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With much gratitude to Krystyna, who amongst other things
shares and has encouraged my interest in Nonsuch Palace





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

John Webster, The White Devil






Cast in Approximate
Order of Appearance

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Prologue

Summer 1670

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Where’s that?’

‘In Essex somewhere, I think.’

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

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

‘Doing what exactly?’

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

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

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

‘I’ve had a better offer.’

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

‘From a very important gentleman.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘No,’ said Meg. ‘I can’t.’

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

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

‘Yes,’ said Meg. ‘I did.’

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

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

‘What?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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