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            PROLOGUE
 
            PORT ROYAL, JAMAICA, 1670

         
 
         The English captain stood on the quayside, sweating in the furious heat, and looked the traveller up and down. When he finally spoke he made no attempt to disguise his opinion of the sunburned, shabbily dressed man who stood before him.
 
         ‘Yes, I’m bound for Bristol,’ he grunted. ‘I carry sugar and molasses. We’re full to the gunnels, but there’s a berth if you can pay for it. And I mean in good English money!’
 
         The traveller smiled thinly. He had come a long way, and he was too tired to become angry, which was fortunate. His anger, once unleashed, was potent and deadly, but it was locked away in a part of his mind he rarely visited, and then only when the occasion demanded it. In the four years since he had been transported to the Indies he had learned not to waste his anger, but to nurture it and to value it. It was a powerful ally, one that had kept him alive.
 
         ‘Will this serve?’ He fumbled in his clothing and brought out a worn leather purse. As he loosened the drawstring, coins glinted in the harsh sunlight: not only gold guineas but French pistoles, Dutch guilders and other currencies that even the English captain barely recognized.
 
         The captain showed his surprise. But if he had a mind to ask how this fellow came by such a hoard, he kept his mouth shut. There was enough there to buy a passage for the Lieutenant-Governor himself, and servants to boot. He merely nodded and glanced at the sun, which was mercifully beginning to sink.
 
         ‘Loading’s about finished,’ he said. ‘We sail at first light. I’ll send a boy for your baggage.’ He swung his gaze back to the sunburned man, who was stowing his purse away.
 
         ‘There’s no need,’ the other answered. ‘This is all I have.’ He indicated a sailcloth bag at his feet, bound with leather straps. The captain glanced at it, gave a shrug, then turned on his heel and headed for the gangway.
 
         The traveller watched him walk up the plank on to his ship. It was a large vessel, an old man-of-war converted to carry slaves from the west coast of Africa. Having crossed the ocean and shed its human cargo, the ship’s hold had then been stripped to carry raw goods back to Bristol: the last leg of the ‘Triangular Trade’ that was making some Englishmen very rich.
 
         If anyone in the busy port had noticed, they would have seen a hard expression on the traveller’s features. For it was on a similar vessel to this that he had arrived at Port Royal in chains, half-starved and racked with scurvy. Had he been inclined to tell his story from that time onwards, few would have believed it. The animal struggle of the first months in blistering heat, enduring repeated lashings and vile food; the desperate escape that he and the boy had hatched, which took them to Surinam where the Dutch would have killed him, save for…
 
         He drew a breath, gazing at the colourful crowd who thronged the quayside. This was the point where he usually left off remembering. But this evening, with the final leg of his return before him, he allowed himself to think upon it.
 
         In his mind’s eye he saw the wretched boy on his knees, pleading with their Dutch captors for mercy; small good it did him, for they spoke no English. And now, as if detached from the scene, he saw himself: the innocent party, explaining in his fluent Dutch how he had been forced into escaping with this wicked young fellow, who was guilty of many crimes, while he was entirely innocent. He, a man of good family, had been falsely accused in the first place – merely for being in the wrong place at the wrong time! And he told how, during the Great Fire which had consumed London, he had been taken by the watchmen for a looter. Why, there was such panic in those terrible few days, he was lucky not to have been accused of starting the Fire himself, as others had been! But then, wasn’t that just like the English, all bluster and shouting, and no common sense? And he had joked with the Dutchmen, winning them over with his story until in the end they believed his account. And he had stood in the boiling heat of the fort at New Amsterdam and watched the boy being dragged away, shrieking curses at him.
 
         He pushed the memory aside. What did it matter now? He had survived in the New World, he had even prospered. In Port of Spain he had shed his disguise along with his Dutch accent and become an Englishman again, a traveller who had seen enough of the colonies and was eager to return home. He smiled to himself, watching the surly captain moving about the deck of his ship, barking orders. It had amused him to see the fellow form a low opinion of his prospective passenger, before the sight of a purse full of gold wiped the smirk from his features. Had the captain known what else the man carried, let alone what he meant to do with it, his shock might have been greater.
 
         As if to reassure himself, the traveller bent down, loosened one of the straps about his bag and slid a hand inside. His fingers probed under layers of clothing before closing about a little earthenware jar, its lid sealed tightly with gummed linen. He felt its hardness and its coldness, and a tiny point of light appeared in his eyes as he gazed out across the harbour, to the sparkling sea beyond.
 
         The contents of the jar had cost him an hour of hard wrangling with a Portuguese trader he had met in a stinking bordello on the edge of the jungle, back in Surinam. That much was evident to any casual observer, who might have seen two men haggling over their mugs of watered rum before striking a bargain. What no one saw was what followed later on a lonely forest path, after the transaction had been completed: the Portuguese sinking to the ground, coughing blood, his hands clawing feebly at the legs of his assailant. The other man had stepped back unhurriedly, wiped his stiletto on the leaves of a tree, and slipped it into its sheath.
 
         He had waited until the Portuguese choked out his last breath, then stooped to retrieve the money he had handed over from the fellow’s pocket. Then he had seized him by the heels and dragged him into the undergrowth, where the jungle creatures would find him. After that he had turned away and walked back to the settlement, to begin his homeward journey.
 
         And now, standing on the quayside, his features creased in another smile, for at last his journey’s end was in sight. A few weeks crossing the ocean, and he would be on English soil again. He imagined the cool rain of autumn, and the welcoming door of a tavern. He would order ‘lamb’s wool’ – hot, spiced ale with roasted apples; he could almost taste it.
 
         And there was something else he tasted, but that was a different kind of sensation. That particular appetite required other means of gratification, which would have to wait. But then, he was in no hurry; for he had the means now to do all that he wished.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         Mr Joseph Rigg was dying; and he was very good at it.
 
         So Mistress Betsy Brand thought, as she stood smiling in the wings. As Banquo in the Company’s new production of Macbeth, Mr Rigg was showing off his skills to full effect. The handsome actor with the smouldering eyes, much admired by ladies of fashion, staggered back as the Three Murderers bore down upon him.
         
 
         ‘Let it come down!’ shouted First Murderer. He brandished his dagger, and a gasp went up from the pit.
 
         ‘Oh, treachery!’ Rigg cried. As the dagger sank into his chest, he called to the cringing figure of his young son.
 
         ‘Fly, good Fleance – fly, fly, fly! Thou mayst revenge—’
 
         The boy backed away, hands raised in horror, then turned and fled into the wings. As he passed by Betsy he stuck his tongue out at her. Betsy pulled a face back, then returned to watching Mr Rigg, who fell to the boards clutching his chest. A gout of fake blood spurted across the stage, drawing another gasp from the packed theatre.
 
         ‘O slave …’ his voice faltering, Rigg stretched an imploring hand towards the audience. Then he groaned, and let it fall. As his body went limp, a huge sigh went up.
 
         ‘Shame!’ a gallant shouted from one of the side boxes, prompting a snort of laughter from his friends. But from the pit came a chorus of hisses, followed by loud applause. Eyes still on the corpse, the crowd paid little mind to the words of First, Second and Third Murderers who now closed the scene. As the trio made their exit, a murmur of approval rose: Rigg had stolen the show again.
 
         Backstage, all was bustle. At a blast of the stage manager’s whistle scene-men hurried to their stations, and the two halves of a new backdrop were slid into place along their grooves. ‘The Palace of Forres!’ The voice of Downes the prompter rang out, and quickly the scene was set for the banquet, when Banquo’s ghost would make his appearance to terrify Macbeth.
 
         Betsy turned to make her way back to the Women’s Shift. It was the opening performance at the Dorset Gardens Theatre, of Mr Betterton’s revival of the Scottish play, and the response was good. There would be a second house and a third, at least. She nodded to the actors in the next scene as they gathered for their entrance. Then a figure in a splendid crimson gown pushed her way through, blocking Betsy’s path.
 
         ‘Mistress Brand – how well you look as a witch!’
 
         Aveline Hale, in the role of Lady Macbeth, wore a broad smile; but her eyes failed to match it. Mistress Hale despised the theatre. Like many another pretty young woman with no fortune of her own, she made little secret of the fact that she was on the stage merely for as long as it took to attract a rich man, preferably with a title. After all, who could forget that young Nelly Gwyn, the King’s favourite mistress, had started as an orange-wench in the theatre, and was now set up in her own smart rooms in St James’s Park?
 
         ‘Cods,’ Betsy muttered to herself. Her own well-shaped body was concealed under a heavy black cloak, her blonde hair beneath a matted horsehair wig. Her white make-up had been overpainted with streaks of grey, and patches of black drugget served as missing teeth. She was First Witch, the most important role she had yet been given, after two years with the Duke’s Company. And she had no intention of making a poor fist of it.
 
         There was a stir, and Mistress Hale turned aside as did the others, to make way for Mr Thomas Betterton himself. For who else would play Macbeth?
 
         He was in his mid-thirties now, the greatest actor in England and leader of the Company; handsome and dignified, and free of the vanity so many players exhibited. Betsy Brand’s heart always warmed when she saw him, as it had from the very first time she set foot in the old Duke’s Theatre. That was back in the converted tennis court in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, when Thomas and his wife had taken pains to put the nervous young actress at her ease. She smiled at her mentor, who nodded in return before his gaze swept the assembled company. ‘Well, my friends,’ he said. ‘Shall we to the banquet?’
 
         From the auditorium, the theatre orchestra struck up with a flourish. Betterton took the arm of Mistress Hale, and stepped out on stage to a roar of approval.
 
         Betsy made her way through the cluttered scene-room. One of the ex-soldiers who served as a doorman was standing nearby, having a quick smoke. When he saw Betsy he threw her a lecherous grin, before snuffing his pipe out. Betsy walked to the stairs that led to the Women’s Shift. Her next entrance came after the long banquet scene, and she had time to spare. She was about to climb the steps when someone spoke softly to her from behind.
 
         ‘Mistress Brand … always a pleasure.’
 
         Betsy turned, to find a pair of cold blue eyes gazing into hers. ‘Mr Tripp,’ she forced a smile. ‘How do you do?’
 
         The eyes belonged to a stocky man in a golden-brown periwig and a tabby suit edged with lace. Samuel Tripp the playwright had been haunting the theatre for the past week, badgering Mr Betterton to read his new play. He made Betsy an ironic bow.
 
         ‘I do very well.’ His eyes did not leave hers. ‘And allow me to say I deplore the way your talents are being wasted in a witch’s part. You should’ve had Lady MacDuff, at the least.’
 
         The compliment meant little to Betsy, for she knew the man too well. ‘But I relish the role, Mister Tripp,’ she answered. ‘And my good friend Mistress Rowe plays Lady MacDuff admirably.’
 
         Tripp’s mouth curled slightly. ‘Rowe has but a modest talent compared with yours,’ he replied. Betsy saw the glint in his eye, then started as his arm shot out to grasp her by the waist. ‘Let me wait upon you after the performance,’ he murmured, bringing his face close to hers. ‘I’ll buy you a supper at Lockett’s, and after we’ll—’
 
         ‘Another time perhaps.’ Betsy reached round her back, gripped the man’s hand and removed it with a strength that took him by surprise. Then she stepped backwards and fixed him with a wry look. ‘I’m not one of your Moorfields jilts, Mister Tripp,’ she snapped. ‘I’m an actress.’
 
         The other gave a little yelp of laughter. ‘Why, so you are!’ he agreed. ‘And as buxom and pretty as any in London! Now leave off this show of modesty, and admit you find me a handsome fellow!’
 
         ‘Oh, flap-sauce!’ Betsy’s chest rose, and those who knew her better would have advised the playmaker to tread warily. ‘I’m not your plaything.’
 
         ‘Indeed she is not!’
 
         The voice that rang out from a short distance away was as familiar to Tripp as it was to Betsy. They both turned to see the figure of Joseph Rigg, the front of his linen shirt still stained with blood, standing at the top of the steps to the Men’s Shift.
 
         Tripp drew a breath and took a step backwards. ‘My dear Rigg! A splendid death scene, if I may—’
 
         ‘You may,’ Rigg interrupted in a droll voice. ‘Yet I dislike the way you manhandle Mistress Brand. Good witches are so hard to come by.’
 
         Relaxing, Betsy curtsied to Rigg as graciously as her voluminous cloak would allow. She was not unused to such treatment. Samuel Tripp was but one of many who had earned the nickname ‘blowflies of the tiring-room’, and who regarded all actresses as fair game.
 
         Tripp favoured Rigg with a thin smile. ‘As indeed are good supporting players, sir,’ he answered. ‘Surely it’s time you stepped out from Betterton’s shadow, and demanded a bigger role for yourself?’
 
         Rigg, who was known to possess a formidable temper, met the man’s expression with his famous smouldering eyes. But the door to the Women’s Shift flew open, and a female voice called: ‘Betsy! Where’ve you been? I need you to help pin me.’
 
         The diminutive figure of Jane Rowe appeared half-dressed at the top of the steps. From the stage, Betterton’s voice rose, ranting at the appearance of Banquo’s ghost. The spectre was played by a hireling who doubled for Mister Rigg.
 
         The tension was broken. With a smirk at Betsy, Tripp turned and walked out by the nearest door, which led to the side boxes. Betsy glanced up at Rigg, but the player was already half-inside the Men’s Shift. ‘Where’s the boy?’ he called. ‘I’m for a glass of claret.’ The door slammed.
 
         Betsy climbed the steps. ‘What was that about?’ Jane asked. ‘Did Tripp put his paws up your cloak?’ But with a shrug, Betsy dismissed the matter. She and Jane had joined the Duke’s Company at the same time. Two nervous young actresses, somewhat abashed at the brazenness of the world they had stepped into, they had agreed to look out for each other from the start. Seasoned performers that they now were, they still did so, though their backgrounds could scarcely have been more different: Betsy was from a good family who disapproved of her choice of profession, while Jane was the daughter of a butcher who was grateful for the fifteen shillings she brought into the household, almost every week.
 
         Female voices spilled from the open door of the Women’s Shift. As Betsy and Jane entered, an older woman, a hireling who was playing Third Witch, looked round. ‘Mistress, can you help me keep this headgear from falling over my eyes?’
 
         As Betsy helped the woman secure her hat, Jane brought her a small mug. ‘Take some Hungary water,’ she said. ‘You’ll need a restorative before you cast your spells.’
 
         The door opened and the youngest member of the company, Louise Hawker the tiring-maid, entered, looking flustered.
 
         ‘Louise!’ Jane threw the girl a pained look. ‘You promised to mend Lady MacDuff’s gown, yet it’s still torn. Now there’s no time to do anything but pin it.’
 
         Louise blinked. She was a frightened little creature, not made for the hurly-burly of backstage life. Yet she was a good seamstress and a hard worker, who had even won the grudging respect of Aveline Hale. Just now, however, she looked not merely nervous, but fearful.
 
         ‘Your pardon, mistress,’ she answered. ‘I’ll do it at once. I got distracted.’
 
         ‘Whatever’s the matter?’ Betsy asked, still attending to Third Witch. ‘You look as if you’ve seen Banquo’s ghost!’
 
         ‘Well, perhaps you’ll not wonder at it, when you hear what I’ve just heard,’ Louise replied. ‘There’s bad news from Covent Garden. Remember Long Ned, the African? He’s dead!’
 
         A silence fell, so that Betterton’s voice could be heard all the way from the stage: ‘Behold, look! How say you?’
         
 
         ‘Dead!’ Jane looked shocked, as did the others. Everyone knew Long Ned, the handsome ex-slave from the Indies, who worked as an attendant in the men’s bagnio – the public bathhouse. Ned had formerly helped out at the old Duke’s Theatre as a scene-man, and, if truth be told, had earned something of a reputation as one who was sought out by certain wealthy ladies for purposes of private pleasure.
 
         ‘How did you learn of it?’ Betsy asked.
 
         ‘Mister Prout and Mister Hill were at the bagnio when it happened,’ Louise answered. ‘They’ve just come in. They say Ned dropped right to the floor, without warning. Within minutes he could neither move nor speak – then he was dead!’
 
         There were more reactions, but most of them were muted. James Prout, the Company’s dancing-master, was a regular customer at the bathhouse. Julius Hill was an actor who had recently joined the Duke’s Company, taking small roles. Since he was playing the Doctor in Macbeth he was not needed until late in the play, so would have passed the early part of the afternoon at his leisure. Neither man was given to spreading empty rumours, and hence the report must be true.
         
 
         ‘Well, Long Ned will certainly be a loss to the bagnio – and an even greater one to some of our sex!’ a young actress observed in a shrill voice. There were one or two sniggers, but Jane Rowe frowned at the woman.
 
         ‘That he will, mistress,’ she said. ‘But some of us valued him as a friend. He had his failings, what man doesn’t? Yet he was kind and gentle, which are rare enough qualities in Covent Garden!’
 
         The young actress pouted and turned away. But other heads were nodding. Jane moved off to finish her dressing, while Louise Hawker took a pincushion and set to work on Lady MacDuff’s gown. Gradually, normal hubbub resumed. The news of Long Ned’s death, Betsy thought, would provide entertainment about Covent Garden and the western suburbs for a day or two, then fade as quickly as the memories of her performance as First Witch. Such was the nature of the world she inhabited. And though she loved acting, there were times when she wondered whether there might be some less fickle activity that would suit her. She sighed, and thought upon her opening lines for the next scene.
 
         Meanwhile from the stage, Macbeth’s voice floated up: They say blood will have blood….
         
 
         An hour later, the Duke’s Company took their bows to enthusiastic applause and left the stage. At once the scene-room was filled with a milling crowd of actors, hirelings, and the hangers-on who always gathered at this time. Outside in the pit, the orchestra played a cheerful finale. Betterton, Mistress Hale and the other leading players received the praise of their fellows with good grace, then went to their rooms. Now the gossip flowed, and it was soon apparent which topic was on people’s lips: the demise of Long Ned at the bathhouse. And as witnesses to the event, James Prout, the gangling dancing-master, and the supporting player Julius Hill, were soon the centre of a small circle of listeners, including Betsy.
 
         ‘I swear, the fellow dropped like a stone!’ Prout said, savouring his role as purveyor of fresh gossip. ‘I was barely a dozen feet away from him, in the tepidarium. I saw him pass by with a pail, heading for the steamroom – fit as a fiddle he looked, as always – then, voilà! The poor man drops to his knees, shaking like a leaf. Hardly uttered a sound, I swear! See now…’ the dancing-master turned to Hill. ‘Julius will tell you, for he was closer than I. Is it not so, my friend?’
         
 
         Hill was still in his costume, and looked uncomfortable. An unassuming man, with few of the airs and graces affected by other players of limited ability, he merely nodded. Then seeing some elaboration was expected, he cleared his throat.
 
         ‘Whatever befell the man – some strange condition or sickness, perhaps – it was indeed sudden,’ he said. Then seeing one or two anxious faces, for the dreadful Plague of 1665 was yet a recent memory, he added: ‘Yet none that we need fear, I’m sure. By good fortune there was a physician nearby who examined the man, and found no token.’ He shrugged. ‘I can only think that Ned had some weakness of the heart … perhaps he had overexerted himself of late.’
 
         That brought one or two smiles. And clearly disliking the role of narrator, Hill looked pointedly at James Prout. ‘Very likely,’ the dancing-master agreed. ‘Whatever befell poor Ned must remain a mystery.’ He shook his head. ‘Such a sweet fellow … always so obliging.’
 
         He glanced round, but there were fewer listeners now. The company was beginning to disperse, as people drifted away to change. William Daggett the stage manager appeared, fearsome with his bristling moustache, and scene-men went off to their tasks. The orchestra had finished, and musicians were clambering up the stairs, talking loudly.
 
         Betsy stood watching the noisy, colourful pageant, the happy release of tension that always followed a successful performance. The death of a former hired man, even a popular one like Ned, would not dampen the Company’s spirits. She was on the point of following Jane, who had already gone up to the Women’s Shift, when her eye fell upon a man standing by a side door. One of the scene-men, a burly, taciturn fellow named Thomas Cleeve, was staring at the retreating back of James Prout … and her eyes narrowed. It may have been merely the poor light of the backstage area, but to her mind Cleeve looked not merely affected by the news: he looked frightened. His face was pale, and as Betsy watched he put a hand to his forehead and rubbed it. Then, sensing someone was watching him, he met Betsy’s eye, and at once hurried out.
 
         Betsy turned, only to see Samuel Tripp, who had appeared from nowhere and was smiling at her. Throwing the playmaker a withering look, she began to climb the steps again.
 
         
            *

         
 
         Betsy and Jane Rowe left the theatre together, by the lane that led through the ruins of Salisbury Court towards Fleet Street. The rebuilding of London was proceeding apace, and many new houses had already risen from the ashes of the Great Fire. But here outside the Walls, the picture was somewhat different. During those terrible few days, not so long ago, the flames had leaped the city’s west wall and consumed the old precinct of Whitefriars, as far as the Temple. And yet, Betsy mused, fortune was an odd jade: for she and her fellow actors had benefited from the sweeping away of the old buildings. In the intervening years, Mr Christopher Wren himself had designed the Duke of York’s fine new theatre by the Thames, in the gardens of burned-out Dorset House. The Dorset Gardens Theatre, as most called it, was best approached from the river, where its white portico and pillars loomed over the better-off theatregoers who arrived by boat. But that was not Betsy’s route: like most of the actors, she took her chances in the noisy, muddy streets, threading her way to her home on the edge of the ruins, in what was now known as Fire’s Reach Court.
 
         ‘Harlots! Foul painted jades! The Lord will strike ye down dead, as he has your dark-skinned friend!’
 
         Neither Betsy nor Jane had noticed the wild-eyed man who stood in the street, raising his fist to the cloudy autumn sky. In the other hand he clutched a tattered bible. The fellow wore threadbare clothes of twenty years back: black doublet and breeches, grey worsted stockings and an old crowned hat. As both women turned, he pointed a trembling finger at them.
 
         ‘The bellows are burned, the lead is consumed by the fire! For the wicked are not plucked away: reprobate silver shall men call them, because the Lord has rejected them!’
 
         ‘Mr Palmer,’ Betsy smiled, ‘have you been here all afternoon? It looks like rain again.’
 
         Praise-God Palmer glared. ‘Let it pour, woman – I’ll not flinch from the Lord’s work! Repent while ye may, and forsake this house of wickedness!’
 
         But Jane Rowe drew her bertha about her shoulders and glared back; she had no time for Palmer or his rantings. ‘Take yourself off, you dirty black crow,’ she retorted. ‘We’re two honest women who earn our bread as well as any—’
 
         ‘Honest women?’ the man echoed. ‘Ye who show yourselves in undress like the harlots of the town? Shame on ye! The Fire was God’s judgement. Did He not burn this warren to the ground? Yet ye flaunt His will by building a new theatre upon it, a house of bawdy and devilment!’
 
         ‘It’s the Duke of York’s theatre, Mr Palmer,’ Betsy answered, as Jane tugged her sleeve. ‘Perhaps you should direct your anger towards Whitehall….’
 
         ‘You mock me!’ The ranter took a step forward, but Betsy did not move; she knew the fellow’s wrath never went beyond verbal assault. In her years on the stage she had grown used to his presence outside one or other of the two Royal theatres, the King’s Playhouse or the Duke’s. Whatever the season, Palmer would assail those who went in or out, deriding them for their sins, taking their jibes and threats without flinching. More than once he had been set upon by drunken rakes, and once by a couple of bad-tempered actors who blamed him for the poor house. Yet next day he was back, bruised but undeterred, shouting his scriptures with renewed energy.
 
         ‘Come on, Betsy dear.’ Jane was walking off towards Fleet Street. Beyond the rebuilt St Bride’s, carts clattered over the Fleet Bridge. Betsy was about to follow when a thought struck her.
 
         ‘You’re mighty quick with the news, Mr Palmer,’ she said. ‘Who told you Long Ned was dead?’
 
         Palmer stared at her, then broke into a smile that was more like a grimace. ‘Black crow, am I? Then mayhap I soared above Covent Garden and spied his miserable end for myself!’
 
         ‘Miserable end?’ Betsy echoed. ‘Why do you say such?’
 
         But Palmer’s thoughts ran their own course, which few could have fathomed. He drew back, raising his bible as if to ward her off. ‘Question me not, woman, for ye have strayed from the path, and your mind is as a dark fog! Get ye into yon church, fall upon your knees and beg forgiveness – only then can ye hope to find salvation!’ He paused, then: ‘As for the wretch ye called Long Ned, he has paid for his sins. The Lord has struck him down like a wand. Let others take heed of it!’
 
         ‘Betsy!’ Jane called from the end of the lane. Betsy raised a hand to her then looked round, but Praise-God Palmer was striding off. She watched him until he rounded the corner of the theatre and disappeared.
 
         Something in what he had said nagged at her; but try as she might, she could not think what it was.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         The two women parted company in Fleet Street. Jane would cross the bridge and go into the city by Ludgate, to her father’s house near the Butchers’ Hall. Betsy turned westwards, picking her way through the press of folk on foot and on horseback, who threatened to splash her with mud. She crossed the street, avoiding a hackney coach which rolled by, and reached the corner of Fetter Lane. The spire of St Dunstan’s-in-the-west loomed overhead, one of the few churches that had escaped destruction. Next door, the Fire Court sat every day at Clifford’s Inn, settling the myriad disputes which had arisen over property, boundaries and the like. In a short time, London had passed through the terrors of fire and pestilence; was it any wonder that men like Praise-God Palmer saw the hand of a vengeful God in it?

         She turned into Fetter Lane, then walked to the corner of Fire’s Reach Court. Here was the limit of the Fire, where the old timber-framed houses stood crowded together, a remnant of the suburbs of Tudor London, and a time before the present King Charles’s grandfather, James Stuart, had ridden down from Scotland to claim his throne. Not so far back after all, Betsy mused: the Duke’s Company still performed the plays of that age … which set her thinking about Macbeth. By now she had reached the door of her own lodgings, and lifted the latch.
         

         It was evening, and the sight of a scuffed leather bag in the hallway told her that Doctor Thomas Catlin was home. Her expression softened as she looked down at it: the most precious thing her landlord owned. Indeed, apart from this tumbledown old house, it was almost the only thing he owned.

         Then, Tom Catlin was a rare man: a physician who had stayed in London during the plague, and not fled like most of them. He had paid a cruel price for his courage: his young wife had died of the infection. His response had been to move out of the city and to work even harder, often for little payment. And though the plague was but a memory now he still drove himself in the same manner, and as a consequence was permanently short of money. When the actress daughter of his old friend William Brand had approached him seeking lodgings close to the Duke’s Theatre, he had obliged her by fitting up the best upstairs chamber. As for Betsy, she had found in her landlord a true and firm ally; and when the Duke’s Company moved away from Lincoln’s Inn Fields, she had kept her lodgings at Catlin’s. What she had not expected was that her feelings for Tom would grow from friendship to something stronger – though she had never admitted it to him. That, she was certain, would be the ruin of a good relationship.

         She opened the parlour door and went in. A good fire burned in the grate, and Tom, in his shirt sleeves and russet waistcoat, was at his desk. As she entered he looked up and raised his eyebrows.

         ‘I see there’s no need to ask how Macbeth was received. A good house?’
         

         ‘You need not fear, Doctor,’ Betsy answered with a smile. ‘I’ll be able to pay this month’s rent!’

         Catlin nodded sagely. ‘That’s well,’ he muttered, picking up a fistful of papers. ‘Do you mark these bills? I may decide to flee one of these nights and take to the Bermudas, before my creditors lose all patience!’

         Betsy kept a straight face. ‘You mean the Bermudas off the Strand?’ she asked, naming the lawless little community about Maiden Lane, which claimed old rights of sanctuary. ‘You’d not be the first gentleman to seek refuge there. But if you mean the Bermudas across the seas …’ She struck a ridiculous pose, and made her voice crack with grief. ‘… Heaven forbid, for I would never see you again! What then would I do?’

         Stifling a smile, Catlin grunted and tossed the papers across his cluttered desk. ‘You’d be in clover, that’s what,’ he answered. ‘Fill the house with actors, who’d wreck the place and drink what’s left of my cellar dry.’ He picked up a mug from the desk, and frowned into it. ‘Talking of which…’

         At that moment the door flew open and a tall, scarecrow-like woman lurched in. Catlin ignored the interruption, but Betsy raised her brows.

         ‘Peg – whatever’s the matter?’

         Peg Brazier, Catlin’s twenty-year-old cook, servant and maid-of-all-work, threw her a scathing look. Her red hair stuck out from the edges of her cap, while her eyes fixed upon her employer. ‘There’s a butcher’s man been at the door wanting his account settled,’ she snapped. ‘What was I to tell him? Answer that!’

         Tom tilted his mug and peered at the emptiness within. ‘What did you tell him?’ he asked.

         ‘I lied, what d’you think?’ Peg retorted. ‘But he’ll be back, and unless you’ve a hoard of guineas I don’t know about under the floor, next time he’ll bring a beadle with him!’

         Betsy held up a hand. ‘Fear not,’ she said. ‘For I owe a month’s rent – and I can pay it.’

         ‘But how long will your few shillings last, mistress?’ Peg asked, with a toss of her head. ‘Until you’re out of work again?’

         ‘We’ll have supper,’ Tom Catlin said, turning to Peg and putting on his voice of authority. ‘If my memory serves, there’s a pair of roasted pigeons—’

         ‘There’s boiled leg of mutton and a bowl of anchovies,’ Peg told him. ‘After that, the larder’s bare!’

         ‘Then be so good as to serve them up, Miss Brazier,’ Tom growled. The title generally applied to a whore or a kept woman, one of many insults the two of them had honed in their years of barbed discourse. But Peg, magnificently indignant in her workaday frock with sleeves rolled, rose above it.
         

         ‘Would Master care for a jug of Navarre to go with it?’ she demanded, as if the new French wine were within the reach of Catlin’s pocket. But before he could reply, Betsy spoke up.

         ‘My purse can’t stretch to Navarre, Peg, but if you’d care to send out for a pint of Malmsey….’

         Peg blinked and caught Catlin’s eye, looking less like a servant now, and more like his daughter. Tom Catlin and his wife had not been blessed with children. Instead, they had taken Peg off the streets at the age of ten, before she could be sold into prostitution. And though she seldom had a kind word for the doctor, her loyalty to him was set in stone.

         ‘Lord – what’s the occasion? Has someone proposed marriage?’ Peg asked. Then she reddened. ‘Your pardon,’ she muttered, suddenly flustered. ‘I’ve gone too far again.’ And with that she turned and fled.

         Betsy and Catlin’s eyes met, and both burst out laughing.

          

         Later that evening, having dined on boiled mutton and anchovies, Betsy and her landlord talked for longer than usual. The reason for that emerged during supper, when Betsy learned that not only did Tom know of the death of Long Ned, but he was the physician who had been called to attend him.

         ‘I was across Russell Street, at Will’s,’ he told her. ‘A boy from the bagnio came running, said someone was poorly. But by the time I got there, there was naught I could do. Some sort of paralysis had set in, which in the end seemed to stop the fellow’s lungs from working. He died of asphyxia.’ Tom wiped his mouth on a napkin, and leaned back in his chair. ‘An odd business,’ he said. ‘A fit, healthy young fellow expiring like that … very odd indeed.’

         ‘You think there’s more to it than the onset of some fever?’ Betsy asked, with growing interest.

         ‘There was no fever. Nor did the man complain of any ache or pain, in fact he barely uttered a sound. Just stiffened from head to foot, staring at nothing.’ Tom’s frown deepened. ‘It occurred to me he might have been poisoned, except that I know of no toxin that would have such an effect. And when I made enquiry of the proprietor, he said Ned hadn’t taken anything since breakfast save a little ale, and others had drunk from the same jug.’

         Suddenly, Betsy recalled the words of Praise-God Palmer, who seemed to have learned of the death so quickly, despite the fact that he never went near the bathhouse. He naturally regarded such a place, which was frequented not only by whores but also by young men for similar hire, as another on his list of houses of sin and devilment. She told Catlin of the exchange outside the theatre, which prompted a shrug.

         ‘News travels fast from Covent Garden, does it not?’ he murmured. He lifted his cup of Malmsey and drained it. ‘I confess I’m uneasy about this death.’ He met Betsy’s eye. ‘You knew the man, didn’t you? Would you say he was the sort who made enemies?’

         ‘He may well have done,’ Betsy answered. ‘For despite his gentle nature, it was no secret what services he performed for certain wealthy patrons … of both sexes.’ When Tom said nothing, she went on: ‘But why do you ask? Surely you don’t think he was murdered?’

         ‘Well, it’s hard to see how, since there wasn’t a mark upon him. But then I didn’t examine him very closely. Perhaps I should have done.’

         The two of them sat in silence, mulling the matter over. Then recognizing the distant look in Tom’s eye, Betsy rose from her chair. ‘Time I went to my bed,’ she said with a smile. ‘There’s a part in a new play, that of a grand lady, that Betterton would have me reflect upon.’

         Coming out of his reverie, Tom Catlin rose from the table in turn. ‘What play is that?’

         ‘It’s a comedy called The Virtuous Bawd,’ Betsy told him, ‘by that fop-doodle Samuel Tripp.’
         

         Tom knew well enough what Betsy thought of Tripp, and was swift to divert her from that topic. ‘Then I’ll wish you goodnight,’ he said quickly, and picked up The London Gazette.
         

          

         The next day’s events, however, would drive all thoughts of Tripp from Betsy’s mind. For though the second performance of Macbeth had packed the house like the first, it would soon become talked of for reasons which the Duke’s Company would prefer to forget.
         

         There was no doubt now that the play was a success. And if at times Mr Betterton’s version of it strayed from Mr Shakespeare’s, as far as the Dorset Gardens crowd was concerned that was all to the good. The added scenes, along with the music, turned a dark play into something closer to an opera, giving the cast ample opportunity to show off their singing and dancing. Each act closed to thunderous applause, and by the time Act Five ended, the air of satisfaction backstage had turned to one of jubilation. It was clear the play would run for longer than the customary three nights. And what was more, wags in the company joked, since the man had been dead for over half a century, there need be no Benefit Night for the author!

         The cast took their bows to cheers and shouts of approval, even from the rakes in the galleries, before crowding into the scene-room. This time, instead of going off to their closets, Betterton and other leading players stayed to join in the general celebration. Hangers-on were even more in evidence than yesterday, along with a sprinkling of actors from the rival King’s Company, eager to share in the spoils. Glasses of a passable claret soon appeared, along with a keg of ale for the scene-men. To the wry amusement of Betsy and Jane, even Aveline Hale was in expansive humour, the reason for which soon became clear.

         ‘Mr Betterton!’ she cried, elbowing her way through the chattering throng. ‘Is it true what I’ve heard … that we are to play before the King?’

         The Company’s leader turned to her. ‘More than likely, madam,’ he answered. ‘His Majesty has made it known that he wishes to see the play. I await his pleasure.’

         Mistress Hale’s smile widened in delight, prompting droll looks from some of her fellow actors. The doormen and scene-men, puffing on their pipes, grinned and clinked mugs. But if anything, the news was welcomed even more by the supporting actresses, and not merely because any of them might attract the attention of King Charles or one of his friends: should Aveline Hale make her catch, she would be gone from the Duke’s Theatre, leaving room for others to advance themselves.

         ‘It’s an ill wind, I suppose,’ Jane Rowe observed cheerfully, taking a pull from her cup. ‘And if an orange-wench can bear the King’s bastards, why not a butcher’s daughter from Cheap?’

         ‘You’d hate being anyone’s kept woman,’ Betsy said dryly. ‘As would I … even the King’s.’

         ‘In time, perhaps,’ Jane answered with a sly look. ‘But I’d make the best of it while it lasted.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Now then, look who’s about to try his luck.’

         Betsy followed her gaze to see that Joshua Small, the chief scene-man, had left his fellows and was making his way towards them.

         ‘Don’t go!’ Jane hissed under her breath. While Small’s feelings for her were obvious to everyone, Jane had already made it plain to him that his attentions were unwanted. There was only one man Mistress Rowe cared about, and he was in the Fleet Prison for debt. But her other would-be suitor, a handsome enough fellow, was not one to give up easily. As he drew close, Jane spoke to Betsy out of the side of her mouth.

         ‘Small by name, small of brain,’ she muttered. ‘Why don’t he leave me be?’

         Then both of them started. From a short distance away had come a thud, followed by a commotion. Heads were craned, as everyone tried to discern the cause. Quickly the crowd shifted, as a circle widened in the corner nearest the door to the forestage. Actors, hirelings, hangers-on, all were now taken aback at sight of the burly scene-man, Thomas Cleeve, lying sprawled on his back with a frightened look in his eyes. There was a moment of confusion before some stepped forward. The first was William Daggett, the stage manager, who called loudly to everyone to stand back.

         ‘Give him air!’ he cried, and dropped to one knee beside the supine figure, who seemed to be shaking. Most did step back – in fact, for reasons of their own, several people chose this moment to move away. Betsy, on the edge of the circle, saw that James Prout was one of them. Some of the actors, including Joseph Rigg and Aveline Hale, also decided this was a good moment to head for the tiring-rooms. Others stood about, wondering if some altercation had broken out between the scene-men, or whether the fellow was merely drunk. But now Thomas Betterton arrived and bent down beside Daggett, peering at the fallen man.

         ‘Cleeve, are you badly hurt?’ He asked. When the fellow merely mumbled incoherently, Betterton turned to his stage manager. ‘What happened?’

         Daggett shook his head. ‘I don’t know, sir.’ He glanced up quickly, searching the crowd. Joshua Small was pushing his way forward to stand beside white-haired Silas Gunn, the oldest of the scene-men, a loyal servant of Betterton’s for over a decade. Both men looked down at Cleeve, non-plussed by the event.

         ‘Did any of you see what happened?’ Daggett asked. Small shook his head, while Silas Gunn spread his hands.

         ‘Nothing happened, master,’ he answered in a bewildered voice. ‘One moment he’s taking a drink, then he jerks a bit, drops his mug and keels over. No reason for it that I could see.’

         ‘Well, he can’t seem to move,’ Daggett said worriedly. ‘One of you’d best go and fetch a physician.’

         Then it was that Betsy Brand, staring down at Cleeve, recalled the man from the previous day, apparently shaken by the news of Long Ned’s death. And in a moment, she knew somehow that what was happening to the scene-man was identical to what had happened to Ned. Quickly she stepped forward.

         ‘Send a boy to Doctor Catlin’s house in Fire’s Reach Court,’ she said. ‘If he’s home, he’ll come at once.’

         Betterton and Daggett looked at her, but knowing her neither would question her judgement. Betterton nodded to Joshua Small, who hurried off.

         ‘Tom!’ The stage manager brought his face close to Cleeve’s. ‘It’s Will Daggett … can you hear me?’

         The scene-man was trembling. It was clear that something was terribly wrong with him, but none could guess the cause. Suddenly he whimpered. ‘My toes … I can’t feel ’em!’

         A murmur went up from the watchers, as portly John Downes the prompter appeared. Kneeling down on the other side of Cleeve, he held a mug to his lips. ‘Take a mouthful, Tom,’ he said. ‘It’s good Nantes—’

         But Cleeve’s only response was a groan. His arms and legs were twitching uncontrollably. ‘I’m sinking,’ he said, and threw a terrified look at Betterton. ‘For the love of God, sir, can’t you help me?’

         The great actor, humble in the face of the man’s desperation, gritted his teeth. ‘In heaven’s name, is there nothing to be done?’ he asked Daggett.

         ‘It’s beyond me, sir,’ the man muttered. ‘I can only think he broke his back when he fell, or his neck.’

         At that Cleeve rolled his eyes to meet Daggett’s. ‘Aye … the neck,’ he said in a whisper. And now the company watched in dismay, as all at once the man stopped moving.

         ‘His legs are stiff,’ Downes exclaimed. ‘His arms, too!’

         Not knowing what else to do, Daggett slapped Cleeve’s cheeks. ‘Tom!’ He shouted, and shook the man by the shoulders. ‘Hold on, lad, the doctor’s on his way.’

         But Cleeve did not seem to hear. His eyes no longer saw: the pupils were dilated, fixed on nothing. And as one, the watchers – from Louise the tiring-maid to the few actors who, like Betsy and Jane, yet remained – grew still, sensing the presence of death. As they gazed, Cleeve’s breathing slowed until it was too faint to detect, so that Daggett had to press his ear to the man’s chest. Then he sat up, and turned to Betterton with a grim expression. A silence fell.

         The great actor bowed his head, and others followed suit. Downes the prompter got stiffly to his feet, looking shaken. One of the women sniffed. And to everyone’s surprise, a tear fell from gruff Will Daggett’s eye, and rolled down to his bristling moustache.

         Twenty minutes later Doctor Tom Catlin hurried into the theatre, only to learn that for the second time in as many days, there was nothing he could do.

         
            *

         

         It was a subdued company who gathered in the empty auditorium a while later, to hear Betterton utter a few consoling words. Some had already left; for if truth be told, Tom Cleeve had not been liked by many. He was a close-mouthed fellow who seldom smiled, and was known to become pugnacious when drunk. Yet the death of any man was a loss, and the way in which he had met his end was a shock. The doormen and scene-men, standing in a solemn group, seemed stunned by the event. Finally, after dismissing the remainder of the company, Betterton turned to Tom Catlin, who still stood by.

         ‘Doctor, will you aid us? Can you make arrangements to have the body removed?’

         ‘I can.’ Catlin hesitated. ‘Is there a family?’

         ‘I believe so – wife and children both,’ Betterton answered, and his brows knitted. ‘It would also set my mind at rest, to know precisely why Cleeve died.’

         ‘I’ve given you my opinion, Mr Betterton,’ Catlin said quietly. ‘The man died from an asphyxia.’

         ‘But how?’ The other countered. ‘What brought it on?’

         ‘I’m not a surgeon.’ Catlin shrugged. ‘Perhaps someone more skilled than I should examine the corpse.’

         ‘Yet you are a friend,’ Betterton said, and turned to Betsy, who stood near. ‘At least you are Mistress Brand’s friend, and she has always spoken highly of you.’

         Catlin made no reply, but glanced at Betsy, who had been burning to speak. She seized her chance.

         ‘Mr Betterton, there’s something you should know,’ she said. And quickly she told of Cleeve’s behaviour the day before, adding that the way he had died seemed very like the way Long Ned had met his end at the bagnio.

         Betterton looked taken aback, but the doctor was nodding. ‘It’s most odd,’ he agreed. ‘I was the one called to the hammam when the man collapsed. He fell over quite suddenly, as Cleeve did, for no apparent cause. From what I’ve learned, his symptoms were similar.’
         

         ‘What are you implying, sir?’ Betterton asked sharply. ‘That there’s some pestilence abroad?’

         ‘I think not,’ Catlin replied. ‘Yet the more I turn the matter about, the more I believe something is amiss.’ He hesitated. ‘Were the two victims known to one another?’

         ‘They may have been.’ Betterton was frowning. ‘I dislike the way this moves, Doctor. Are you suggesting a more sinister explanation?’

         ‘I don’t know what to suggest, but I’ll find out what I can.’ Catlin turned to go, adding over his shoulder: ‘I’ll seek leave to examine the body, and speak with you again.’

         But as he went he caught Betsy’s eye, and a look of understanding passed between them. And somehow she too knew that there was a link between these deaths, though its cause was hidden. She also sensed that it was important, and that it must be uncovered; and more, Mistress Betsy Brand wanted to be the one to uncover it.
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