

Dr Norgate proved the opposite of Dr Copcot, a thin man with a long wrinkled turkey’s neck. He also wore that bird’s affronted expression as he shuffled across the floor, his hand shaking on his stick. I gave them the letter and they opened it together, sitting at the polished parlour table. Dr Copcot finished first and looked up. ‘You are familiar—?’

I nodded.

‘Well, it appears a mistake has been made, there is no question of that. Through the best of motives, I doubt not.’ He glanced at Dr Norgate, who was still reading, bent so far his nose almost touched the page. ‘And all shall soon be made good. The ceremony is on Tuesday and we must ensure—’

Dr Norgate looked up sharply. ‘Marlowe’s absences were noted by many in the college. He has been absent even more than other scholars, who are quite bad enough. It sets a poor example if he goes unpunished. There are far too many absences of late, some for nefarious reasons as was suspected of him. If we ignore them we encourage them.’

Dr Copcot’s broad face creased with concern. ‘But where matters of state are concerned—’

‘Others will not know that. They will know only that a prominent malefactor goes unpunished and indeed is treated with favour.’

I leaned forward and addressed Dr Norgate quietly and respectfully. ‘I am sure, sir, that Mr Secretary is sympathetic to the college’s concerns. But on matters touching the security of the state, of which it is his duty to inform Her Majesty, he is obliged to consider wider interests. He expects from me on my return a full account of your deliberations.’ I put my finger on the list of names at the top of the page. ‘Meanwhile, may I beg you, sir, to heed those who have put their names to this letter. That is a measure of its import.’

As well as Lord Burghley, the Lord Treasurer, they included the Lord Archbishop, the Lord Chancellor, the Lord Chamberlain and Mr Comptroller, Mr Secretary having been absent through his illness. Thus were the great cannon of the realm all trained at that moment upon Corpus Christi College. I suspected that Dr Norgate’s initial reaction was prompted partly by pride and irritation at being summoned to treat with what he took to be an inconsiderable person. He was not so proud, however, as to be immutable to self-interest; he understood full well what the letter entailed. He wiped a drip from the end of his nose and nodded. He could not bring himself to look at me but said, in little more than a whisper, ‘There is time. It can be arranged.’

‘And shall be,’ added Dr Copcot, emphatically.

The master of Corpus Christi took his leave, briefly and gruffly. Dr Copcot offered me supper and a room in his lodgings for the night, which I was pleased to accept. But first, I said, I wanted to find Christopher Marlowe to give him the good news.

‘Of course, of course, and I don’t doubt you will be first with the news because Dr Norgate will not hurry to break it.’ He smiled ingratiatingly. ‘Please assure Mr Secretary and my Lord Burghley that I personally vouch that young Master Marlowe will be treated as well as his good service deserves.’

I caught up with Dr Norgate as he crept like some ailing insect past the porter’s lodge at Corpus. I knew he would take little pleasure in speaking to me but I make it policy never to offend without good cause. The choppy seas of life throw us up against enough hard rocks without our running deliberately at them. When he saw me alongside him he nodded and would have continued, saying nothing, if I had not smiled and touched my cap. ‘Thank you for your help in this matter, Master. I shall ensure that Mr Secretary knows of it.’

He stopped and faced me, without enthusiasm. ‘I thank you, sir. Had we known that his absences were not for the reasons we suspected—’

‘Your caution was correct, sir. And your understanding, now that you know the circumstances, will be much appreciated.’ Then I asked a question, partly through genuine interest and partly because if you ask someone’s help and it costs them little, they are pleased with themselves and therefore think better of you. ‘Pray tell me, Dr Norgate, do you know where I may find Dr Atkins of Trinity College? He taught me the mathematic and I should dearly like to thank him for the great benefit and pleasure it has given me.’

He stared. At first I thought he was adjusting to the idea that I too was a University man, but his eyes clouded with something like anxiety. ‘Dead, sir.’

‘Dead?’ Dr Atkins had not made old bones. He would have been only five or six years older than me, still in his fourth decade.

‘Dead.’ Dr Norgate nodded as if listening for something far off. It was Death he listened for, of course, sensing the approach of that illustrious entity, as I do now. Death was indeed stalking him; he died later that year and was succeeded as master by Dr Copcot, who ensured that the scholars of Corpus Christi continued to be of assistance to us.

‘I am sorry to hear it, sir. Pray then tell me where I may find Master Marlowe.’

I was directed to a ground-floor room across the quad. There were a few scholars about, gowned and waiting for dinner in hall which began at seven. The wealthier among them dispensed with sub-fusc and wore richer apparel of their own choosing, by favour of their fathers’ deeper pockets. It had been the same in my day; rules were more flexible for the rich. Christopher, like me a scholarship boy, had begun with no such dispensation but latterly, with the money we paid him, he had shown a taste for more gorgeous apparel. The scholars were supposed to discourse among themselves only in Latin or Hebrew but as I passed among them I heard English phrases in the accents of London, Norfolk, Warwickshire and Wales.

The college was not full and Christopher was in his old room, the one he used to share with two Norfolk boys but for this visit at least he had it to himself. It was furnished as plainly as before, though now with only one narrow bed, plus table, chair and bookshelf, no rug and no curtains for the small window. On the table was a pewter pint pot, a couple of sharpened quills, an inkwell and some sheets of quarto, two of them written on. Christopher sat on the floor between the bed and window, his back against the wall, his legs drawn up so that his arms rested on his knees. He was dressed not as a scholar but as a man about the town – indeed, a gentleman about the town – in dark, expensive doublet and hose. In his right hand he held a long-bladed dagger, the sort duellists use for parrying. I always thought it an awkward weapon to wear at your belt but he almost always did, often – later, at least, in London – with his sword. He had occasion to use both, as I came to know all too well, but I think it was not only for that that he wore them. There was something of the peacock in Christopher; he liked to be smart, to be noticed, and it meant something for a cobbler’s boy to achieve the gentlemanly status that permitted him to wear a sword in public. When I arrived he was trimming his nails with the knife and had grown a thin red-brown beard and moustache.

Seated on the floor in similar pose but against the opposite wall was a fair young man wearing the usual scholar’s sub-fusc. He had not even the beginnings of a beard and a sleepy left eye that was half closed in a permanent squint. But his features were fresh and clear and he smiled at my entrance. It was Christopher who had answered my knock on the door with the soft Latin venite, spoken wearily.

‘I am sorry to surprise you, Christopher.’ I nodded greeting to the young man.

‘You don’t surprise me.’ Christopher smiled and got to his feet. His features, normally as thin and keen as his knife’s blade, were transformed when he smiled, softening so that it was impossible not to see him as a small boy, mischievous and confiding. He nodded at the young man, who got to his feet and slipped past me through the open door with another smile and mumbled thanks.

I closed the door. ‘Have I not surprised you? I have been seeing Dr Norgate and Dr Copcot on your behalf.’

‘I assumed someone would. So it will all go through, then? I shall get my degree?’

‘You shall.’

He sheathed his knife and stepped forward to embrace me. ‘Thank you, Thomas. I fear I have nothing to offer you. I am dining in hall – as required – and it is too late to sign in a guest. Not that college dinner—’

‘I am promised to dine with Dr Copcot.’

‘Who I am sure will royally entertain any emissary of Sir Francis.’

I could not resist glancing at the papers on his table. Deciphering other people’s correspondence being my business, the study of men’s hands fascinates me. Christopher was a hurried scrawler, although his capitals were large with elaborate swoops and curves. An easy hand to copy. I had expected to see some scholarly work such as translations of Ovid – a passion of his since we first met – but it was pages of play-script, with many lines scored through. He was always lavish with ink.

‘Another Tamburlaine?’ His play of that name was already much spoken of in London. He must have written it since his work for us, while supposedly studying. He wrote fast, I do know that.

He shook his head. ‘No, this one is about the work of the Devil.’

‘A dangerous subject.’

‘Less dangerous than writing about his opposite, don’t you think? We know all about the Devil’s works and we know what he is – one of us. Which is more than we can say of our dear Lord.’ He hurried on before I could respond. ‘But early days, early days. This one is yet to come. There will be other plays first.’ He took his gown from the hook on the door, slipped it on over his tunic and stood before me as if to make a formal speech. ‘Thomas, I am grateful that I shall get my degree, truly grateful. Please tell Sir Francis. I am grateful not only for myself but for my family and my patron, Sir Roger. I should not want him to think I had been frivolous of my time here. Nor insensible to the generosity of the Archbishop Parker scholarship.’

Christopher’s patron, the man who had spoken for him as a scholarship boy, was the judge, Sir Roger Manwood. Like Christopher, he was a man of Kent, known also to Mr Secretary, a Kentish man.

‘We knew nothing of any difficulty until very recently. Otherwise it would have been resolved sooner. Or would never have arisen.’

‘I knew nothing of it myself until I got here from London.’

‘How did you—?’

‘Poley. Robert Poley was here. He was returning to London and said he would ensure people knew. A favour he will doubtless remind me of one day. Never lets a favour go to waste, does our Robert.’

I imagine that is a name that means nothing to you, sir? It is forgotten by everyone now except a few relics of those days, like myself. Yet those were times when it seemed that nothing happened in the kingdom without Robert Poley’s delicate fox prints discernible nearby, whether on palace lawns or in the filth of hovels. He made himself at home anywhere and was key to our disruption of the Babington plot. You know of that, surely – the plot to kill Queen Elizabeth and put Mary, Queen of Scots, on the throne? That young fool Babington went to the gallows for it without ever knowing whether his ‘beloved Poley’, as he still termed him, was his true friend and fellow-conspirator or his secret and most deadly enemy. But that was Robert Poley for you, not quite a gentleman, not quite a Catholic, not quite a Protestant, nor ever quite a proven rogue. Mr Secretary even took him into his household at Barn Elms for a period in order to assess him thoroughly, but was still never quite sure of the man. That Poley served us well he acknowledged, but so thought those he betrayed on our behalf. ‘I do not find but that Poley hath dealt honestly with me,’ he declared to me once, ‘yet I am loath to lay myself anyway open to him.’

Christopher’s mention of him surprised me, though it should not have because I knew Poley got everywhere. ‘Poley? What was Poley doing in Cambridge?’ I asked.

‘What Poley does everywhere, pursuing his own mysterious purposes. You must know him better than I. If I had asked he would either have invented a lie or he would have told the truth, not because it was true but because he saw advantage in my knowing. Thus he is essentially false even when true. So I didn’t ask and he didn’t volunteer.’ He smiled and shrugged. ‘Yet I cannot dislike the man. There’s something about an honest knave so long as he has charm, don’t you think?’ He looked at me, his eyes still smiling. ‘Not jealous, are you, Thomas?’

‘Of course not, why should I be?’ But he had hit the mark, as usual.

It was true that I neither liked nor trusted Poley but we could not ignore him. He was one of our best and most flexible agents, adept at talking his way into almost anyone’s confidence. In Paris he ingeniously got himself recruited by the exile Thomas Morgan, Queen Mary’s chief intelligencer, equivalent of Sir Francis on our side. Through Poley we identified many of Morgan’s agents, the English Catholics lured to France to be turned into priests and secretly sent back into the kingdom to undermine us. The seedmen of sedition, Sir Francis called them. So deep was Poley in the Babington Plot – which should really be called the Ballard Plot since Ballard the priest was the prime mover – and hence so exposed to suspicion that afterwards Mr Secretary had him imprisoned for a while to conceal his role. Yet even in gaol he contrived to live comfortably and seduce a good woman who visited.

I believe he had as little natural affection for me as I for him. His charm did not work on me. We never had hard words, still less came to blows, but he was wary of me because I enjoyed Mr Secretary’s confidence. He knew too that while he dealt in the secrets men told him, I knew what they told others and knew too what they secretly wrote, including what they wrote of him. His wariness probably protected me from his outright enmity.

I told Christopher of my meeting with Dr Norgate and Dr Copcot and what the Privy Council letter had said.

‘That will be an arrow in Dr Norgate’s eye,’ he said. ‘It is not just for my absences that he is against me. Others have been absent for as long but their degrees were not threatened.’

‘He thought you were defecting to Rheims to become a Catholic.’

‘They say that of anyone they don’t like. No, the good doctor has taken against me because he thinks I mock true Godliness and because I mix with players here in Cambridge. The authorities here think plays and players bring disrepute upon the town and would like to ban them. Also, they know that my Tamburlaine has great success in London and there is nothing our tutors resent more than the worldly success of their scholars. We suffer a plague of religious caterpillars here, crawling over us, hypocrites all. Was it so in your day?’

The Puritan influence in Cambridge was certainly growing. Riding in, I had observed shoals of sober, solemn, surly young men walking slowly with heads bowed, their gowns wrapped about them like so many beetles. In my day, which was only ten years before, scholars were more boisterous and often far from sober. ‘Not like this. But you are not against the true religion, surely?’

He hesitated. ‘How could I be?’ His tone was playful and I had the impression he had considered a different reply.

‘It is the Puritans you dislike?’

‘Evangelists, I dislike all evangelists and all evangelising.’

‘Even those who evangelise what you yourself believe?’

‘I’ve never met anyone who believes what I believe.’

I did not then ask what that was. In those years Puritans and other dissenters were vigorously pursued by Archbishop Whitgift. He hanged a couple of Christopher’s Cambridge contemporaries because they would not accept the settlement under Queen Elizabeth. Mr Secretary also vigorously pursued dissenters and extremists, despite himself being an evangelist of the Protestant cause. His target was anyone who threatened the security of the state, Protestant or Catholic or free-thinker. If he asked me what Christopher believed, as he had of others whose loyalty he probed, I should have been compelled to tell him that I did not know but that Christopher sometimes appeared to reject all religion. Better therefore that I really did not know, so I didn’t push Christopher to explain. But I wanted to know. This wasn’t the first time we had had this kind of conversation but I had never known him so explicit. I fingered the papers on his table. ‘So this is your Devil play?’

‘Notes and sketches, small beer. A German scholar sells his soul to the Devil for worldly riches and triumphs. Hell awaits but he cannot bring himself to repent. Not a new story but mine will be like no other.’

‘Prodigal of ink and paper.’

‘They’ll pay for themselves.’

‘Not heretical, is it? If you write of heresies you’ll be accused of believing them.’

‘In which case I shall simply ensure that the heretics in my plays are woefully punished.’

‘I hear your Tamburlaine is a fine and bloody play. Much spoken of in London.’

He told me he had a new manner of writing verse for players and enthused about the ancients, particularly Ovid. He always came back to Ovid or Lucan, mainly Ovid. I encouraged such talk because it brought out another side of him, a side I liked, a fine disinterested passion. Christopher’s usual manner was quiet, often distant, sometimes mocking and disdainful, or coldly scornful when provoked. But when it came to Ovid and the ancients his speech gained in pace and warmth as if they were close friends. I think they were; for him, all literature was contemporary. He delighted in anyone who showed interest, his brown eyes moistening and brightening. Showing interest was all I could do, sadly, having forgotten most of what I learned of the ancients in favour of my own passion for numbers and symbols. But he would ask about that and I would try to convey the purity of their appeal, their cleanliness, logic and mystery, uncontaminated by the detritus of humanity. I confessed I could never read slowly enough to relish poetry.

It was no bar between us. He could imagine, he said, the beauty of number, the delight of an elegant solution. He speculated that his new way of writing verse with few rhymes resembled the mathematic in that he made patterns from the music and rhythm of words. We were talking thus when the bell rang for dinner. He pulled his gown about him. ‘Thank you again for your help. Please pass on my gratitude and respect to Sir Francis.’

‘Shall you return to London after the ceremony on Tuesday? We might have more work for you if you are not too taken up with your plays.’ I had in mind fresh evidence of Spanish invasion plans I had recently decrypted. Already busy, we were about to become much busier.

He took my hand. ‘Thomas, you are an unlikely agent of the Devil. All the more effective for it.’

‘You think our work is the work of the Devil?’

‘Possibly, but without your knowing it.’

‘You are a Papist after all, then?’ I did not mean that seriously.

‘Worse, worse than that. Worse than you think.’ He laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I heard enough from Huguenots who fled to Canterbury to render me proof against Papism. If Her Majesty calls me to arms again, of course I should respond. You will find me in Shoreditch. Just ask among the players.’

When later Christopher was accused of free-thinking I recalled these remarks without realising I had remembered them. Around the time of his death, lines from his plays were quoted as evidence of atheistical free-thinking and Machiavellism but while he was still in Cambridge most of those lines had not then been written. However, public display of such sentiments was dangerous and I cautioned him against it, though I now think the danger was partly what attracted him. What I did not know then was the effect he would have on my own beliefs.

Could this be the reason for the King’s interest in him, sir? Of course, you cannot say, I accept that. But it would be an understandable interest. I hear His Majesty’s proper fear and love of God does not preclude him from exploring the minds of men?

Anyway, there was a more immediate sequel to that conversation. It occurred after chapel the following morning. I attended the Corpus Christi service rather than my own old college’s or the Vice Chancellor’s, partly to impress on Dr Norgate that the eye of the state was upon him and partly because I wanted to see more of Christopher. I confess to you now that I felt a fondness for Christopher, I always had. I felt drawn to him as if he needed protecting, a notion he would have scorned, of course. Not in the sense in which protection is normally understood – he was well capable of looking after himself in this world – but I felt he needed protection from himself. For all his knowingness and cleverness, for all his readiness to attack or defend with wit or blade or fists, there was something vulnerable about him. I cannot even now say precisely what it was but it had to do with honesty, honesty regardless of consequence, and a curious gap in his self-awareness. God spare us for it, sir, but I think you will agree that most of us are frequently dishonest in small things, sometimes in big things? But not Christopher. He would deceive only with deliberation, only to higher purpose such as the security of the state in the work he did for us, never to his own advantage. In himself, in his beliefs and natural reactions, he was as spontaneous and unguarded as a child. Perhaps that was why he seemed vulnerable, as if he needed saving from himself. As indeed his end proved. But why I felt I had to protect him, I cannot say. In view of that end, you might say I failed.

And so I worshipped that morning in Corpus Christi with all the scholars. The singing was lusty and Dr Norgate preached a good sermon on obedience to God and the Queen, to our parents, to the teaching of the Bible and to conscience. He argued that submission is key, submission to God’s will, and that only in renouncing ourselves do we truly find ourselves. He could not have intended this for my benefit since he did not know I would be there, but I thought it merited favourable report to Sir Francis. Would such a sermon find favour now, sir? You think so? I hope you are right. I hear that Dr Donne, Dean of St Paul’s, preaches a goodly sermon, though I believe he has also penned some scandalous verses. He was a Catholic, you know, before repenting. I regret that my circumstances prevent me from hearing him though I fear my soul may be past benefitting now.

It was another fine morning and after the service people stood talking in the quad. I had spotted Christopher near the front of the chapel but lost him as we came out, then saw him again walking rapidly out of the college, alone. I caught up with him on the street, which was filling with dispersing congregations. He acknowledged me curtly, without slackening his pace.

‘A good sermon,’ I said.

‘Keeps the sheep happy.’ He walked on, looking straight ahead.

‘But it’s true, is it not? That only by renouncing ourselves do we find our true selves?’

‘The truth of it doesn’t matter. So long as it stops you thinking for yourself its purpose is achieved.’

I stopped in the street. ‘You really think that is its purpose?’

He turned to me with a sigh, forcing others to step around us. ‘I am sorry, Thomas, I am not in a giving mood this morning. I’ve no time for these hypocrites. Follow me to the river if you wish. Walking by water is balm for the soul.’ He turned again and walked on.

I was surprised and affronted. It was ungracious, given what I had just done for him, and there had been nothing in the sermon to which any good Christian could take exception. But I decided he should be taken to task and hurried after him into one of those alleys leading to the river. It was busy with worshippers, mostly gowned scholars spilling like plagues of beetles from court and quad, and was too narrow to walk two abreast, so I was forced to follow until it broadened out and we could talk again. He did not acknowledge me at first but strode on, looking neither right nor left, his face set hard. It was as if he had received an insult and was on his way to give someone a beating.

‘Forgive me, Thomas,’ he declared suddenly, still without looking at me. ‘It is the Devil in me. That is all. It will pass. He will leave while we walk.’

‘The Devil possesses you? Does he visit often?’

‘Only in worship. Divine service prompts rebellion in my breast. It has since childhood. I kneel, I sing, I pray with the rest but my heart rebels within me. It is not the message but being preached at. And being expected to believe the impossible.’

‘What is impossible? You are not suggesting that Our Lord—’

‘I am suggesting that every day since God created the world the sun has risen in the morning and set in the evening. But we are asked to believe that one day it set at the sixth hour and rose again at the ninth hour, a unique event in nature coinciding with the crucifixion of Our Lord. Do you believe that, Thomas? Do you? Tell me honestly.’

He turned to face me now, his dark eyes challenging. For a few moments I was lost for an answer, which prompted him to launch a sermon of his own. He queried the age of the world as estimated by the Fathers of the Church, then said that holy scripture suggested that Jesus had a mistress, then that He had an unnatural relationship with the disciple John and finally that if we gave all our goods to the poor as the scriptures urge us then the poor would become the rich and we the poor. They would then be urged to give back to us what we had given to them and we would go on changing places for ever. ‘So the Kingdom of Heaven on earth is nothing more than a perpetual dance, a merry-go-round,’ he concluded.

We were by then at the riverside. The more eagerly Christopher spoke, the slower he walked. Expounding heresies excited him. But it also lightened his mood and by the end he was smiling at his own exuberance. I was in something of a daze, not only because such heresies were shocking but because they were disturbing. I had never suspected him of harbouring such thoughts. I perceive they still have power to shock, sir? Dare you relay them to the King? Is it this that His Majesty wishes to know about?

Christopher’s own deepest beliefs? I fear I cannot plumb him deep enough to know what he truly believed. If anything. He loved playing with ideas, you see, especially ideas with power to shock, and it was hard to know how he stood behind them, whether far or near. As I said when we began today, he was a cat that walked alone.

At the time I comforted myself by reflecting that he was at least partly in jest, a comfort reinforced when he placed his hand on my shoulder again and smiled his soft smile, ‘Forgive me, Thomas, I did not mean to burden you with troublesome fantasies. There is enough to complicate life without idle speculations. It is time we broke our fast.’
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