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Praise for Royal Harlot

“As in her popular Duchess . . . Scott captures in her latest historical romance the brilliance and hard beauty of Barbara Palmer (Lady Castlemaine), the Merry Monarch’s most famous and enduring mistress. . . . Scott finds a careful balance in Barbara, not salvaging her as a sinner, but giving her something of a heart under all that reputation.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Among this novel’s many strengths are Scott’s impressive depiction of time and place, her evocation of the Restoration-era mindset, the exuberance of the period, and her sure, succinct presentation of complex historical events. The reader can well believe that this is a memoir penned by a woman who—in reality—was clearly too busy living to ever write one!”

—The Historical Novels Review

 

“Scott gives Charles II’s famous mistress, Barbara Villiers Palmer, Countess Castlemaine, free rein to tell her story. In her own words she brands herself as a woman who epitomizes a bawdy, lusty era. Scott’s vibrant, detailed portrait takes the dust off history and makes the 1660s accessible.”

—Romantic Times




Praise for Duchess

Named a Booksense Notable Book by the American Booksellers Association

 

“Wonderful . . . whisks the reader into a period rife with intrigue, love, sex, war, and religious strife.”

—The Historical Novels Review (Editor’s Choice Pick)

 

“All the trappings of supermarket tabloids: intrigue, treachery, deceit, and sexual scandals.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Susan Holloway Scott has brought to life the racy world of post-Restoration
England in her richly researched and beautifully written
 Duchess.”

—Karen Harper, author of The First Princess of Wales

 

“No dry dust of history here, but a vivid portrait of an intriguing woman with all her flaws and strengths. Rich in period detail, the novel also has all the ingredients necessary for a compelling read: conflict, suspense, intrigue, and the romance between Sarah and John Churchill, one of history’s great love stories.”

—Susan Carroll, author of The Huntress

 

“Compelling. It grips the reader from the very first sentence and never lets go. Scott does a wonderful job of bringing Lady Sarah and her world to life.”

—Jeanne Kalogridis, author of I, Mona Lisa

 

“As wickedly entertaining as Sarah Churchill herself. . . . Scott brings
Sarah blazingly alive in all her sharp-edged beauty and determination.
Not to be missed!”

—Mary Jo Putney, author of A Distant Magic




[image: 001]




NEW AMERICAN LIBRARY 
Published by New American Library, a division of 
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, 
New York, New York 10014, USA 
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, 
Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) 
Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England 
Penguin Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, 
Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.) 
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, 
Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.) 
Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, 
Panchsheel Park, New Delhi-110 017, India 
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, 
New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) 
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, 
Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

 

Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 
80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

 

First published by New American Library, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

 

First Printing, July 2008 


 

Copyright © Susan Holloway Scott, 2008 Readers Guide copyright © Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 2008

All rights reserved

 


REGISTERED TRADEMARK—MARCA REGISTRADA

 

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA
Scott, Susan Holloway.

The king’s favorite: a novel of Nell Gwyn and King Charles II / Susan Holloway Scott. p. cm.

eISBN : 978-0-451-22406-4

1. Gwyn, Nell, 1650-1687—Fiction. 2. Charles II, King of England, 1630-1685—Fiction. 3. Great Britain—History—Charles II, 1660-1685—Fiction. 4. Great Britain—Kings and rulers—Paramours—Fiction. 5. Great Britain—Court and courtiers—Fiction. 6. Mistresses—Great Britain—Fiction. I. Title. PS3560.A549K56 2008

813.54—dc22

2008000835

 



 



 

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

http://us.penguingroup.com




PUBLISHER’S NOTE
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Prologue

LONDON, 1684

I never claimed to be a lady.

Why should I? In truth I’m proud of who I am and what I made myself to be, and that is worth a score of the highborn dissemblers that chatter like magpies about Whitehall Palace. I am content to be Mrs. Gwyn, no more, no less. That is enough for me, and for my great love the king as well.

To be sure, my life has been a merry path, full of cunning turns and twists. Anything seemed possible in those first early days of 1660, when Cromwell’s sour-faced Puritans had at last been turned out and Charles Stuart new returned from exile to claim the throne of England. Even as I toiled away my nights at Madam Ross’s, I wasn’t afraid to dream beyond my station, or to vow to do whatever I must to make those dreams become golden truth.

I’m Nelly Gwyn, aye, and I never once claimed to be a lady.




Chapter One

LONDON  September 1661

Madam Ross’s house stood off Drury Lane, a ramshackle, slatternly place whose slipshod front was a match for what went on upstairs. The front room was thick with smoke and grime that never faded, the low beams overhead blackened with it. There were round tables at the back for gaming at cards or dice, and benches at another long table for those who wished victuals with their drink.

But most men who came through the narrow door sought nourishment of a different sort, the saucy company of a willing slut that half a crown would buy. With the one-eyed fiddler to play the jigs, it was a jolly enough house for men. Ale and brandy-water swelled them fat with roaring good humor and boastfulness, as if they were the greatest cocksmen the mortal world had ever seen. With a smile and a sly wink, we women let them believe it, too, and in exchange neatly emptied their pockets when their backs were turned; the same trade practiced by females of every rank, low and high, and where, I ask, is the sin in it?

Now, despite what has been said against me by those who delight in slander, I’ll vow upon the Scriptures that I never went up those twisting stairs with any man. Unlike most bawds in the town, Madam Ross didn’t believe in breaking a girl to the trade by force. When I was young, she was content to let me keep below, singing songs and ferrying pots of beer and ale to the tables all the night whilst I teased and  danced free of groping hands. Hard work, aye, but far better than my last line of crying herrings barefoot in the street, fresh, fresh herrings, six for a groat. Girls like me who lodged in Coal Yard Alley, near Lewkenor’s Lane, seldom did so well for themselves. My mother and my sister, Rose, were not so nice, and jeered at how I earned much less than they did upon their backs.

I didn’t listen, nor take any heed of them. What did I care for a few more coins in my pocket? Why should I, when I was so sure of the brilliant future Fate meant for me to have?

“Here now, Nelly, along wit’ you.” Glowering, Mrs. Ross switched her clay pipe from one side of her mouth to the other, and gave me a sharp pinch on my arm to inspire me to haste. “The young scholars in the back are asking for brandy an’ a song, an’ they wants it from you.”

I nodded, standing on my toes to peer over the others to where she was pointing with the stem of her pipe. For certain they were young gentlemen, down from university for a bit of sport. Because I’d been born among the colleges in Oxford, I could always spot the ones we called scholars, and a troublesome lot they often were. With a sigh, I began to go toward them, but Madam Ross pulled me back.

“Mark the dark-haired one—his fellows call him my lord,” she cautioned. “An earl, for all he’s such a pup. Kindness, Nell. Show him kindness.”

I nodded. We’d often noblemen visit us, playing at taking their pleasure like a common Jack; they were good for custom, and to be encouraged. I smoothed the front of my rough wool bodice as I made my way toward the table, and raked my fingers through my auburn curls to make them fall more sweetly over my shoulders.

“Good eve, my handsome lads,” I said with my cheeriest smile. “What’s your pleasure this night? ”

The three on the far side of the table grinned at me like the happy young sots they were, their downy, pimpled cheeks ruddy and their eyes fuddled. The one that Madam Ross had marked as an earl turned in his seat to face me, and lah! How different he was from the others! He was splendidly favored, with even features and a mouth ripe with  amusement, his dark, thick hair tumbling down his back. There were gold rings on his fingers, and soft fur on the green velvet cloak that he wore tossed over one shoulder; the very picture, I thought, of a fine young lordling.

Not that I trusted him the more for it. Young I was, aye, but not so foolish as that.

“Your name is Nell? ” he asked, as if this were some new drollery.

“It is, m’lord.” I bobbed a quick curtsey, taking care to keep my back straight and my rump low, the safest posture amongst a crowd of rampant, rascally men. I was the shortest of all the women, yet prettily curved with the sweetness of youth. I stood proudly before this young buck, with my arms akimbo, the better to display the neatness of my waist. “Nell or Eleanor or Nelly, I’ll answer to them all, and a good deal more besides.”

“Oh, I’ll grant you will, Nell,” he said slyly, looking me up and down with unabashed interest. “They say your voice puts the very lark to shame.”

“They say true, m’lord.” I smiled, tipping my head coyly to one side. In return for a song, I likely could cull him for a whole shilling, maybe two. “I sing like a bird, and dance like a sprite.”

“I’ll wager a crown that you swive like a stoat, too,” called one of the other young gentlemen at the table, to the roaring approval of his friends. “Like a wild stoat in heat!”

“Then I’ll answer your wager, sir,” I called, easily raising my voice to be heard over their din, a skill I’d practiced even then. “I’ll wager that you bray your wit when you rut like a wild ass. That is, you would, if you could but find a she-ass willing to let you cover her.”

“Hah, Brinton, pay up, pay up, for you are most decidedly an ass, and one without a she-ass, as well.” The young earl patted his hand on the table, his gold rings glinting by the light of the fire. “Come now, pay up. Don’t keep this admirably clever lass waiting.”

Grudgingly, Brinton took the coin from his pocket, standing to push it across the table toward me. “It’s a damned sorry day when you take a whore’s side against me, Rochester,” he said, wounded. “A damned sorry day.”

Swiftly I claimed the coin before they changed their minds. “It’s night, not day, sir,” I said, “and I’m no whore.”

“If you’re no whore, madam,” Brinton said with a drunkard’s certainty, “then truly I am an ass. Rochester, we’ll leave you to your  lady.”

Unsteadily, he and the others reeled off into the crowd, and the earl looked back to me.

“How can you be in this place, dearling,” he asked, “and not be a whore?”

I drummed my fingers lightly against my waist. “How can you be in this place, milord, yet be a peer? ”

“How?” With a single forefinger, he reached out to trace the angle of my bent elbow, so light and featherlike a touch that I shivered. “Because wherever I am, low or high, I will remain the Earl of Rochester.”

“Just as I’m Nelly Gwyn, at Mrs. Ross’s or anywhere else,” I said firmly, drawing myself away from his wicked, teasing touch. “ ’Tis said the fairest blossom grows on the dunghill, you know.”

He laughed again, settling back in his chair. “But unless that blossom’s plucked at the height of its glory, then the stink of the dunghill will in time spoil even its sweet petals. What is needed is a wise gardener, to guide you through the seasons of love.”

Love, hah. I knew full well what kind of offer this was, just as I knew I’d be a fool to accept it.

“This blossom’s done well enough without some meddlesome gardener, milord,” I said, tossing my hair over my shoulder to show my disdain. “And even if I were crying for one in the market, why, I’d—”

“It’s the king!” exclaimed a man behind us. “His Majesty’s here!”

At once the words were picked up like a chorus all around us. Everything else was forgotten, every head craning toward the door to see if it were true. Unsure of what was proper to do, some men bowed low and women curtseyed, while others simply gawked to find the king so suddenly in our midst. Without a thought, I hopped onto a nearby bench, desperate to see for myself over the crowd of heads.

“The king is here?” asked Rochester with disbelief as he, too, rose to gape. “In this place?”

But there was never a chance of mistaking Charles Stuart for anyone else, he was that much taller than the three gentlemen attendants who’d come with him, and every other man in the room. And that was not all: he was dark, almost swarthy, with long, curling black hair that set him apart from ordinary Englishmen. Even from across the room, I could feel the force of his personality, his regal power, and his genial charm, too.

His Majesty, His Majesty! I’d glimpsed him from afar like this many times since he’d returned to his throne two years before: when he strolled with his courtiers outside Whitehall Palace, or sailed in the royal yacht on the river, or rode on horseback through St. James’s Park. With each sighting he’d bewitched and inspired me further, until I was fair lovesick with him, a man who’d no notion I lived and breathed within his very realm.

“He’s come here to this house before, milord,” I now whispered with awe. “We’re not supposed to recognize him, dressed so plain as he is, but of course we all do. He’ll take two or three girls upstairs at a time, and lah, they do swear he is the first gentleman of the kingdom in every way!”

“So it is him,” Rochester said, his whisper a match for my own. “But why would he come to Drury Lane when he’d so fine a lady as Barbara Palmer waiting in his bed at Whitehall?”

“Oh, Mrs. Palmer,” I scoffed. I’d often seen the king and his favorite mistress together. I’d grant that she was as beautiful as everyone said, dressed and bejeweled as richly as any true queen, but she’d also seemed to me to be haughty and shrewish, and unworthy of so glorious a lover. “I’ve heard the king’s lost all interest in her since she’s swelled with his bastard.”

“Mrs. Palmer’s my cousin,” Rochester said, “and I assure you, her grasp of the royal cods has never been tighter.”

I made a small snort of dismissal. The king was laughing with Mrs. Ross now, while the house’s three prettiest girls were blushing  before him, as giddy as if they were rank virgins still. “His Majesty deserves better. Besides, Mrs. Palmer’s old.”

“She’s only twenty-one,” he said beside me, “and she’s still the fairest woman in London, as well as the most wanton. Anyone with a mind to see the king does well to see my cousin Barbara first. Faith help me, he’s looking this way!”

The earl dropped back down behind the others and into his chair, and to my surprise grabbed me with him. He pulled me onto his lap, his arm tight around my waist.

“What in blazes are you doing?” I demanded, shoving hard against his chest. Earl or no, I’d box his ears for him for his trouble, and he wouldn’t be the first, nor the last. “Let me go!”

“Stay, stay, I beg you, for a moment,” he said, drawing me closer. “I’m supposed to be at Oxford, and the king will have my head if he finds me here. Come now, lass, help me hide in plain sight!”

Before I could answer, he’d pushed me back into the crook of his arm and was kissing me hard, and no amount of scuffling would make him stop. I’ll grant he kissed better than most whelps his age, but I was in no humor for it, and the first moment I felt him relax, I jerked my mouth free of his.

“You base rogue!” I gasped, pulling my hand free to strike him. “I told you I’m no whore!”

He grabbed my hand and held it, while other men around us laughed and called encouragement to him. His face was flushed, I suppose from kissing me, but his gaze seemed strangely old for his age, as if he’d already seen too much of the world.

“I did not kiss you as a whore, pet,” he said, “but as a friend. You saved me before the king, and I thank you for it.”

“Bah, why should the king care what you do?” I said, and spat on the floor, to show both my contempt for him and to cast away any remainder of his kiss from my lips. “What could you be to him?”

“My father was his last guide from England,” he said softly, “and at the peril of his own freedom and life, led Charles from Cromwell’s men to exile. When my father died, Charles declared himself my guardian, rather like a favorite uncle.”

The earl’s sudden solemnity intrigued me, making me forget my rage, even as I still sat perched upon his thighs. I didn’t doubt his story was true. My own father had likewise been killed in the old king’s service, and besides, Rochester had no reason to lie to me. “If you are so dear to him, then why do you avoid his company? ”

“Because I’d no wish to disappoint him, or risk losing his favor,” he said, and smiled wryly. “I cannot give him any excuse not to call me to court. That’s where my future will lie, in the brightest eye of the world, and not among dry old dons and pederasts. For the king to see me here, tending to my pleasures instead of my studies—that would not do. That wouldn’t do at all.”

“I wish he’d seen me, milord!”

He frowned, turning his head a fraction to look at me askance. “What, you wish you’d been one of those giggling jades he hauled up the stairs?”

I shook my head, determined to make him understand. “My fate will be grander than that. You’ll see. I won’t be here forever. I’ll have a future for myself what’s every bit as bright as yours.”

His smile was indulgent yet skeptical. “A miss with ambition!”

“Aye, and where’s the sin in that?” I demanded. “I can sing and dance and recite by rote any piece you please. And everyone says I’m more than passing fair.”

“That you are,” he said, and as if to prove my words, his hand slid from my waist to cover the budding swell of my breast.

Impatiently I shoved his hand away. “I told you, I’ll not be a common whore, rucking up my skirts against a wall in Covent Garden.”

He laughed, as if he’d been expecting me to rebuff him anyway. “There’s no use saving yourself for His Majesty,” he said, not unkindly. “He’s no taste for virgin flesh, you know.”

“Did ever I say I was?” I asked, though of course that very desire had long been in my heart. “I mean to make all London speak of me, and rise as high as I can in this world. Then the king will seek my company, and the rest of the court besides.”

The earl leaned his face closer to mine, so close his long curls did mingle with my own. “Then let me confide the first lesson of the  court, my sweet Nell. If you truly wish to rise to such heights, you must take care to please and favor those who hold the rungs steady beneath your feet as you climb.”

I narrowed my eyes and lightly tapped my forefinger twice across his lips. “I am sorry, milord, but I must disobey your lesson, just as you have disobeyed your tutors. For I mean to continue as I’ve already begun, and please only myself—me, Nelly Gwyn!—and not give so much as a kiss your hand for the rest.”

“Kiss your hand, you say.” He gave an odd little smile, one I’d come to know better in time. “Ah, Nell, in truth, then, there’s little left for me to teach you. You’ve already learned the hardest lesson, haven’t you? If you can but please yourself as you say, then fame shall always be your willing subject, and the court your servant.”

“And so long as you make pretty speeches like that one, milord,” I said, kissing his cheek, “then I vow you’ll find fat success at court, too.”

He laughed at that, and I with him, a careless scrap of wit between us and no more. Why should it be any more? We were much alike, despite the difference in our rank and place, and of the age for such foolishness. The Earl of Rochester was but fourteen, and I scarce more than eleven.

Yet before the year was done, we’d each of us learn that fame came always linked to peril, and bright fortune twined with danger, and as for the true cost of being a favorite of the King of England—ahh, we each learned that lesson soon enough, too.

And so, my friend, shall you . . .




Chapter Two

WESTMINSTER, LONDON  August 1662

“I’ll wait here all day if I must,” I declared, leaning over the railing as far as I dared, my bare feet tucked firmly against the sun-warmed wooden slats. “But I’m not leaving until I see the king.”

“Oh, aye, and His Majesty’s perishing to see you, too, Nell.” Beside me, my sister, Rose, rolled her eyes toward the cloudless summer sky. “Besides, we’ll not be going anywhere now, even if you wished it.”

I glanced back over my shoulder at the crush of people pressing behind us. The overlook was packed so close that not even I, slight as I was, could have slipped a path through the crowd back to the street.

I turned back toward the Thames, a far more pleasing prospect. Rose and I had been standing here long before daylight; just south of Westminster, across from Lambeth, yet not so far from the Whitehall stairs that led to the palace. As far as I could see, every window and door that overlooked the river was filled with jostling well-wishers, and even London Bridge in the distance was thick with them. Bright banners and flags fluttered in the breeze, and men and women alike wore ribbons, cockades in their hats, and flowers in their hair, in honor of the king and queen.

Below us, hundreds of vessels clogged the river itself, from the most humble boatman’s skiff to the elegant yachts of great noblemen, and all pressed so close together that a bold rogue could likely hop  from one to the other without risking a single dampening drop. Only the narrowest channel had been left clear for the decorated barges slowly to pass, part of the floating pageant that would end with the royal barge. Truly, it seemed that every last soul in London had come out to catch a glimpse of the king’s new bride queen, Catherine of Braganza, and to wish her royal joy.

Everyone, that is, excepting me. I wished no joy at all to that Portugee breeding cow, and I didn’t care who knew it.

“The king’ll see me, Rose,” I declared, “just the same as I’ll see him, even if I must hang by my heels from this very rail to steal his eye away from the queen.”

The circle of men around us—for of course there was a circle of men around Rose and me, there seldom being a time when there wasn’t—clapped their hands and guffawed loudly. Their humor was jubilant, for the taverns had stayed open all the night before. A good many of the men were old friends from Mrs. Ross’s house, and they knew I was always true to my word.

“Hah, that’s a sight I’d pay dear to see, Nelly Gwyn,” shouted one of them. “You hanging topsy-turvy over this rail, with your petticoats turned over your face.”

I placed my hand on the crown of my flat straw hat to keep it from sliding backward, and craned my neck to see which rascal had spoken so, determined to call him out.

“Is that you, Tom Crum, speaking such to me?” I asked, raising my voice so all could hear me over the din of so many boisterous drunkards. “Show yourself, you dog! Does your good wife know you’re keeping such low company as this? ”

“I’ll lift you high on my shoulders, Nelly,” offered another man, jostling forward and doffing his tattered felt hat to me. “So’s you can spy the king proper.”

“Oh, aye, Jemmy Brown, you mean so you can see what you’re craving with your long nose up my skirts!” Laughing, I shoved him hard away with both my palms flat upon his chest, and he toppled backward among his cronies like a new-felled sapling.

I turned back to my sister and leaned my elbows again on the rail.

“No wonder the king’s taking his leisure this morn,” I scoffed, “with only this silly bunch of sots to welcome him.”

Rose looked toward the heavens, as if I were beyond bearing for the simple sin of being twelve, whilst she was fifteen. “I wouldn’t be acting so common yourself, Nell, not if you’ve still an eye for a fine gentleman like Mr. Duncan.”

“Oh, Mr. Duncan likes me exactly as I am, Rose,” I said with confidence. “He wouldn’t keep coming to Mrs. Ross’s if he didn’t.”

“He won’t if you don’t offer him something in return soon.” My sister nodded sagely and smoothed the scarlet silk kerchief tied round her shoulders, as if to remind me yet again of how generous her last gentleman had been to her. “If you don’t, there’s plenty of other pretty jades who will.”

I turned back toward the river, hiding my face behind the broad brim of my hat. I didn’t wish to quarrel about Mr. Duncan with Rose; in truth I didn’t even want to think of him, not today. It wasn’t that I disliked him, because I didn’t. I liked him fine. This Mr. Duncan was a merchant from the City, a draper like his father and his grandfather and a score of other Duncans before him. That didn’t quite make him the gentleman that Rose had said (already I’d learned those fine distinctions of rank), but he was a good sight better than the highwaymen and cutpurses that she often counted among her custom. Ten years my senior, Mr. Duncan was pink faced and round cheeked and shy as a country dairymaid, and whenever I perched upon his knee at Mrs. Ross’s, he whined so piteously about the unfairness of his father and the demands of his lot that he seemed even younger than I.

Yet Mr. Duncan was kind, and he’d been most generous to me; the sweet pink ribbons that laced my hat today had come from his shop. I knew I could do far, far worse than a rich draper from the City, and besides, I was equally certain he’d never strike or beat me.

But he’d never be His Majesty, not by half, and today belonged to the king. My king.

“How much longer before the royal barge will come, I wonder? ” I asked impatiently, leaning farther over the rail to gaze past the latest pageant barge before us and down the river. “I’ve seen my fill of this  foolishness. How many more shabby sea nymphs and Neptunes with false beards must we bear? ”

“It’s all part of the entertainment devised by the City of London to honor Their Majesties,” Rose said with breezy assurance, enough to drive me to madness. “It’s called the Aqua Triumphalis, the Triumph of the River, and the mayor’s company won’t be hurrying things along just to please you. The pageant must develop in its own course.”

“What a pack of rubbish, Rose.” I was always suspicious of anything that Rose heard and then repeated by rote. “I ask you, when did a poor whore like you begin speaking Romish Latin? ”

“I learned it from those footmen from Whitehall who were with us last night,” she said primly, pleased to have more information than I. “Each of the twelve City companies has sponsored a barge with a different theme, and three pageants at Chelsea and Lambeth and Fox-hall, and two drolls of sailors and watermen who’ll dance and sing, and—”

“And enough, Rose,” I said, clapping my hand firmly over her mouth to stop her spew. “Enough. I’ve had my fill of watching these tawdry barges without having to hear you cry them all like so many cans of milk, and I’ve—”

“The queen comes!” shouted a boy who’d climbed high on a window gable to serve as the lookout for us crowded below. “Her Majesty comes—there!”

We all turned as one, craning our necks to spy the royal barge for ourselves. It was still no more than a bright blur in the distance, but already the cheering began anew like the roar of a great fierce forest beast. My gaze never left the barge as it crept closer, and by the time the blur had sorted itself into figures, my eyes stung from the effort of watching so closely, and my heart thumped painfully in my breast from excitement.

In perfect honesty, I don’t know what I expected of the new queen. I’d never before seen a real one. How could I? There hadn’t been a queen on the throne of England in my lifetime, and more, not since 1644, when Queen Henrietta Marie had fled for France and away from Cromwell’s men.

But whatever I’d imagined, the small figure in the center of the royal barge couldn’t have been anyone’s notion of a proper queen. She sat beneath a canopy to shield her from the worst of the sun while still permitting her new people to gape at her, in a high-backed chair to signify her throne with her ladies sitting on low stools at a respectful distance. Her gown and petticoats were rich, the gold threads glittering in the sunlight, and strands of pearls were draped around her throat and through her hair. But she might have been a graven saint fashioned for Romish worship for all the joy or animation that she showed, her body rigid, her expression fixed, her little hands clutching like claws on the arms of her chair.

“Why, she’s not fair at all,” Rose said beside me, her disappointment clear. “She looks like a doll made of tallow, and a plain one at that.”

“She looks sour tempered, too,” I added. “No bride should look so spleeny.”

“That’s because she was a twenty-four-year-old virgin,” Rose said firmly. “It goes against nature, keeping from a man’s cock like that.”

“That’s because she’s from Portugal,” I sniffed with contempt. I’d expected little from the queen, and thus didn’t share my sister’s disappointment now. No princess could ever be worthy of my splendid king. “Those people don’t place any merit in a woman’s pleasure.”

Rose sniffed. “Mam swears that waiting too long to lie with a man makes a woman shrivel and wizen inside like an old pippin, and barren besides.”

“Not with the king for her husband,” I said with gloom and envy. “No woman would be barren with him; he’s that great a man. Think of all the bastards he’s already sired! Likely he filled her belly on their wedding night. Likely she’s already swelling with a royal brat.”

“Then why the devil’s she look so wretched?” Rose asked. “No, I vow it was her overripe maidenhead what made her so peevish, like milk what turns sour past its time. Mind how you’re almost thirteen, Nell.”

“I mind,” I said tartly. “But I think it’s more that this queen’s ill-favored by birth.”

Those around us didn’t agree. Instead they roared their welcome, their adoration, their very love, for this stiff little queen, pressing Rose and me closer against the railing, and hurling tribute flowers over our heads toward the water as the barge inched closer.

“Here, now, give us room, give us air,” I ordered crossly, using my elbows and my heels to help plead my case. “We were here first, anyway. Mark her face, Rose, as she comes closer. Her eyes are staring like a dead pig’s. I vow she looks terrified of us. Of us, her people!”

“Why, we English are the bravest and kindest folk under God’s merciful heaven,” Rose said indignantly. “If she’s to be our queen, then why should she be frightened by us? ”

“If I were queen, I should love my people above all things.” I held my head with regal assurance, grandly imagining myself in Queen Catherine’s place. “I’d bless them and cherish them, and grant them every favor it was in my honor to give. What I’d give to have them all gazing at me like this! Why, I’d drink as deep as I could of their cheering and huzzahs, yet never would I be sated.”

Not that Rose cared. “Ooh, Nell, see her slippers, there, peeking out from under her skirts? They must be covered with jewels, to sparkle like that.”

I leaned farther over the rail to look for myself, and as I did, I likewise glimpsed my own little feet. Bare and rough and dirty, they were as unworthy as could be of a queen’s jeweled slippers, and a sobering reminder that I did not want of my own low place in great London.

“The king!” cried the boy from his vantage on the gable. “The king!”

The barge crept along the river and now we could see His Majesty, too, sitting far to one side of the queen to let her have her fair share of attention as a bride, and where he’d been hidden by the canopy from our view. At once we all doffed our hats and bowed or made our curtseys as was respectful and proper, dropping low in ragged unison.

But though I dipped low, my head stayed unbowed, for I’d no wish to squander so much as a second of my sight of the king. He’d been away from London in the country since his wedding. I’d not seen him for myself since the spring, and to my love-struck eyes, he’d  grown even more handsome, if such a thing were possible—not only a king, but a man supremely in his prime.

He was dressed in a black doublet and breeches, as was his wont, with a white curling plume in his broad-brimmed black hat. He sat in his own armchair throne with perfect ease, his long legs stretched before him as he smiled and chatted with the noblemen around him. The breeze from the water ruffled the deep lace cuffs at his wrists and knees and tossed his manly black curls over his broad shoulders. Even from a distance his expression was one of happiness and delight in the day, and my girlish heart fair broke to consider so much splendid humor wasted on the timid foreign queen.

Some special jest made him laugh aloud, his teeth white beneath his black mustache as the royal barge passed directly before me. In perfect sympathy I laughed, too, as if there were no river nor crowd to separate us. He turned to gaze up to where I stood, as if drawn to look upon this spot by my own yearning alone, and my cheeks grew so hot and my breath so tight in my breast that if he’d stood directly before me, I could not have felt his power more.

Surely this was the moment for some rare signal from the Fates, a motion or sign that he and I were intended to be twined together in this life. Surely there could be some way for me to know that his charmless queen meant nothing to him, and that I was right to keep my heart constant for him.

Earlier in the morn I’d tucked a single primrose (filched in honor of the day from the garden of a great house we’d passed) into the front of my bodice. Now without a thought I plucked this blossom free, still warm from its place between my nascent breasts, and with all my youthful force I threw the flower to the king. If he caught it, as I was nigh certain he would, then that would be my sign.

Time seemed to slow, slipping one tiny grain of sand at a time through the glass’s narrow waist. The primrose soared into the air in a glorious arc from my little fingers toward the king, the petals bright in the sunshine. The pink petals seemed to spin against the blue sky, the green leaves twirling round the stem as it flew. The king smiled and laughed again, so close that I could see the blue-black underside of his  new-shaved jaw. I held my breath, certain now that I—I, Nelly Gwyn!—would be singled out from the scores of others around me for the glorious future that was my destiny.

The flower flew and fell. The king looked away. The barge glided past. My flower dropped into the water, pink petals tossing unnoticed in the churning white wake.

Disappointment rose in my throat, more bitter than bile. There was my destiny. There lay my future. Then I wept, not caring who saw my tears, and forced myself to think of Mr. Duncan.

 

I woke to the sound of breaking crockery later that night. That and my mother’s oaths as she swore at the bowl she’d knocked from the table to the floor.

“Hush, Mam, hush,” I whispered sleepily, though there was no one else left to wake. We had only the single room for the three of us, up beneath the eaves of the oldest house in our alley, and though it must have been close to dawn, Rose had yet to come home.

“I’ll hush you, Nell,” my mother muttered, the little tallow light in her hand casting wavering shadows against the walls. “Where’s the coin you earned this night, eh? ”

“Here, Mam.” I rolled from the pallet on the floor that was my bed, kneeling as I emptied my pocket. The coins had scarcely touched my palm before my mother snatched them away, squinting at them by the wavering tallow light.

“That’s piss-poor for a night’s work, Nell.” She scowled at the coins, her eyes unfocused with drink and weariness. “Do you believe this enough to cover your keep? ”

“I’m sorry, Mam,” I said, the same as I did every night. “I’m sorry that it’s not—”

“Not what?” she demanded hoarsely. “Not what a dutiful girl owes to her mother? Not what a girl who weren’t so nice as you could earn by honest labor? ”

“No, Mam,” I said, the sole answer she’d accept when she was like this. My mother claimed to be only thirty-three, just as she claimed to have been a beauty in the old days in Oxford, before my father had been  killed in the war. She could have lived double those years, her flesh slack and her smile full of rot, and whatever beauty she’d once possessed long tattered by care and woe. Now as she stood swaying over me, I could smell the reek of the men she’d served that night, their sweat and their ale and the leavings of their pricks still ripe on her person.

“Mind me, Nell,” she said, giving my shoulder a shake. “Mrs. Ross says she’s a half-dozen men bidding for you. For you, you lazy little scrap! She’ll play them proper against one another to drive your price high, and likely she’ll get them to pay a half-dozen times over, she’s that sharp.”

I didn’t need for her to explain more. I was a clever, practical lass, and I’d seen enough of Mrs. Ross’s trade to figure it for myself. Because I was so small for my age, and men such willing cullies over virgins, I could sell my innocence several times over with none of the purchasers the wiser. Whether a bilious lord or a foreign-bred sailor or even Mr. Duncan, if he’d the coin, then I was bound to spread my legs and play my part. The role was simple enough. If I daubed a bit of vinegar to tighten my passage again, and remembered both to weep piteously before the act and praise the mighty conqueror’s prowess afterward, then I’d earn the extra price reserved for the greenest country virgins. Not that I’d see much of it, of course. The lion’s share would go to Mrs. Ross, and the rest to my mother. That part of the game, too, was simple enough.

“Do you mind me, Nell?” my mother demanded. “Speak up, girl, and stop staring like a simpleton!”

“Yes, Mam,” I said again, more softly this time, and not without a certain sadness, as well. “Yes, Mam.”

“ ‘Yes, Mam, yes, Mam,’ ” she mimicked with scorn, thrusting the light before my face. “You’re quick enough to speak when you’re dawdling with the young bucks in the front room. Or have you already give away for free what’s mine by rights as your mother to sell? Is that why you’re dumb now? ”

“No, Mam, I haven’t!” I stumbled backward, fearful of being splashed and burned by the hot tallow in the light’s open dish. “I swear by all what’s holy that no man has ever—”

“The truth, Nell. I want the truth from you!”

“I vow that is the truth, Mam!”

“I hate when you lie to me!” She cuffed me so fast I’d no chance to dodge her hand, and so hard she knocked me clean from my feet and to the floor. It wasn’t the first time she’d struck me, of course. But the suddenness of it wounded not only my cheek but my heart, as well, to be used this ill by she who’d given me life. I whimpered, clutching my face where her palm had left its mark, and scuttled backward like a crab across the floor away from her.

Whether from true remorse at what she’d done or from the liquor that still coursed through her blood, my mother’s temper now changed in an instant. She dropped the tin light clattering upon the table and threw both her hands over her face. She wailed most grievously, then struck those same hands against her breast, as if to hurt herself as she’d hurt me.

“Oh, Nelly, Nelly, my poor innocent babe,” she cried as the tears ran in crooked rivulets down the lines of her face. “That I should treat you so! What a hateful mother I am, to my own dear daughter!”

She flung herself down on her pallet and buried her face against the musty linen, her sobs muffled by the stale rushes within.

“Mam, please, I beg you, don’t.” I scrambled across the floor to where she lay, crouching beside her. “Please don’t cry.”

Still she wept, her face turned away from me, and the sharp, tense bones of her spine and shoulders jutting through her worn woolen gown. With the gentlest of touches, I began to smooth the unkempt tangle of her hair away from her face, stroking her forehead to soothe her the best I could.

“There’s no harm, Mam, no harm,” I whispered, crooning softly in the mother’s role instead of the child’s. “Be easy and rest.”

Gradually her sobs did cease and her shudders, too, and beneath my fingers I could feel the moment when at last my mother slipped into slumber. Still I stroked her hair, now as much to order my own thoughts as to calm her troubles.

My sister might be content to be a pretty butterfly, flitting merrily through her days without a thought of what would come next, but it  wasn’t my nature to be so careless. I’d only to look down at my mother to see the sorrow that came from that path.

Better to be shrewd in my merriment and thoughtful in my choices. I could sing and dance better than most, I was passing fair of face, and my wit was quick. I would be thirteen in March, past time for me to make the most of these graces and talents I’d been granted by a merciful heaven. Now I must take them and act for myself, and not wait for Mrs. Ross or my mother to set my course for me.

I sat back on my heels to look out from our single window. Over the jumbled rooftops and chimneys I spied the glimmer of the morning star, and the first gray of the coming dawn. True, the Fates might not carry me to a place at the side of the king, as childishly I’d dreamed—I’d had that fancy dashed from me that day by the river—but I could yet fashion my life into something more glorious, more grand, than to be a common trull against the stalls in Covent Garden.

And I would begin that night with Mr. Samuel Duncan.




Chapter Three

MAYPOLE LANE, LONDON  August 1662

“Do you like the room, Nell?” asked Mr. Duncan. “Will it suit you? ”

The room seemed enormous to me, and surpassing tidy and neat. Mind, I’d never been above stairs in so fine a tavern before, here in Maypole Lane, and I’d no notion of what to expect. The walls were whitewashed plaster, the windows glazed with leaded panes, the wide-planked floors swept and clean. Prints of the kings, both the martyred first Charles and the second, his son, were pinned to the walls, and a Dutch-ware bowl of flowers sat on the window’s sill. Two worn armchairs of dark wood with sagging woven seats faced one another in a hospitable fashion, with a dish of biscuits, two glasses, and a bottle to share waiting for us on the table between. There was a cheery fire in the hearth (for all that it was August), and candles lit on the shelf above, their flames reflected in the looking-glass over top. The walls and door were stout, too, so that I could only faintly hear the voices and laughter from the tavern’s front room below us.

But what drew my eye first was the bedstead, the most magnificent bedstead my young eyes had ever seen, with four square posts and a canopy, and feather bed and bolsters and pillows and a coverlet over sheets, as plump as a floured pasty waiting for the oven. For one such as I, who was content to take my rest each night upon the floor, the prospect of such lofty comfort was giddy indeed. I couldn’t help  but step closer and press my hands onto the downy-soft coverlet, and marvel at how deeply my palms sank into the feather bed.

“What are your thoughts, Nelly?” Mr. Duncan stood so close behind me that I could feel his breath on the back of my shoulders, reminding me (as if I would forget!) that the ultimate purpose of this bed was not sweet rest, but my own well-bartered deflowering. “Tell me, sweet. If you’re displeased in any way, I’ll summon the keep at once to make it right.”

Everything pleased me more than I could ever say, but my sister had cautioned me against the folly of admitting my satisfaction. If a man believes he has once pleased a woman, Rose said, then he will sit back and cross his hands over his chest and consider his labors forever done. But if he worries that he’s yet to fully delight his sweetheart, then he will continue to be the model lover and lavish more gifts and attentions on her. Rose had assured me that this, too, was part of the game, and had pointed to the great ladies of the court who played His Majesty himself for titles and jewels. Because in my innocence I knew no better, I trusted her advice, and vowed to be as bold and mercenary a whore as Lady Castlemaine herself.

What else, really, could I do?

“It’s well enough, dear sir,” I said with a show of breezy disdain to mask my fears. “For the present, that is.”

“It’s yours so long as you wish it,” he said grandly, pleased by his own magnanimity. “If you are to be mine, I wish you to be kept in good style.”

I smiled, my palms damp and my anxious heart thumping like a frightened hare within my ribs. I’d insisted on the terms myself, an income fit for a lavish keeping with these lodgings full of more luxury than I’d ever known. I’d bargained well, too, without the meddling of either Mrs. Ross or my mother. By coming here, I was already far beyond Coal Yard Alley, and I didn’t plan on going back.

But now that Mr. Duncan had made good on his side, it was my turn to do the same with mine. There was no help for it, either. My Judgment Day was nigh, and my bold show of confidence shriveled and shrank to nothingness.

“I—I thank you, sir,” I stammered, an oddity for I, who was usually so glib with words. “You are most kind, and—and I—”

“Nell.” His voice was curt and so full of urgency that it startled me. Of a sudden, my kindly Mr. Duncan had vanished, and in his place, it seemed, had risen a demon driven by desire. His rounded cheeks had flushed to mottled scarlet, and unconsciously he worked his jaw back and forth as if he meant to devour me in a single bite. From instinct I stepped backward, away from him, only to bump against the bedstead. Now when my hands touched the coverlet, it was to clutch it tight in my quivering fingers as I tried to calm myself.

“Nell,” he said again. “My own Nell.”

“Aye, sir.” I raised my chin, the better to meet his eye with my own gaze, and forced myself to smile. “Yours for this night.”

“Long beyond that, Nell.” He set his hands possessively on either side of my waist, his fingers tightening into my flesh. “If you please me.”

“As you wish, dear sir,” I whispered, dread clogging my throat. I couldn’t be afraid; I couldn’t. It was my duty to please Mr. Duncan, as it was for every whore—nay, every woman, whether lowly drab or princess royal—to please her man. If I didn’t, he would cast me off, and my glorious future would be done before it had fair begun. I struggled to recall more of my sister’s advice, of which part of his person I should begin to pet and fondle, and what I should say to beguile him the more.

But before I could act, Mr. Duncan seized the role of master, and me with it. He lifted me in his arms and dropped me on my back onto the coverlet. He was stronger than I’d guessed, and far larger than I. He shoved my skirts to my waist, exposing my trembling limbs to his gaze. Then he clambered atop me as the feather bed sank deep and the rope springs groaned with the added burden of his weight. He kissed me hard, or more truthfully, he put his mouth upon mine in a slobbering show of ardor. Pinned thus to the coverlet, I panicked, and tried to wriggle free, my bare feet scrambling for purchase on the coverlet and my whimpers of unease lost in his mouth.

I was no fool. I knew what would come next. In my short life, I’d  witnessed too many women entertaining too many men to be innocent that way. Even so, I’d no need to pretend the quaking virgin, for that was exactly what I was. I bunched knots of the coverlet tightly into my hands, and squeezed my eyes shut as tightly as I could, as if by not watching this sorry show, I’d somehow cease to be a part of it. I felt him fumble between my legs, pushing clumsily where I’d never permitted a man before, and then without further prelude or ceremony, he shoved his way deep within me, and thus possessed the jewel he’d bought.

It didn’t take long. He grunted and shuddered, and then lay still, as winded as if he’d run up the Westminster steps two at a time, and with a bucket of water in his hands at that. I was trapped beneath him, crushed flat and splayed open with the buttons of his doublet pressing into my belly and his long hair tickling my nose.

“Sir,” I whispered raggedly, placing my palms on his chest to try to ease some of his weight from my lungs. “Sir, if you please. I cannot breathe, sir.”

“Ah, f’give me.” He flopped onto his back, his arms over his head and his eyes closed with evident bliss. His now-flaccid member lay softly from his unbuttoned breeches, with both it and the tails of his shirt sullied with the blood of my vanquished maidenhood. More showed on my shift, and though I knew the sight was part of what he’d paid for, gory proof of his vigor, I couldn’t help but push my skirts back down to cover myself once again. Such modesty might seem false to one bred as I to whoring, but I was still young, and more shamed than I should have been.

I sat upright, curling my legs beneath me, and peered down at the man beside me. His breathing had slowed to a steady blow from his parted lips, and I wondered if he’d fallen asleep. Had I exhausted him that much? For my part, I felt sore and stretched, but that was all. I’d not suffered the agonies that some women claimed, nor had I enjoyed the great pleasure in the act that my sister had promised, either. If anything, I was relieved the deed was finally done, and I none the lasting worse for it.

And for now my thoughts were of a baser nature. Hoping to lessen  my suffering, I suppose, Mr. Duncan had made me drink a can of ale in the tavern’s front room below before he’d brought me upstairs, and I’d an urgent need to relieve myself. I slipped from the bed as gently as I could, hoping to find a pot beneath the bedstead, the way Rose said was done in fine houses such as this. Indeed, I found one, too, a pot of such a fine white-glazed crockery that I almost hated to use it.

“Nell?” Roused at last by the sound of my piss rattling in the pot, Mr. Duncan sleepily rolled to his side to watch me. “You’re not leaving me, are you, lass? ”

“Oh, no, sir.” I stayed where I was, for I knew from Mrs. Ross’s house that many men were entertained by seeing women take their ease. “Unless you wish me to leave, that is.”

“No.” His eyes were half closed as he studied me at my business, so that I could not judge his humor. “These are your lodgings now. I’ll expect you to be here always, waiting for me.”

“Aye, sir.” I rose, smoothing my skirts, and tucked the pot neatly beneath the bed. I knew enough to be tidy. I might be a poor whore, but I wasn’t a slatternly one. “That was what we agreed.”

But his thoughts had moved forward. “Take off your clothes, Nell. Let me see you.”

“Everything, sir?” I asked, though there wasn’t much to shed. A worn-sleeved bodice, an old petticoat of Rose’s that I’d cut down to fit me, and my shift were the sum of my wardrobe. Because it was summer, I wore neither shoes nor stockings, and I’d already mislaid my little linen cap somewhere on the bed. “To my shift?”

“Your shift, too,” he said firmly. “You’re mine now, Nell, and I’ll see you have better than those dirty rags. In the morning I’ll take you to the shop, and you can have your pick of the stock. I’ll not have anyone say I don’t treat you as you deserve.”

I tried to smile at that. He was being exceeding generous, first with these lodgings, and now offering me new clothes, as well. This was to be expected of being kept by a draper like Mr. Duncan. He would regard my dress with special attention, and expect me to display the finest goods from his shop on my person. And in truth, my clothes were sadly scarce more than rags. Everything I wore had come  to me after another’s hard use, and the finery he now promised would be the first that ever I’d have new made for me.

But to cast off my sorry dress by his order, to stand before him as naked as Eve in the garden whilst he remained clothed, even to the laces in his shoes—ahh, I balked at that. No one, not even my mam, had seen me in my skin since I’d been a babe, and his order to display myself thus seemed to reinforce both his power over me, and my own pitiful vulnerability in return. I stood unmoving and mute with confusion, my hands limp at my sides as I stared bleakly back at him.

“Make haste, Nell, and do what I ask.” He motioned impatiently with his hand, a fluttering of fingers to urge me to his bidding. “I’ve already had you the once. There’s no use in playing the modest one now.”

“No, sir,” I whispered miserably, and at last I began to unlace my bodice.

He scowled, still displeased by my reluctance. “Damnation, girl. I didn’t pay to see you weep.”

“I’m not weeping,” I said swiftly. He was right. He hadn’t meant to make me cry, any more than I had meant to do it. Tears were a rare luxury for girls from Coal Yard Alley. There was no place for them here, either, not if I truly wished to advance myself as I’d claimed. The sorrows I felt in my heart didn’t matter. Instead I must be the merry Nell that he had bought, the same Nell I’d been every other night among the gentlemen at Mrs. Ross’s. If that was the face I showed Mr. Duncan, then I could keep the rest of me locked safe behind it. The only power that he or any other man could have over me was that which I’d grant him.

I shook my tangled hair back from my forehead and forced myself to smile. This was only another performance, I told myself sternly, no different from singing songs to the gentry in the park for a penny or two. It was the work of an instant to whisk away my tattered clothes and stand before Mr. Duncan as God had fashioned me, with no more than my auburn curls above and below for adornment. I knew I was prettily made and should have no shame showing myself for his admiration, especially after what I’d already let him do.

“Gaze away, sir,” I declared, praying only I could hear the tremble that lingered in my words. The thing was done, and I’d survived, proudly, and with no lasting harm. I set my hands at my waist and raised my chin, and boldly took a few steps of my favorite jig for good measure. “I’ve naught to hide.”

He grinned at me and blushed like a maid, I swear it. “You’re a saucy snip, aren’t you? ”

“That I am, dear sir,” I said, already feeling more sure of myself. “Not that you’d wish me otherwise, would you?”

“I like you fine as you are.” He sat up on the bed, self-consciously stuffing his wilted prick back into his breeches as if the thing had escaped of its own will. “Come, sit with me.”

“Shall I bring you drink, sir?” I plucked the bottle from the table, unstopping it to sniff the contents. It smelled sweet, Rhenish or Canary wine, and too strong to my tastes. But I’d long ago learned how to drink with a man without actually drinking myself, having seen too well what came of women who were bitten by the tavern bitch. I poured the wine, glowing amber by the fire’s light, and brought the glass back to the bed.

He drank deeply, his gaze never leaving my body. I guessed he’d want to take me again that night, maybe more than once if the wine would let him.

He lowered the empty glass with a little gasp, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Faith, but you’re a fair lass, Nell. And you were virgin, as you said. I didn’t believe you before, but now I know I was first.”

“Aye, sir.” I was miffed that he’d doubt my word, though Lord knows he’d no reason to trust any whore’s promises. “I came through that door a maid, and I’ll leave through it otherwise.”

“You will.” He puffed out his narrow chest, and if he could, I vowed he would have perched on the rooftop to crow his conquest like the most vainglorious cockerel in all London. “You pleased me well, Nelly.”

“You pleased me, too, sir.” I judged this a most necessary lie, to preserve his pride and my future with it. I clambered up onto the high  bed and laid one of my little hands on his thigh. “We’ll make one another happy enough, won’t we?”

“We will indeed.” He circled his arm around my waist awkwardly, as if he still feared I’d rebuff him. He’d long ago confessed he’d not yet dared ask any woman to marry, for all that he was a grown gentleman set in his trade. Now to see his clumsiness with me, I wondered if his own carnal experience was not much greater than my own.

“My Nell,” he said proudly. “This will be our own little nest, won’t it?”

“Aye, dear sir.” At that I thought again of the wry, paradoxical name of the tavern below us, and spoke aloud the drollery I’d been too anxious to say earlier. “Our nest here in the rafters of the Cock and Pie. So long as you bring your cock, I’ll keep my own little pie at the ready.”

He guffawed with surprise and delight that only served to encourage me, the way laughter generally did.

“Then the more filled I am by your cock, sir,” I continued, tipping my head whimsically to one side, “the more of your fill you have of my pie, and yet the more you slice my pie, the less filling you’ll have to your cock. Thus, sir, is your less more, or is my more your less?”

“Ah, Nell, I cannot begin to answer such a riddle!” he exclaimed, clapping with approval. “What answer can I offer, save that you please me beyond measure?”

“I am glad, sir,” I said with a grin. “Because your more is always my more, as well, just as cock and pie are always best served together.”

“And so they shall be, as long as I have my say.” He beamed at me, fair doting. “You make my head spin clear around with your cleverness, Nell. I swear your wit is wicked as any courtier’s.”

“Me at court?” I scoffed, pleased by his flattery but not believing it, either. “Oh, Mr. Duncan, not I.”

“You could be, Nell,” he insisted loyally. “You make me laugh more than anyone else ever has.”

I wrinkled my nose and puffed out my cheeks, a face of humorous doubt. “Oh, aye, as if wit alone were enough to secure a place at court.”

“At this king’s court, it is,” he said. “I’ve sat within hearing of His Majesty’s box at the theatre, and you cannot imagine the idle rubbish those folk will say to try to make His Majesty laugh. Someday I’ll take you to the playhouse with me, and then you’ll hear for yourself, too. More wine, lass; fill my glass again.”

I hurried to do as he’d bid. “You’d take me with you to a play, sir?”

“Why would I not?” he asked, clearly amused that I’d ask. “I wouldn’t have put you here if I were ashamed of you.”

“Which playhouse?” I asked eagerly. “Which company, sir? What play? ”

He smiled, enjoying the role of expansive patron. “Whichever you choose, Nell. Consider it a promise. We’ll take seats in the middle gallery, so that I might show you off to fine display.”

I gasped, wordless with amazement, and he laughed aloud. “Oh, I’ve quite a special friendship with Sir William Davenant, Nell. I granted him cloth for costuming his actors when his fortunes were low, and he has remembered me with kindness ever since.”

“You a friend of Sir William!” I was amazed, and more than a little skeptical. Even I knew that Sir William Davenant was a rare poet and a great favorite at court, as well as the proprietor of the Duke’s Company of players, in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. How could such a grand gentleman be indebted to my shy Mr. Duncan? “You must have given him a huge pile of cloth, sir.”

“I told you, sweet, I can be a most generous friend. I’m acquainted with Mr. Killigrew at the King’s Company as well, for the same reason.” He wagged his finger at me as if to scold. “And if you continue to please me, it will be my joy to please you in turn.”

“But to see a play, sir.” I hugged my knees as I sat beside him, forgetting my nakedness as I giddily contemplated the new prospect he dangled before me. Like everyone in London, I’d heard much of the theatres, of the wondrous entertainments they offered as well as the ribald, charmed lives of the actors and actresses, and the playwrights, too. The king loved plays, and had made play-going so fashionable that he and his courtiers were in the theatres as often as  they were in the palace. He also loved the actresses. His royal decree had finally granted women the right to take the women’s roles, instead of being portrayed by beardless boys or catamites, as had always been the law. In gratitude, the actresses often did please His Majesty in more private performances, too.

Much of this I’d learned from the actors themselves when they’d visited Mrs. Ross’s, idle boasting, to be sure. But I’d also listened, rapt, to the tales of the girls chosen to sell oranges to the grandees in the boxes, and themselves afterward, too, for a pretty sum. For myself, I’d never so much as entered a playhouse; even the meanest seats farthest from the stage cost a shilling—too rich for the likes of me.

Until now, with Mr. Duncan fair begging my little fingers to dip deep into his pockets.

“A play, sir,” I said again, still marveling at my good fortune. “These lodgings, sir, new clothes, and now a play. Oh, dear, dear sir, you are too kind!”

“No, no, not at all,” he demurred, even as he flushed and preened beneath my praise. Emboldened, he reached out and made a prize of my hand, raising it to kiss as wetly as an overheated pup.

I slanted my eyes at him by way of encouragement. Generosity such as his must be fostered, even rewarded; I’d no need of Rose’s advice to tell me that.

“Might I ask a favor of you, sir?” I asked sweetly. “Might I know your given name, sir? ”

“My name?” He laughed aloud, as if this were the greatest jest, though I suspect it was more from relief that I’d asked for nothing greater or more costly. “That is all?”

“All, sir,” I said. “If you don’t judge me too brash for asking.”

He flushed again, teasing me by waiting. “It’s Samuel. Samuel Duncan.”

“My Master Sam,” I said, knowing that was brash of me, but knowing, too, he’d like me the more warmly for it. I grinned and tossed my hair back over my shoulders, the better to display my fledgling breasts.

“And you, dear, are my own little Nell,” he said, drawing me closer. “Come, let me taste those dear lips of yours again.”

If I were now his Nell, why, then, he had become my Mr. Duncan, too, so long as he pleased me. Such arrangements as ours seldom lasted long. Being the first man in my life didn’t mean he’d be the only one; only the one who was with me now. It was a settling thought, and a comforting one, as well.

Thus I smiled and slipped my arm around his shoulders, and with new willingness, I turned my mouth again toward his.

 

He made me wait until September before he kept his promise to take me to a playhouse. He claimed it was his work that occupied him during this time, that having the court returned to London with the king and new queen meant his shop was so busy with orders that he couldn’t slip away for a single afternoon of play-going with me.

God knows he found time enough to visit me nigh every night. His habit was to come to me in my lodgings after sunset, take me swiftly as he had the first time if he were inclined, and then sup with me at his leisure. He never lingered past midnight, returning home to his own bed to sleep, nor did he question how I passed my days, so long as I kept away from Mrs. Ross’s, his only stipulation. Early I realized that he’d more real use for my ears than my body, anyway. For me to listen, rapt (or at least feigning to be, much the same thing), to his litany of the daily indignities he must suffer at his father’s hands was more satisfying to him then any of the fancy whore’s tricks that Rose suggested.

Most of all, Mr. Duncan liked the notion of keeping a mistress, and letting others know that he did. Mistresses were very much the fashion then, like short doublets and full breeches, and likewise determined by the king himself. If every alderman and petty merchant in the City kept a whore the same as every prince and marquis at the court, then Mr. Duncan was determined to follow the rest, and keep me.

If that was what pleased him, so be it. I would oblige and be cheerful, and why shouldn’t I? For the first time in my life, I could eat my  fill. I was warm when the weather was chill, and dry when it rained, and I slept each night on a bed so soft that sometimes I jolted awake just from the luxury of it.

But I was also lonely. I missed Rose, and I missed my mother, even though through Mr. Duncan I now could help ease her wants. I know that it must sound wicked ungrateful of me to make so selfish an admission, but I missed the merry bustle of Mrs. Ross’s house. I missed the ever-changing company, and the boisterous humor, and matching my wits against men with more glibness than my dullard Mr. Duncan would ever possess. I missed singing for a tossed coin and the cheering acclaim that came with it.

Most of all, I missed being privy to all the little scandals and missteps of others, both highborn and low-, that made me feel a part of London’s society. I felt as locked away as a pet linnet in a bamboo cage; cared for by my owner, even cherished in a way, but with no future beyond the present, and no freedom to follow my own will or inclinations.

Thus when at last Mr. Duncan announced we were to go to the duke’s house in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, I was beside myself with joy. The day was bright with sun, still warm for late September. I could scarce eat any of my dinner, but instead begged Mr. Duncan for us to go early to the playhouse, far before the hour that was fashionable. I was determined to see everything—even though I’d no real notion of what that everything might be.

“The Duke of York’s house,” I marveled, staring up at the blockish, plain building before us. Bright flags fluttered in the breeze outside to indicate there was a performance this day, as if the jumble of other playgoers wasn’t sign enough. “And the Duke’s Company, playing at The Duchess of Malfi. That’s a deal of duke-ing and duchess-ing, sir, isn’t it?”

“I told you how it would be, Nell,” he grumbled as we made our way through the others crowding the street before the playhouse entrance. “No one of any quality comes at noon.”

“Plenty of folk for being no one, sir.” I clung to his arm, wary of being trampled by the crush pushing their way through the narrow  passage into the playhouse. Though jolly enough, the crowd seemed mostly youngish men, apprentices and such, ill dressed and boisterous, and already half-drunk, nor were these fellows disinclined to shove their way ahead of their neighbors, either.

“Base-born rabble,” Mr. Duncan muttered, slipping his arm over my shoulders to keep me close. “Most of these rascals are only place keepers for gentlemen who remain at their dinners. For a penny or two, they’ll hold a seat in the pit for anyone who wishes to come in late. Come, Nell, I’ll see that you’re safe.”

In his role as my protector, he made a great show of hurrying me up one of the narrow corner staircases, clucking all the way like a broody hen with but one chick left in her nest. I let him play the hero, though secretly I suspected he was far more uneasy among these rollicking fellows than I. To be truthful, their laughter and loud voice reminded me fondly of the better times in Mrs. Ross’s house—not, of course, that I was so foolish as make such an admission aloud to Mr. Duncan.

“Here we are,” he said, turning through a doorway at the end of the second flight. “At least we’ll have our pick of places.”

The gallery was a kind of extended balcony, boxed in like pews in a church. Three rows of long planked benches stretched before me, each row slightly higher than the one before it, with two more matching galleries flanking the other two walls. The square shape was awkward, true, but the building had begun life as a tennis court for sporting gentlemen, and its old usage still dictated its current one, with the placement of the stage across the farthest wall. More benches were arranged across the floor before the stage, and this was where most of the bold fellows we’d seen before were gathering. I leaned over the rail to gaze down at them, and at once Mr. Duncan took my arm to steady me and hold me back.

“You don’t wish to encourage those rascals in the pit, Nell,” he warned. “Leave them to torment the actors instead.”

“Oh, they don’t frighten me,” I said, waving gaily at some blade who was blowing me a kiss on his fingertips. “Likely I know half of those by name already, anyway.”

I knew I must look snapping bright as a holiday pennant there among the empty benches. With my coppery hair curled loosely over my shoulders (I’d given up caps, the better to show my hair), I wore a blue woolen bodice and petticoat, pinned back to show another in deep red beneath, and green stockings with my new shoes. I’d never owned such finery before, and it made me glory in my appearance with unabashed delight.

“Is that where the king sits? ” I asked, pointing at the centered box on the first level over the pit. “There, with the tall armchair? ”

“If His Majesty attends this performance, yes.” Mr. Duncan’s grasp on my arm tightened as he pulled me back from the rail. “If he chooses not to come, then the royal box will be granted to the person of the next highest rank in the house. It’s Sir William’s decision to make.”

“Well, lah, then I’ll pray the king does come, and spare Sir William the puzzle of deciding.” I hoped His Majesty would appear. Though I’d put aside my girlish dreams of him as my first lover, I missed my glimpses of his charming royal countenance at Mrs. Ross’s, and it would be a fine thing to see him here. I leaned again over the rail, my hair slipping forward as I craned my neck back to look up. The playhouse’s roof was open to the skies, to let in light and air, and a few stray swallows danced and dived above the highest gallery seats. “Do the birds ever come low, sir? Wouldn’t that make for a pretty scene, to see some righteous player queen splattered with a great stinking mess of—”

“Sit, Nell, sit.” This time Mr. Duncan forcibly pushed me down onto the bench, holding me there with his hand on my shoulder as if I were a naughty child—which, I suppose, in a way I was. “I’m sure the birds are just one of the perils of being a player.”

“All the world’s a critic, eh? ” I laughed merrily, and though I dutifully kept my bum on the edge of the bench, I slipped forward as far as I could to rest my forearms on the rail. “Oh, look, the orange girls have come!”

Several girls had appeared in the pit below us, baskets of the fruit balanced coyly on their hips. They were dressed alike in close-fitting  bodices cut low to display wares of a different sort, and a more cunning bunch of pretty slatterns I’d never seen. They bantered and bartered with the men in the pit as they tossed the oranges lightly in their hands, teasing the audience with becoming good humor to garner their laughter as well as their coins. It was much like Mrs. Ross’s again, with gentlemen vying for the favoring smiles of lasses born far beneath them, and both parties finding much delight in the bartering.

And in my safe, sure, tedious place at Mr. Duncan’s side, I envied them all.

“I’ll buy you a treat, Nell.” Mr. Duncan whistled to one of the girls and tossed her a coin. Deftly she caught it in her open palm, pocketed it, and threw an orange up to him, as neat as you please. Blushing, he handed me the fruit like it were a golden prize, and I turned it thoughtfully in my fingers.

“I could do that,” I said, more to myself than to him. “I’d be good at it, too.”

Mr. Duncan frowned. “Do what, sweetheart? ”

“Sell oranges.” Lightly I tossed the fruit back and forth in my hands. “I could be one of those girls.”

His frown deepened to a scowl. “Oh, no, I think not.”

My chin rose with defiance. “Why not, sir? Don’t you believe I’m as fair as they, and as quick?”

“That’s not the question, Nell,” he said crossly. “In truth there is  no question. You’ve no need to sell oranges. You’re with me.”

“True enough, sir.” I dug my thumb into the orange’s pebbled skin, knowing I’d do well to hold my peace, and my resentment with it. I doubted the orange girls had as much dull comfort as I had in my lodgings over the Cock and Pie, but likewise I was sure they had a great deal more amusement each night than I would in all my life from respectable Mr. Duncan.

“It is true,” he said, choosing to ignore my discontent. “Now settle, and eat your orange, and listen to the music. You wished to come early to hear the orchestra. Well, there it is.”

If I’d been in a better humor, I would have offered him half the orange by way of placation, even slipping the slices between his lips  to feed him, for men did like to play big babies with women. But I was too sulky to cosset him, and instead ate the entire orange myself, stuffing the sweet fruit into my mouth three slices at a time while the small group of musicians sitting beneath the stage began to tune their fiddles. Scattering scraps of peel from my lap, I restlessly swung my dangling legs back and forth and watched the audience that was beginning to fill the benches in the galleries and in the pit.

“That’s not the king,” I observed, pointing at the handsome gentleman with golden brown hair settling himself in the tall-backed chair I’d noticed earlier.

“So it’s not,” Mr. Duncan said. “I don’t know who that fellow is.”

“I do,” I said promptly. “That’s His Grace George Villiers, the Duke of Buckingham. He’s one of the king’s dearest friends, and  cousin to Lady Castlemaine, and you know how dear a friend she is to His Majesty.”

Mr. Duncan’s scowl returned. “How is His Grace known to you, Nell?”

“Oh, I know him to see, same as everyone does,” I said with breezy indifference. “His Grace visited us at Mrs. Ross’s, along with His Majesty. He always favored the fleshy girls best, you know, the ones with the biggest—”

“I’d rather not know, Nell.” He was blushing again, and glancing about with unease to see if anyone had overheard me. “Your earlier, ah, life is of no concern to me.”

“You know I never went upstairs with him, sir,” I said swiftly. “Not that duke, nor any other. You know that, sir, better’n anyone else.”

“Without a doubt,” he admitted, and covered my hand with his own, resting on my knee. “I was your first gentleman.”

“Yes, sir.” I slid closer to him so that our thighs did touch, my own little concession. “I heard about Lord Buckingham’s tastes from the other girls, and from the Earl of Rochester, too. Lord Rochester was another friend of mine from Mrs. Ross’s, you know, before he went away to Italy.”

Mr. Duncan smiled indulgently. “That’s what His Lordship told you, to be sure. Gentlemen in such places say many things.”

“Lord Rochester’d no reason to lie, sir, not to me.” I’d thought often of the earl, and wondered how he was faring. Other girls had sought him out because he was rich and titled and handsome as the day, but I’d liked him because his wit was as sharp as my own. The same things had made us laugh, the two youngest pups in that bawdy kennel of old hounds and bitches. He’d never once looked down upon me, the way that Mr. Duncan was doing even now.

“His Lordship’s near the same age as I, only three years or so older,” I continued in his defense. “That’s why we were such friends, until they packed him off to Italy and France with some long-nosed tutor, to finish his schooling, they said.”

“If he’s that young, Nell, then he was more likely sent away to keep him from Mrs. Ross’s grasp,” Mr. Duncan said, turning pious as a preacher. “That house is hardly a fit place for a young peer.”

I pulled my hand away from his, curling my fingers into a tight knot in my lap. “If His Lordship was old enough to find his way to Drury Lane, then he was plenty old enough to consider the rest for himself.”

He looked at me curiously. “I wonder that you should care so much about this Lord Rochester, Nell, or Lord Buckingham, or the king, or any of the others of rank at the palace.”

“Why not, sir?” I repeated, surprised, though perhaps I shouldn’t have been. “His Lordship amused me, and I him. There’s no sin to that, sir.”

“No sin other than you pretending familiarity.” His smile was halfway to a knowing smirk, yet also suffused with a degree of misplaced kindness. “Consider who you are, Nell, and your own station, and how much higher such nobles are than you. You’ll never be more than one more dirty cobble beneath their feet to men like that. Ah, look, the dances have begun at last.”

I gasped, wounded by his casual disregard, but he’d already turned away from me to watch the dancers. He was finished, but I—I’d so much left unsaid that I thought the words would fair choke me. I  wanted to tell him that Lord Rochester truly had been my friend, that he hadn’t cared who my father might be, that I would return to his confidence as soon as he came back from Italy. I longed to explain how Fate would carry me far beyond Mr. Duncan, and that he’d never be the sole star in my sky. Most of all, I wished I could make him understand that I was by nature far more clever than he seemed to believe, that a humble birth did not necessarily beget a poor wit.

But making him understand was not my role in our arrangement. I was there to swell his manly pride, to serve his desires, and to be otherwise agreeable and unchallenging. If to be so went contrary to my natural inclinations, then that was the price of a soft feather bed and the beribboned shoes on my little feet. With a sigh of resignation, I slipped my hand through the crook of Mr. Duncan’s arm. He didn’t turn from the stage, but I could see how he smiled in profile, pleased that I’d bowed to his superiority once again.

Yet as I watched the shambling dancers—ah, ah, if I’d only the chance, I could dance and sing and frolic so much better than that!—it was rebellion, not meekness, that swelled my heart.

In frustration, I looked down to the royal box, where the Duke of Buckingham sat with several other gentlemen lords. The fairest of the orange girls had joined him, summoned there, I was sure, by the duke himself. While all other eyes in the house were turned toward the stage, His Grace’s were only on the fortunate girl beside him. She bent close to whisper to him, her hand resting familiarly on the arm of his chair, and even at this distance I could see the pleasure that lit his eyes at whatever she was suggesting.

I could do that, too, oh, aye, I could! My fate wouldn’t always be latched to a dull-wit draper like Mr. Duncan. Given the chance, I could make a duke—even a king!—laugh aloud, and look at me like that, and make him forget everything else but me!

It did not help that the play that soon followed was one renowned for its murderous bloodshed, a story of a widow who chooses wrongly in love with the most tragic consequences. Portrayed with great skill and passion (or so it did seem to me at the time, being my first play) by Mr. Betterton and Mrs. Saunderson, this horrific tale seemed tailored  directly for me, and I watched each sorrowful scene with tears spilling down my cheeks. To be sure, I’d not married an Italian duke, nor had I a mad twin brother determined on hellish revenge, but still I saw this infamous tale as a warning to me, a caution against the perils of crossing Fate.

A fate that, I knew now, must take me through a playhouse. It wasn’t just the orange girls or the dancers, either. As I watched the players, I’d realized that what they did was not really so very different from what I’d enjoyed most at Mrs. Ross’s house: making an audience watch, drawing their gaze full upon me until they couldn’t bear to look away from fear they’d miss something rare.

And I could do that, too, better than most anyone. I could, I  could, and if I wept from frustration, well, then, I’d let those same tears temper my will.

“You do realize it was naught but an empty story, don’t you, Nell?” Mr. Duncan asked at the end, amused by my teary show of emotion. “Silly little lass, to weep over an overripe lot of pretend Italians and a bladder of pig’s blood!”

“Oh, aye, I am a fool, aren’t I?” I forced myself to smile up at him through my tears, and kept my smile as he settled his arm around my waist. Better that way, better to keep him happy, until I’d secured another haven.

For however could I explain that I wept not for the murdered Italian duchess, but for my own small self?




Chapter Four

THEATRE ROYAL, LONDON  March 1663

“Are you sure we should be here, Nell?” My sister Rose hung back in the playhouse’s doorway, peering into the gloom past the raw, unpainted timbers. “They don’t look ready to receive company.”

“They don’t know we’re calling, that’s all,” I said confidently, twitching my skirts to one side as I picked my way through the sawdust. I’d taken special care with my dress this day, wanting to make the best possible impression on Master Killigrew. I’d no wish to appear before him covered with flecks of wood, as if I’d just been tumbled in the lumberyard. I wore a green woolen petticoat beneath my hooded cloak; yellow stockings, the better to draw attention to my neat ankles; and a muff of dappled hareskin on my wrist. Since I’d been in Mr. Duncan’s keeping, my cheeks had plumped and my shape become rounder. I’d grown no taller, alas, and never would, but for the first time in my life, my ribs didn’t show through my flesh.

“You’ve never been afraid of men before, Rose,” I said. From the hall ahead of us came the sounds of hammering and sawing and the general raillery and swearing common to carpenters, and nothing fearsome to any of it. “I don’t see why you should be so skittery now.”

“I’m not skittery,” Rose protested, smoothing her bodice lower over her breasts. “And I’m not afraid of men. Especially the laboring ones. I’ll take a man what earns an honest wage over any dissembling  actor with empty pockets who expects me to take him for the honor of his prick alone.”

“You aim too low for yourself, Rose, taking any man what asks you.”

She wrinkled her nose at me. “I take his coin first, then him. I’m not half so careless as you make me out, Nell. I know my trade.”

“That’s not why I am here at all,” I said in a fierce whisper, “and if you pox this for me by acting like a twopenny whore, Rose Gwyn, then I vow I’ll shove you clear to the nearest dunghill and leave you there, too.”

I raised my chin and glowered at her to prove I meant it, and with a little hop-skip, I left her to follow after me or not, as she chose. I was thirteen, and no matter how my sister might badger me, I was as ready as ever I would be to take this next step forward toward my destiny.

I marched down the long passage, into the pit of the new playhouse, or rather, what would become the pit once it was done. There were no benches yet in place, no chairs in the boxes nor scenery on the stage, only piles of rubbish and workman’s leavings. If the playhouse was in fact to open within the month, as was commonly said about the town, then these workmen should have been working at double haste, rather than lolling about their labor.

I leaned back to look up at the carpenters balanced on scaffolding and ladders over my head, like ropedancers with hammers, as they set molding into place onto the fronts of the boxes. The two nearest spied me in return, grinning down at me like wicked monkeys in the jungle. No matter that I judged my dress to be surpassing genteel; they at once saw me for what I was, and fair game for their salutes.

“Climb up here, sweetheart,” called the younger one, his face freckled all over. “Climb up, and give me a taste of those fair lips of yours!”

“Hah, shut your own mouth, you rogue, before the flies flit inside to taste the idleness of your tongue,” I called up to them with good humor. “Or leastways be of some mortal use, and tell me where I might find Master Killigrew.”

They laughed, so full of merry insolence that I couldn’t help but laugh with them, my hands at my waist.

“What’s this, then?” boomed a man’s voice from the stage behind me. “Who asks for Master Killigrew?”

“I do, sir,” I said, turning toward him swiftly so my skirts swirled above my ankles in pretty display. “Do you know where I might find him? ”

“Perhaps,” he said easily, “if you’ll tell me your business first. Master Killigrew is a gentleman of enormous responsibility. He can’t see everyone who wishes to, you know.”

Yet he smiled, all melting warmth and charm, and not a hint of menace to give teeth to his stern words. With his long, well-turned legs set as gracefully as any dancing master’s, he stood on the stage tall above me and gazed down as if all these raw timbers and dust were his very kingdom. And why shouldn’t he? I’d recognized his handsome face at once. His name was Charles Hart, and he was one of the first actors of the King’s Company. Why he was here now, with the playhouse in such incomplete disarray, was entirely beyond me.

I curtseyed deeply, though I didn’t bow my head, as was proper with my betters. Instead I tipped my chin coyly to one side as I looked up at him through the fringe of my lashes. I’d long ago learned that while some gentlemen expect groveling obedience from women, with others a bit of teasing humor accomplished much more, and I guessed Mr. Hart to be in this camp.

“My business, sir, is Master Killigrew’s business,” I said. “Which is to say our business is one and the same, or could be, if we can but agree.”

“If you can but speak to him, mistress, which is more the truth of it.” He laughed, his head back the better to display his fine white teeth. I’d noticed that he’d laughed thus whilst performing, too, and I wondered which had come first. “You must confess more to me than that.”

“I’ll confess not a word, sir,” I said, “for I’ve no sin to my conscience what needs absolution from you.”

“Neither sins, nor absolution?” He narrowed his eyes at me, enjoying this game as much as I. “Then no penance, either?”

“None, sir,” I said cheerfully. “I’ll leave such notions to ill-gotten  Papists, and find comfort in owing my allegiance to my king and my country, and kiss my hand to Rome.”

“You’re a saucy little jade,” he said, pleased, I knew. “Will you give me your name, or is that fit only for Killigrew’s ears, too? ”

“It’s Nell, sir,” I said proudly. “Nelly Gwyn. Mark you remember it, sir, because I mean to—”

“You mean to what?” The gentleman ambling out onto the stage was Master Killigrew himself. I’d recognized him, too, from having him pointed out to me by Mr. Duncan as an important acquaintance of his. Master Killigrew was in fact the proprietor, the holder of the charter for the King’s Company, as well as a Gentleman of the King’s Bedchamber and a dear and loyal friend of His Majesty himself. He was far older than Mr. Hart, at least forty years and perhaps older. He looked weary and bent in the shoulders, and I suspected his fur-lined cap and coat were for warmth as much as for being modish, like a heathen Turk. He’d a hooked nose and a wispy beard such as I’d seen in pictures of the old king, and now he tipped his head back to look down that selfsame nose as he regarded me.

“Hart, why are you tarrying here with this young person?” he asked with the world-weary air that many fine gentlemen affected. “Have you no better use for your time than this? Go on, hussy, away with you. We’ve no place for you here.”

“F’give me, sir, but you do.” If I’d learned anything from my life, it was not to be easily put off. He didn’t recognize me from Mr. Duncan, which was well enough by me. I wished to be judged on my own worth, not on that of my protector. “I can be your next great actress, if you’ll but give me the chance.”

“You?” He stared at me with bemused disbelief. “An imp, a sprite, scarce more than a suckling morsel?”

“Aye, me,” I said eagerly, my hands square at my waist. “I’ll do whatever I must to please you.”

“Oh, I’m certain of that,” Master Killigrew said dryly. “Yet what, pray, do you know of acting, of the stage? ”

“I know how to amuse them what wishes to be amused,” I said. “The rest I can learn.”

He drummed his hand lightly against his cheek, the light glinting off the thick golden ring he wore on his smallest finger. “The King’s Company’s not meant to be a dame school, miss.”

“Every playhouse is a school for actresses,” I said promptly, for I’d anticipated this particular objection. “There’s no such thing as a seasoned actress in London, on account of never being allowed before His Majesty come back to us, who must learn the trade together.”

“Hah, Killigrew, she has you there.” Mr. Hart laughed and clapped his hands with such enthusiasm that I knew in his eyes, I’d earned my chance. “She has the presence and the courage.”

“I have a speech ready, sirs,” I said, my eagerness fair bubbling over. Swearing to Mr. Duncan that The Slighted Maid was my favorite play, I’d begged him to take me to every performance so I could study Mrs. Betterton, and learn her speech in the second act. I’d always been blessed with a quick ear, and by practice later I’d learned the part well enough to recite it now. “To show, sirs.”

“What a presumptuous creature it is,” Master Killigrew grumbled. “What role would you dare claim? A queen, an empress, a goddess come down from on high?”

“Aurelia,” I said, “from The Slighted Maid.”

He frowned at me, but I saw I’d sparked his interest, too. “That’s not a true trial. You could have practiced one speech for all your short life. Players in this company must learn their pieces in a day, perhaps two.”

“Then let her read another.” With surpassing grace, Mr. Hart clambered down from the stage to stand beside me, making my cause his own. “I’ll read it with her, so you can judge her the same as any other.”

“She’s a child, Hart,” Master Killigrew protested, “not yet fit for the stage, let alone the tiring-room.”

“I’m thirteen, sir,” I said firmly, “and more than wise enough in what this wicked world can show, and that includes your stage and tiring-room, too.”

“I wouldn’t think of wagering against you, my dear.” Mr. Hart winked at me slyly, as if this all were but a huge jest between us. “I’ll give her a script and a quarter hour to read and prepare it, and—”

“To read it, sir!” I exclaimed with boundless dismay. Reading was a rare, scholarly skill in Coal Yard Alley; not one woman I’d known could do it, including me. “Oh, sir, if you’ll but read to me first, so I—”

“You can’t read, can you?” Master Killigrew regarded me like a tabby who’d just snared the littlest mouse. “I thought as much.”

“Perhaps a place as a dancer, then,” Mr. Hart suggested. “She has a cunning small foot.”

“Oh, yes!” I hoisted my petticoats for them to see, pointing my toe the better to display my ankles. “It don’t take reading to dance, and I can—”

“Come back tomorrow, and ask for Mrs. Meggs,” Master Killigrew said, already beginning to turn away. “She’ll tell you if you’re fit to sell for her.”

“As an orange girl?” I’d dared hope for better. “Oh, please, dear, dear sir—”

“Now I can place you.” He swung back around, bending down to study me. “That ‘dear, dear sir’: I’ve heard that before, haven’t I? I’ve seen you before.”

“Perhaps, sir, but I—”

“Perhaps, indeed,” he said. “You’re Duncan’s little chit, aren’t you?”

I let my petticoats fall. “I know Mr. Duncan, aye.”

“You know him, and he knows you, and keeps you, too.” He shook his head, and his finger, too, for extra emphasis. “I’ll not have you anywhere near my company. I owe Duncan too much money to let him think I’ve stolen away his whore. Go now, away with you.”

“But if you told him—”

“Pert little hussies like you are as common as sparrows to me, miss, but a City draper who’s willing to spin out my credit so I might dress my players is worth more than a sultan’s ransom,” he said firmly. “A word of advice, miss, whether you accept it or not: Be done with one protector before you ask me to take you under the wing of this company. Now be gone—off, off!”

“I’m afraid you must go, my dear,” said Mr. Hart, his handsome face long and solemn. “There’s no challenge to this argument.”

As devastated as I was, I understood, and knew I’d never persuade them otherwise. It would be the same sorry tale at the other theatre, for Mr. Duncan supplied them with cloth for costumes, as well. Gold shall always win out with men, and most women, too. At least Master Killigrew had been honest, and not played me along for a fool. But if I tried to break with Mr. Duncan before he was ready to part with me, then I’d earn only his ill will, and no welcome here, no matter how much suited to the stage I might be. There was little help for it: I must stay where I was, or return to Mrs. Ross’s house and toil there alongside my mother and sister. And that—that I’d no wish to do.

But I refused to blubber my frustration before these two gentlemen, or weep from bitterness. I’d not give them that satisfaction, and instead I dipped as low and respectful a curtsey as I could muster, then looked about me for my wayward sister Rose.

“I’ll go for now, sirs,” I said, “and I’ll wish you a good day, too. But mind you, in time, I’ll return. I’ll return, and you’ll thank the silver stars in the sky above when I do.”

 

Carefully I considered the little wicker basket of cherries in my lap. The sweetest were usually the darkest ones, glossy and hard, with the curving stems still sprouting from the top. As a special treat on this sunny June day, Mr. Duncan had hired a boat and brought me down the river to Greenwich. We’d walked about the paths, and then, because I’d begged it, he’d brought me here to the cherry gardens, to sit on this bench overlooking the water.

It being Sunday, the river was dotted with pleasure craft, from the bright banners and sails that belonged to the yachts of fine gentlemen to the tiny skiffs with a single oarsman and a line for fish. There were more martial vessels on the river that day, too, boats from His Majesty’s navy whose sides bristled with the silent snouts of long guns jutting through the ports. In every street and tavern, men spoke of a new war with the Dutch, blustering and boasting as if each of them would be the ones to seize the glory, rather than the soldiers whose trade it was to spill their blood. In those days, before I knew better, I spared little thought for wars or politics, and so long as no fat  Hollander surprised me with a pike or musket on the stairs, I thought I wouldn’t, either.

To my relief, Mr. Duncan seemed to have no more concern for the coming war than I. But for all that the sun was bright and warm and the cherries bobbed like jewels from the trees around us, on this June afternoon he seemed in a peculiar humor toward me, distant and spleeny in a fashion that robbed the pleasure from the day. This grieved me mightily, not because I’d such regard for Mr. Duncan’s humor, but because I never could bear to have anyone displeased by my company. It went against my very nature. In one more effort to jolly him (which, in truth, I’d been attempting since he’d fetched me to the river that morning), I plucked a fat cherry by the stem, dangling it in the air before me as I rose from the bench.

“I’ll wager I can toss it in the air, sir, and catch it still in my mouth,” I announced, waggling the cherry over my head. “Will you lay a penny what says I can’t, sir, to make it sporting?”

“Nell, please.” He glanced uneasily from side to side as others slowed to watch me, he being as loath to garner such attention as I was eager to draw it. “Sit, sit, and eat your cherries like a Christian.”

But I would not be put off. “Only a penny, sir,” I coaxed with a small flourish of my petticoats. “A penny! That is all.”

“A penny for the pretty lass isn’t a sin,” called a plump gentleman with his plumper wife beside him. “Faith, it’s not.”

Mr. Duncan’s cheeks puffed beneath his wide-brimmed hat, and his face grew as red as the cherry. “Nell.”

“Oh, very well, sir,” I said with a sigh that made my makeshift audience chuckle. “I won’t beggar your purse, but do the trick for nothing.”

Before he could stop me, I tossed the cherry high, watching its crimson skin hang bright against the blue sky. I leaned back, my hand on the crown of my hat to keep it from slipping off. I opened my mouth and caught the cherry between my teeth, neat as could be.

My audience clapped and cheered with appreciation. I made a curtsey in modest acknowledgment, then smoothed my skirts and returned to Mr. Duncan’s side on the bench to eat my high-flying cherry.

“How you provoke me, Nell!” His voice was taut with indignation  as the others went on their way. “Must you always make a frivolous game of my wishes for you?”

“Once that was what you liked of me, sir.” Unperturbed, I nibbled on the cherry, heedless of the juice that stained my lips and fingers. He  might not have approved, but I’d pleased my larger audience, and thus was content. “I’ve not changed from what I was, sir, not one whit.”

He sucked in his breath, even as his gaze dropped to my mouth, watching my teeth work the sweet flesh free of the stone. In the time I’d belonged to him, I’d come to know him better than he realized. Better, for certain, than he knew me.

“That is true,” he muttered at last. “That is all true.”

“Aye, sir, it is.” I turned my head to spit away the sticky stone, a dainty arc into the grass, then rubbed my stained fingertips over my lips as I smiled at him. “Dear, dear sir. I’m the same Nell what you plucked from Covent Garden.”

“More truth,” he said, and I knew from the gruffness in his voice and the glisten of sweat beneath his nose that I’d once again been forgiven. “My Nell.”

I slid my finger across my cherry-reddened lip to touch the tip of my tongue. “Cherry ripe, ripe, ripe, I cry,” I said softly, borrowing the cry of girls who sold cherries from pails in the street, as I leaned forward to kiss him. “Full and fair ones, come and—”

“I’m to marry,” he said abruptly. “Next week. I’m to marry, and I—I must be done with you.”

“You’re to marry?” I repeated, amazed but not distraught. In truth, I’d been expecting him to end our little arrangement almost as soon as it had begun. Yet I was curious. In all Mr. Duncan’s whining confidences and self-pitying, he’d never once mentioned a woman of his own class, let alone a betrothed. “You, sir? Who?”

“Her name doesn’t matter,” he said hurriedly. “Suffice that she is a gentlewoman of beauty and reputation who has agreed to honor me with her hand.”

“Beauty, my eye,” I scoffed, and gave his chest a playful shove. “More likely you was so caught by the spell of her purse that you forgot to look up to her face at all.”

“She has the beauty fit for a wife,” he said, so doggedly that I almost pitied him.

“Meaning she has all the airs of a breeding sow, and no more,” I said shrewdly. “Your father found her for you, didn’t he? He’s the one making you wed, I’ll wager.”

“I intended to tell you earlier, Nell,” he said, avoiding my questions. “I meant to—”

“I keep everything what you’ve given me.” I was still thirteen, yet needful of gaining what I could to survive. “And you pay my lodgings over the Cock and Pie until I can settle myself somewhere else.”

“Your clothes and your lodgings paid until month’s end,” he said slowly, grudging me even that little, the miser. “So long as you agree to keep yourself apart from me and my affairs.”

“Oh, I can swear to that ready enough.” I folded my arms over my chest, aware of how easy it would be for me to make him simmer and stew. “Though I won’t vow the same about your bride. What shall she say when I call on her, I wonder? What will she do when I tell her how dear you’ve been to me? ”

His mouth fell open, his dismay so clear that I almost laughed before him. Lord, how his father must despair of him ever making a proper trader!

“She cannot know of you!” he sputtered. “She must not know! I beg you, Nell, by all that’s right and holy, you must never—”

“Oh, hush, dear sir, be easy,” I said gently, and for the last time I pressed my fingers over his lips. My sister Rose would jeer at me for being softhearted, but I hadn’t the nature to make the poor man suffer more. He had been my first protector, as generous as anyone had ever been to me, and for that much, I would not squeeze him. “I’ll ask only one thing from you, sir, before we part: that you tell Master Thomas Killigrew that I am free. That is all I wish from you. ’Tis all, sir, and no more.”

That was all, and for me then, that was everything.

 

I returned to Master Killigrew’s playhouse in the autumn of 1663. It was not long past the summer, after my thirteenth birthday, and not  long, either, after the new playhouse of the King’s Company had opened its doors and shown its first play in May.

The King’s House, or the Theatre Royal, as it became more grandly called, was situated between Drury Lane and Bridges Street, beside Vinegar Lane, and its instant popularity that summer soon made the humble address the most popular resort in London. For every performance, the boxes were filled with people of quality, with the benches above and below crowded with lesser sorts. People came not only to watch the players, but also to be amused by the other mischief that happened apart from the stage: the squabbles between the foppish young lords, the shouted comments from the wits in the boxes, and the various amorous assignations that took place in every shadowy corner. There could be no more diverting, nor exciting, place for an eager young creature like me in all the town.

Master Killigrew remembered me at once when I called again, and he smiled as he scanned the letter Mr. Duncan had written for me to show, by way of an introduction. Alas, he likewise remembered that I’d no experience as a player, and worse, that I hadn’t the skill to read the player’s roles. This time there was no sign of Mr. Hart, my champion when I’d visited earlier. Without him to plead for me, I was declared fit only for work as one of the girls who sold oranges.

It wasn’t what I’d hoped for, but it was far more agreeable than any other place open to such as me. When Mr. Duncan’s generosity had come to an end, I’d shifted my lodgings, and was now sharing a bed with my sister at the Cat and Fiddle in Lewkenor’s Lane. I’d missed Rose, and I was glad of her company again.

But I could feel myself beginning to slip backward. Lewkenor’s Lane had always been a haven for thieves, drunkards, and other assorted Bridewell birds, and the Cat and Fiddle was a house that lodged many of Mrs. Ross’s girls, and all the usual temptations with them. Rose and I had generously (perhaps too generously, but then that was my nature, and always would be) celebrated my return with old friends, and had soon exhausted what few coins I’d kept from Mr. Duncan. To keep my pocket jingling, I’d begun to sell bits of clothing and other goods he’d given me, a resource that was briskly coming to  an end. I’d no desire to return to Mrs. Ross’s employ or another like it, or to crying fish or fruit in the street in all weathers, either. Thus an orange girl I would become, and grateful I was to Master Killigrew for the offer, too. I was told to come back on the day following, to meet Mrs. Meggs, before the playhouse opened, and given a bundle of the clothes worn by the orange girls.

The next morning, I donned my new clothes with a troubled mind. They were agreeable enough—a plain blue stuff gown over a smock, and a kerchief to tuck about my neck—though clearly meant for a girl far larger than I. Yet still I couldn’t tamp my unease. Giving a new girl borrowed finery in place of her own dress, then whisking all away to leave her naked, was a favorite trick of whoremongers to bind girls to their brothels.

Now, worrying that I’d be made prisoner of the Theatre Royal must seem a half-wit’s fear, I’m sure, but then I knew this Mrs. Meggs. She was an old acquaintance of my mother’s, a boon companion from the bawdy houses and taverns around Covent Garden. While my poor mother’s fortunes had sunk, this woman’s had risen like the morning dawn, or at least as much of the dawn as an old bawd like her could see. She’d earned a reputation for close dealing and cozening fine gentlemen (who called her Orange Moll, a whorish-sounding name if ever there was one), and the proof lay here in the confidences she’d garnered from Master Killigrew. I was wise to look after myself around her, for truly, who else would?

I found Mrs. Meggs in the small, slanting space beneath the playhouse stairs, her particular stronghold. She was rooting through baskets of fruit, critically appraising the oranges and lemons piled around her feet: one basket to be kept and sold later that day, the other discarded as unworthy, too full of rot and damned to be returned to the vendor who’d dared offer it.

“Mrs. Meggs?” My voice rose in uncertain question, though I’d no doubt it was she.

“Eh?” She jerked upright, squinting fiercely, with a lemon grasped in her hand. I guessed her to be of the same age as my mother, no more than thirty-five, yet sturdy and stout as a hogshead of Jamaica molasses.

And also like my mother, whatever beauty she may once have possessed had long ago fled her weathered cheeks. But unlike my poor mother, Mrs. Meggs’s face had sharpened with age, her gaze so keen beneath her ruffled white cap that I felt it rake over me with the same unwavering appraisal with which she was judging the fruit in her hand.

“G’day, Mrs. Meggs,” I began. “My name’s Nelly Gwyn, and Master Killigrew said I—”

“Oh, I know who you are, girl, an’ what you’re about.” She tipped her head back, her mouth slightly ajar, the strings of her cap dangling down over her wattles, and all the better to look down her nose at me. “You’re Helena Gwyn’s youngest brat, an’ you’re here because you want a place with me. With me.”

“Aye, I do.” I squared my hands at my waist, unwilling to let myself be daunted by her. “And you’ll want me, too, if you know your trade.”

“Will I, now?” She frowned, skeptical. “And why’s that? You’re fair enough to please the gentlemen, aye, but the baskets are heavy, an’ you’re a little scrap o’ a thing.”

“If you know my mam,” I countered, “then you know I couldn’t’ve lived so long as I have if I weren’t strong as a she-ox, no matter what my size.”

She sniffed, not believing. “You’ve spent the last year in keeping. Don’t tell me you haven’t, because everyone knows it. Once a girl’s got the taste for that sort o’ easy life, she won’t give it up easy. I can’t have you sniffing about for your next berth while you’re working for me.”

“That’s why I want this place,” I said, hoping blunt honesty would serve me best. “So’s I won’t have to lie with a man for coin again unless  I wish it.”

“Hah, My Lady High an’ Mighty, are we?” She cackled with amusement that I didn’t share. “Too fine to ask a man to pay, are we? ”

“I’m not shamed by what I’ve done,” I said firmly, for this, too, was the truth, “and I’ll not swear that I won’t do it again. But I won’t be common about it or myself, and the man must be to my liking. Which is why I want an honest place like this, and the wages with it.”

“May God deliver me from overnice whores!” She cast her gaze up toward the stairs slanting over her head, then lowered it back at me, with such fearful menace in her eyes that I felt sure she’d next hurl the lemon in her hand at me. “Mark what I say, Nell Gwyn. I’ve worked hard to get the license to sell goods in this playhouse, an’ I won’t have any plump little squabs like you poking your fingers into my plum, trying to spoil everything with your nicety. No whoring unless it pleases you—hah!”

She tossed the lemon into the first basket and began briskly sorting again, concentrating on the fruit instead of me. “My girls work six days a week. I decide if you stay, an’ I turn you out if you don’t suit. You’re to be here at the playhouse when the doors open at noon, an’ stay until the stage is empty at evening, else I’ll turn you out. You sell what I give you—oranges, lemons, sweetmeats, nuts—an’ not so much as a single, stinkin’ pea from outside, either, else I’ll turn you out for trying to cheat me. I’ll give you a basket to deck with vines or ribbons as you please, an’ I ’spect you to carry it smart on your arm. No dragging it about behind you like a dray horse. We work every day the playhouse is open, meaning you’ll work six days, with your Sabbath free. I don’t pay wages, but on Saturday, the last day o’ the week, I’ll pay out to you one-sixth o’ what you take. Fair is fair.”

I nodded, though it didn’t seem fair at all. That I’d labor for her for five days, and only for myself on one! But to find my way into the playhouse, to see and hear the plays and players, and the fine folk and even the king himself in the boxes—that would make it worth those five days’ toil for Mrs. Meggs.

But still she wasn’t done. “You must always be as merry as can be, with a cheery smile for all, no matter what manner of rascals or rogues or dirty apprentices they may be. An’ if you decide to go back to whoring, an’ you take any o’ these brave fellows outside to the alley to tickle his cods and give a quick bob for a coin or two, then you’re to give me half o’ what you take. I’ll hear of it if you don’t, an’ turn you out for a cheat.”

And that, finally, was beyond my bearing.

“So everything that I might do to better myself is a cheat to you,” I said tartly, my temper beginning to bubble and steam. “And everything that you might do against me is fair play?”

She nodded, still not bothering to lift her gaze away from her fruit sorting. “Aye, that’s the measure of it. To my girls, I’m the lord an’ master an’ magistrate, too. An’ if you can’t abide by my laws, then I’ll be taking those clothes back.”

I stepped closer, born to danger by my fury. “What if Master Killigrew were to invite me to join his players, and become one of them on the stage?”

She snorted like a cornered sow. “No orange girl’s ever become a player, nor is one like to, either.”

“Mark you, I’ll be the first,” I declared with ringing confidence in myself, and why shouldn’t I?

“You a player?” she scoffed with disdain. “Master Killigrew takes all his actresses from fallen gentry, not street leavings like you. You’re more like to jump to the moon than up to them boards.”

I raised my chin a fraction higher, and in my mind I added her to that ever-growing parcel of doubting Thomases that I meant to disprove. “Then what if I were to sell one o’ your scurvy oranges to some rich gentleman, and he was so grateful and pleased that he took me away, and into keeping again? ”

“Rich or poor, if he first spied you when you was working for me, then I’ll be taking my share o’ what that rich fellow gives you.”

“What if he was some great lord?” I demanded warmly. “An earl, or a duke? ”

“All men’s cocks are the same once they drop their breeches,” she said with bawdy house logic. “I’d still come claim my share.”

“Even from His Majesty?” I asked, my voice rising higher as my passions held sway over my senses. “What if I tossed an orange to the king, and he liked me, and—and set me in the very palace in place o’ Castlemaine? Would you come thumping on the door of the front door of Whitehall itself, demanding your blessed share? ”

She straightened, the better to look down on me, and then laughed  aloud. “Nell Gwyn, if you can con so slippery a rascal as His Majesty, why, then I shall be the first to cheer for you, and call you the boldest little slut I’ve ever seen.”

I laughed with her, too, in spite of my anger. But while she laughed at me and my audacity, I in turn was laughing at her, imagining with pleasing detail how I could do my best to make her words true, and a righteous dish for her to eat. Though I’d bartered my maidenhead to Mr. Duncan, my heart was still my own to offer, and I’d yet to find any other man more handsome, more gallant, more worthy, than the King of England himself.

I was likewise still young enough to believe in such fancies. While my time in keeping had not made me any taller (hah, if only so much time upon my back would accomplish that!), my womanly beauty had blossomed into full flower, fair enough to catch and beguile any man’s eye. I was certain that my face and form, combined with my wit, would soon be enough to carry me from the pit to the stage itself, and even higher after that. Every common tattler knew that the king’s devotion to the theatre was grounded upon the pretty women he found there, and just as widely known that his marriage to the foreign princess hadn’t lessened his roaming ways in the least.

Playhouses are always homes to dreams and dreamers. And if a cat might look at a king (as Dick Whittington’s cat did prove), then who would dare say that an orange girl like me might not find her place in her king’s affection?




Chapter Five

THEATRE ROYAL, LONDON  September 1663

After several months at the playhouse, I’d earned my place among the first of the orange girls. I worked hard, for I was determined to be equal to my elegant new surroundings. Nothing had been spared in the appointments of the Theatre Royal, from the polished brass of the chandeliers overhead, to the gilding on the faces of the boxes, to the green baize coverings on the benches in the pit. I’d heard more than two thousand pounds had been spent, far more (as priggish sorts were quick to announce) than the cost of building churches. Proudly Master Killigrew claimed his new playhouse was every bit as fine as those to be found in Paris, and dazzled as I was by such splendor, I believed it.

I studied the dress and manners of the fine ladies in the boxes, and aped them as best I could. I’d taken to pinning my blue gown close to my waist and low over my breasts, to offer a more pleasing show of my small, neat person, and I’d begun to dress my ringlets higher on either side of my face. I took more care to be clean in my person, and to brush the dirt from the streets from my petticoats and shoes before I came to work. But the easy banter and quick rejoinders to the gallants among the audience, the true stock in trade of the best orange girls—ahh, that had come as easy to me as the summer rain, and as naturally, too.

Yet on this warm autumn day, I’d be tested in a new way, one I’d scarce anticipated, though welcomed with gladness in my heart.

I stood in the narrow walkway twixt the stage and the audience’s benches in the pit, my willow basket of oranges resting ready on my hip. It was not long past noon in the playhouse, and the sunlight that shone through the cupola overhead was still locked in a tight circle over the pit. While the candles (wax, not smoky tallow; Master Killigrew insisted on the best for his playhouse) in their brass censers along the front of the stage and in the cressets along the walls had been lighted, their flames were still new, without the heat they’d give off later as the hours passed. Though we girls were ready at our stations with the promptness Mrs. Meggs demanded, in turn there were as yet few customers to buy our goods.

For now the only ones in the pit were servants sent to hold seats for gentlemen still at supper with their ladies; these laughed and jostled with one another and with us, but knew enough to keep their masters’ purses drawn tight. The noisy gallants and town critics who were our best customers would come later, too, after they’d drunk their courage, while the few women who trailed through the pit were gaudy drabs intent on assignations. They kept their black vizards over their faces and their gazes away from us, not from modesty (for they had none), but because we were their rivals. For the privilege of jostling one another here in the pit, these worthies would pay half a crown admission, no mean sum by any standards.

The boxes above were likewise empty and would remain so for at least another hour, for the gentry and nobles refused to take their seats until after the first speeches had begun. A box cost four shillings, though I’d heard it whispered that Master Killigrew let many of highborn acquaintance take their seats for free.

Such was not true for the lesser seats, those in the upper gallery costing only a shilling. The province of footmen and honest citizens like my Mr. Duncan, the gallery held little interest for us orange girls. Why should it, when these men were in general sober and dull, and far too mindful of their purses to pay Mrs. Meggs’s extravagant prices?

We knew our trade came mostly from the sparks in the pit and the boxes. Until they deigned to show themselves, we had little of note  to do, except to stand as so much flesh-and-blood decoration to the playhouse.

“I’ve heard we’re to be graced today,” Rose said beside me as she shifted her basket from one hip to the other. At my begging, Mrs. Meggs had taken on my sister, too, and together we’d become known as the merriest pair of orange girls in the playhouse. “Most grandly graced, at that.”

“Grace this, oh, aye, grace that,” I said with a little flip of my hand. “Full o’ riddles and rubbish, Rose, that’s what you are.”

She arched a single black-painted brow at me, as if to reinforce exactly how much more she knew than I. “If what I say is rubbish, Nell, then it’s royal rubbish.”

“Royal?” I repeated, skeptical, as was wise to be with my sister. “How would you know royal from rubbish?”

“I would when I’ve heard it from one of His Majesty’s own private gentlemen,” she said with supreme confidence. “He’d know.”

“One of the king’s private gentlemen?” I repeated, pouncing on this chance to be superior to her. “I’ll grant that you’re most familiar with every private part o’ a man, Rose. But not even you can hear what the gentlemen o’ the court are saying today, not with you here and them all in the country.”

It was the king’s habit to retreat from Whitehall and London’s heat each summer, and to take his queen and favored courtiers with him to the cooler countryside, visiting the great houses of his noblemen along the way; a progress, I’d learned it was called.

While the playhouse’s boxes had been filled with plenty of other wealthy folk who remained in town, I’d heard from the actresses and other orange girls that the whole temper of the playhouse would change as soon as the king once again returned and took his place in the royal box. I could scarce wait for that time. I’d been listening so eagerly for news of the royal progress that I couldn’t believe Rose would have heard first, and so in my way, I’d told her.

“You couldn’t know of the king’s return before the rest of us, Rose,” I said. “You can’t know of it.”

“But I do.” She smiled, sure she’d bested me. “Late last night,  after you’d left, I was standing outside Master Killigrew’s rooms, and heard him receive a messenger sent by his son. He said he’d be returning to London with the king this morning, and that, God willing, both he and the king would be here for today’s performance.”

“Go on!” I exclaimed. “Master Killigrew’s said naught of it to us!”

“And why should he? We’re only orange girls. He needn’t tell us anything.”

“But for certain he’d tell the players, wouldn’t he? So they’d not be surprised and fumble their parts?”

Rose shrugged with unconcern. “You know how His Majesty don’t like a fuss made over him. Mind how he’d come through the front door of Mrs. Ross’s, same as any other gentleman. Likely he’d rather surprise everyone here at the playhouse, without any ceremony.”

Still I shook my head. “The only proof you have is Harry Killigrew’s word, and there’s not a soul in this playhouse what doesn’t call him Lying Harry, on account of him never speaking five true words in a string together.”

All of which was most grievously true, or at least as true as can be said of any such prodigious liar. The actresses had been free enough with their judgment. Harry was Master Killigrew’s son by his first wife, and though he was by now a man full-grown, nearing thirty years in age and Groom of the Bedchamber to the king, he was still regarded as a happy rogue without care or conscience. To hear the actresses talk, he had bedded most of them by now (and with indifferent skill, it seemed), and regarded the playhouse as his own private harem. He was, in short, exactly the sort of rascal I’d least wish upon my sister, and to my sorrow, exactly the sort she’d choose.

“Even Master Killigrew calls him a liar,” I said, the final note to my argument, “and Harry’s his own spawn.”

“Nell Gwyn!” Rose made a great, false show of amazement. “You’ve never so much as met the gentleman, to call him names such as that!”

“Neither have you, Rose, to come to his defense,” I said. “Least, I hope you haven’t.”

Rose smiled coyly, rocking her basket back and forth against her hip. “Perhaps I have, and perhaps I haven’t,” she said, “not that it’s your—”

“God’s faith, but you’re a pair of lazy sluts!” called an exasperated gentleman behind us. “Here, Nelly, here! I vow I’ll perish from hunger before you finish your tattle!”

At once I swung about. “You’ll not close t’starving, Sir Robert, not with a belly so fine as yours,” I answered as I made my way to where he sat. “I vow it’s round as a cannonball, and twice the size.”

“Come, Nelly, and judge for yourself.” He swung aside the skirts of his doublet, his fingers spread with genuine pride on either side of his large belly. “Learn the make of a real man, Nelly. No callow whip-ling there!”

I knew this game for what it was. I was one of Sir Robert’s favorites, or rather he was of mine, always paying me double for my fruit. Because I grinned at him, he preened beneath my teasing and the laughter of those about him, with no insults meant or taken, not even when I laid my palm lightly on his offering.

“Oh, Sir Robert, it’s just as you say,” I exclaimed, squeaking my voice upward and rolling my eyes in feigned wonder as the others around us roared their amusement. “So large, so firm! How proud your lady wife must be, t’have grown such a prize in her kitchen garden!”

“A prize, Nelly, aye, a prize,” he boomed, grasping my little hand by the wrist. “Have you ever felt the like, I ask you? ”

His wide, ruddy face had flushed a deeper hue, and I could guess what manly vegetable he’d ask me to judge next. Instead I deftly turned my hand and slipped free, seizing one of the oranges from my basket.

“And pray, sir, have you ever tasted the like of my oranges?” I asked, tossing the fruit lightly before me. “Sweet, sweet, and chosen special just for you.”

He laughed, and wagged his finger at me. “You’re a cunning little  creature, Nelly,” he said with admiration. “Too cunning for me, anyways.”

Still laughing, he reached into his purse for the coins to pay me, and added a small folded missive, closed with his seal. “Mark that this goes to my nymph in the tiring-room. On with you now; don’t keep my lass waiting.”

He pressed another coin atop the note to hasten my steps, and I tucked it all into my pocket. Mistress Meggs would see only her share of the orange’s price—no more, nor less—but the rest had been intended for me, and I meant to keep it. I dipped a hasty curtsey and hurried away toward the back of the stage and the players’ tiring-rooms, one for men and the smaller for the women.

Sir Robert’s errand was a common one for me. Orange girls were among the few folk in the playhouse who could cross between the players and the audience with impunity, and we were happy to carry messages back and forth between the two. It was easy work, and men in rut like Sir Robert were always generous. Besides, I looked for any excuse to go back among the players, convinced as I was that I’d someday belong there.

I set my basket of oranges on the floor as our woebegone porter held the door to the tiring-room open for me. He was in theory kept there to send away all rogues with no connection to the production, or so the orders were from Master Killigrew. Big bellies and random bastards were as bad for his trade as they were for Mrs. Ross and her kind.

But just as Master Killigrew’s plan to employ a whore at the playhouse to divert the attentions of the actors from the actresses had failed, so, too, had the porter proved no lasting deterrent. Any gallant with a shilling or two to give the man could gain entrance, and did, exactly as I was doing now on behalf of Sir Robert. I slipped inside the open door, pushed aside a glittering tinsel curtain, and stepped into a place of cheerful, seductive chaos.

The actresses’ tiring-room was a small, makeshift place behind the scenes, with more the look of a brothel’s upstairs chambers than the elegant theatre that housed it. The furniture was bits of cast-off  benches, chairs, and propped-up looking-glasses, with costumes and wigs, plumes and paste jewels, and pots of paint and powder scattered everywhere. The two maidservants who acted as dressers tried to put some order to this shambles, but the actresses themselves showed so little care for their surroundings that it proved an impossible task.

“Here there, Nelly.” Mrs. Corey, the first actress for the day’s performance, reached out to tap me with her comb while the dresser tugged the laces of her costume’s bodice more tightly beneath her overripe breasts. As did all the actresses, she ignored the gaping gentlemen visitors around her, like so many idle drones come to buzz about her queenly honeypot, and she paused only to brush aside any inconvenient male hands that dared become too familiar while she dressed. “Is that a letter from His Grace for me in your hand? Come now, girl, give it to me before I perish from longing!”

I skipped back from her reach, holding the folded note higher like a tantalizing prize. A playhouse is the very devil for keeping secrets. Everyone in the house knew that Mrs. Corey had gone off with a certain duke in his carriage last week, but we likewise all knew that His Grace had already ended the intrigue before it had fair begun, cowed by his wife’s unexpected return from the country.

“F’give me, mistress, but you then must perish away,” I said with my usual cheer. “This isn’t from His Grace, nor is it meant for you, either.”

“Then perhaps you should give it to me to deliver, you little hussy,” drawled one of the idlers in the tiring-room. He was a tall gentleman with a fluffed wig that made him taller still, and though his clothes were costly, his linen was grimy and greasy at the cuffs and neck, and I wondered which unfortunate actresses he hoped to seduce.

“Come, come,” he ordered, flicking his fingers to me. “I’ll play Paris, and decide which of these fair beauties deserves this honor the most.”

“Nay, sir, you won’t,” I said, nimbly dodging the long scabbard of his sword, jutting from beneath the rosettes of his doublet. Because I was small, I could slip away from him between the chairs and benches and dressing tables while the other women and gentlemen laughed  and urged me onward. “It’s not for you to decide. I know who this is meant for, and I’ll deliver it only to her.”

“Obstreperous bitch,” the man snapped. “Mind your betters, and give the love note to me.”

“Better that you mind her, Pattison,” called one of the other gallants, “for little Nell’s already bested you for honor and loyalty, and refusing to betray another’s trust.”

“Trust and truth and honor among harlots!” I cried merrily, dancing around the tiring-room with my petticoats bunched in my hands. “Hey-ho, hey-ho, to Nell belongs the prize!”

To my delight, the others cheered, applauding both my dance and my song. I did love their attention, and knowing I’d pleased even this small audience. Yet I knew, too, that Mrs. Meggs would notice if I stayed away from my oranges much longer, and finally I came to a reluctant halt before the lady Sir Robert deemed his nymph, called Elizabeth: the youngest actress in the company, and not much older than myself. Because she was tall and rapturously fair, with a natural haughtiness that served well for playing noble-born ladies, and because her father had been some learned university gentleman who’d taught her to read and write and even prattle on in French, she had a place here as an actress, instead of selling oranges in the pit.

But she also forgot her lines and her cues during performances. If jolly Sir Robert and his belly could be sufficiently generous, then she’d be off the stage and into his keeping within the month; a certainty I found vastly cheering, and more than enough to make my smile genuine as I handed her the note.

“For me? ” she said with feigned surprise.

“Aye, for you,” I said, happy to be agreeable. “From Sir Robert.”

“Oh, Sir Robert,” she murmured, and smiled in a way that would have earned her a golden necklace, if only Sir Robert could have witnessed it. The jaded crowd around us lost interest and looked away while she opened the note and eagerly devoured its contents.

I watched, and marveled at how a scribble-scrabble of ink across a paper could make her flush beneath her paint, as much as if Sir Robert were speaking the very words aloud.

“Is there an answer you’d wish me to give him?” I asked, hopeful. If she sent a reply, then both she and Sir Robert would reward me with another shilling or two. “I’ll take it to him if you—”

“Not now,” she said, tucking the note into the valley between her breasts. “I haven’t time to write one, not if I’m to learn my lines for today. I’m to play Isabella, you know.”

“Isabella,” I said. “The Wild Gallants? Mr. Dryden’s work?”

“The same.” She unfurled the narrow scroll on which she’d copied out her part. Her lines refreshed, she closed her eyes to recite in a clumsy singsong. “ ‘On condition you’ll take it for a courtesy to be rid of an ass, I care not if . . . I care not if . . .’ Oh, a pox on it!”

“ ‘I care not if I marry him,’ ” I prompted.

“Yes, yes, that’s it,” she said, her eyes still squeezed shut in a squint of concentration. “ ‘I care not if I marry him. . . . If I marry him . . .’ ”

“ ‘The old fool, your father, would but so importunate to match you with a young fool,’ ” I continued blithely for her, “ ‘that, partly for quietness sake, I am content to take him.’ That’s the speech, isn’t it?”

Her eyes flew open, her mouth tight with suspicion. “How did you come to know that?”

“I listened,” I said proudly, and in perfect truth. “I’m here for every play, you know, and in time it’s not such a trial to learn the words by rote.”

But that was not how she saw it. “You prating little bitch,” she said slowly, biting into each word. “How dare you come to mock me so!”

“To mock you!” I repeated with astonishment. “I?”

“Yes, you, you foul, ginger-haired creature,” she said, standing and purposefully raising her voice to attract the attention of the others around us. “Who taught you those words to say to me? Who sent you to be his trained parrot, and use me so cruelly? His name, girl, his name!”

“By my soul, madam, if I’d meant to mock you, I would have done it more proper than that,” I said warmly, my hands knotted into fists at my waist. I never sought quarrels, but I didn’t turn away from them, either. “How wicked sorry it is, that you would cry a mockery when all I did was speak the selfsame lines you’re hired to say, yet cannot!”

“Mark that, Bet,” called one of the gentlemen behind me. “If Killigrew hears little Nelly can say your speeches without faltering, he’ll set her up on stilts to take your place.”

The others laughed at such an uproarious suggestion, but Elizabeth didn’t, and neither did I.

“He’d never raise some chit like this to the stage,” she scoffed, her eyes bulging from her brow and her voice as dismissive as a serpent’s hiss. “He’d never dare replace me with the likes of her.”

“If that be the finest acting you can muster, madam,” I countered, squaring myself directly before her, “then you’ll make a piss-poor showing in Sir Robert’s bed.”

She gasped, as much from the laughter around us as from my taunt, and seized a heavy hairbrush from her dressing table to use as a weapon against me.

“How dare you speak to me so?” she demanded, her hairbrush held high. “Come here, you foul little slut!”

Easily I skipped away, my skirts flying around my ankles.

“Ooh, Sir Robert!” I exclaimed, mimicking the singsong speech she’d used to read her lines, “Ooh, Sir Robert, what a grand prick you have! You’d put the village bull to shame, Sir Robert, that you would!”

The hairbrush flew through the air over my head, knocking a bottle of cheap sillery (brought by one of the gallants) to the floor with a crash of shattered glass and strong waters that scattered the other actresses and their followers.

I should have stopped then and retreated with my oranges. I know that now, and I knew it then. But the laughter that I garnered for my foolishness was like the sweetest nectar to me, and I could no more abandon it than the sun could turn toward the moon.

“Ooh, sir, you are like a god!” I cried, adding a yowling moan like a tabby in heat. “Ohh, sir, fetch me now, I beg you!”

“I’ll have your head—see if I don’t!” The actress followed close on my heels—too close, in truth, and to my dismay I realized she’d chased me into a corner with no escape. She swung her arm, determined to strike me, and I ducked, thanking my maker for my slight  stature. She swore and raised her hand again, and as I turned away to deflect her blow to a less painful part of my person (a sorry, practiced skill at which, alas, I was most adept), the door to the stage opened.

“Five minutes, five minutes,” the porter droned, and in that instant I darted beneath his arm and through the open door. I grabbed my basket and ran, between the men shifting the tall painted scenes, past a pair of fiddlers tuning their instruments against one another, around the actor waiting to speak the prologue, and, finally, down the stairs that led to the pit.

“Where have you been?” exclaimed my sister, catching me by the arm. “Sir Robert’s been close t’coming after you!”

I laughed, and widened my eyes for knowing emphasis. “Oh, he’ll be wanting to do far more than that, once he hears what his fair nymph says of me.”

“Of you?” Rose laughed, too, guessing before I’d even explained. “Oh, that one’s so puffed full of her own importance, she needs a good pricking.”

“She had it,” I said, “if not from Sir Robert, then from me.”

“Then he can console her afterward.” Rose nodded, most familiar with that kind of male consolation. “Did you vex her so much that she’ll go to Mrs. Meggs?”

“Let her.” I shrugged, unconcerned. “I made everyone in the tiring-room laugh. They’ll all take my side.”

“Aye, that they will.” She leaned closer to me, lowering her voice for my ear alone to hear. “Harry says she’s to be let go at week’s end, anyways, on account of being willful and misremembering her lines.”

“So he’s ‘Harry’ now, is he?” I asked curiously, the actress forgotten in an instant. I should have guessed Rose would have made herself known to Master Killigrew’s handsome son by now, and she be known to him. “And you have made his acquaintance!”

“Ahh, I must’ve misremembered myself.” She smiled slyly, then looked past me. Her gaze turned so soft and balmy that I knew I’d find Harry Killigrew standing there even before I turned to look over my shoulder. I recognized him without introduction, a sparkish dandy with exactly the same face as his father’s (albeit unlined by age and  excess), lounging against the wall with an emerald-colored cloak draped over one shoulder. He blew a kiss on his fingertips to Rose, who flushed and simpered so in return that if she hadn’t already stepped outside with him to the welcoming shadows of Drury Lane, then she would this night. Thus it always was with my sister and men, and likely never fit to change.

“I know what you’re thinking, Nell,” she said. “I can see it in your eyes.”

“How you can see me at all when you won’t look away from him is a blessed wonder to me, Rose,” I said. “But fancy, how fast you’ve—”

But my words and my fancifying were lost in the sudden excitement rippling through the playhouse, as palpable and charged as lightning in the summer sky.

“The king’s coach is outside,” one gentleman was saying to another. “They say he’s here with both the duke and Castlemaine.”

“The king!” I repeated with awe. The king and his brother James, Duke of York, and the favorite royal mistress, Lady Castlemaine, in her customary spot in place of the homely queen; we’d not had such elegant, noble company at the playhouse since I’d begun to work there. “Oh, Rose, Rose, you were right!”

Her smile curved upward. “I told you Harry Killigrew didn’t lie.”

“Not this time, anyways.” I balanced on my toes, craning my neck to see over the others’ heads for my first glimpse of the king’s arrival. Everyone in the playhouse had risen to their feet, as much better to gape at the royal party as from respect for the crown. Even the players who’d just begun their first lines on the stage stopped their speeches and turned in expectation toward the royal box with the rich embroidered hangings.

I suppose there must have been some precedence in the party’s rank, or simply they appeared in the same order in which they’d gotten down from the carriage. Such niceties of the court were beyond my experience. I’d no interest in the shadowy, unknown gentlemen who came first to stand in the box, though I suppose they must have been highborn, too, to have such places with the king. Nor did I spare much attention to the Duke of York, as fair as his brother the king  was dark, when he came forward to claim one of the other seats at the railing.

No, my anticipation was reserved only for His Majesty, my hands clutching my fruit basket so feverishly that the impressions of the vines was pressed damply into my palms. There was a final shuffle of figures in the box, and then, like that, he was suddenly there, from the dark into the light like the sun itself cresting over the horizon.

Not that he was garbed in silver or gold, or spangled with gems the way that the mighty ancient pharaohs and emperors are in the Bible. Far from it: Our English king dressed with manly sobriety, in a dark gray doublet and breeches, white linen at his throat and cuffs, and a plain black hat with a single white plume curling over the wide brim.

But instead of seeming poor or mean, like Cromwell’s grim followers had been, this true king’s unadorned dress served only to set off the innate magnificence of his person: the dark eyes that missed nothing, the full-lipped mouth with a constant hint of a smile, the lushly curling hair falling over broad shoulders.

We all made proper bows or curtseys, as was fitting. In return, the king made a gracious gesture of acknowledgment, without the slightest condescension, then took his seat, and nodded for the players to continue. They did, and once again it was as if nothing had changed, with the gallants and the vizards and the apprentices and the orange girls noisy with their usual bawdry and merriment.

“Come along now, Nell,” Rose said, prodding me gently in the ribs. “Don’t stand there staring like a statue. Make yourself useful to these hungry rogues, and call your wares.”

“That I will,” I said, shrugging her away. “That I will.”

With my head high, I sauntered down through the pit toward the royal box. With an orange in my hand, I glanced this way and that, in every direction but up to where the king sat.

“Oranges! Will you have my oranges?” I called as beguilingly as I could, over the speeches of the players from the stage. “An orange for you, sir? My sweet oranges, sir, oh, so sweet?”

With each I sold, I came closer to the boxes, until at last I stood directly before the king, as if only by the greatest coincidence. Because  of how the floor of the pit slanted down toward the stage, I was no more than a dozen feet or so away from him, closer than I’d ever been. I didn’t need to look up to know he was there, or that he was watching me, either. Beneath his crown, the king was still a mortal man of flesh and blood and desire, wasn’t he?

And at last, as I trembled within, I raised my gaze up to his, and discovered the truth for myself.

He was sitting on the edge of his high-backed chair, leaning forward to rest one forearm on the rail with studied nonchalance. The sunlight through the cupola overhead caught the gold-set ruby on his finger, a bright spark of red fire against so much dark cloth. He was  watching me, aye, watching me with one dark brow cocked in amused appreciation.

Watching me.

I smiled and looked up at him beneath the shadow of my lashes. I dipped into as much of a curtsey as I could manage with the basket on my hip, more enthusiasm than grace. I chose the largest orange from my basket and fondled it in my hand like temptation itself.

“G’day, Your Majesty,” I called. “Will you buy?”

“Perhaps,” he said, his voice deep and clear. “But first you must tell me what it is you’re selling.”

“Oh, sir.” I widened my smile, making a fine display of my dimpled cheeks. This day, the best playacting wasn’t taking place on the stage, and both of us knew it. “What I’m selling depends on what pleases you, don’t it?”

“My pleasure?” He smiled down at me, and I could have melted as surely as new butter in the summer sun. “Why, lass, that’s easy enough. Something sweet, rounded, agreeable to the tongue.”

“As you wish, sir.” I raised the orange I’d been holding up for his consideration. “Here you have it, exactly as you most desire: sweet and rounded, and, I’m told, most agreeable to the tongue.”

He laughed, and I thought there could be no finer nor more agreeable sound in all the world. “What is your name, poppet? ”

“Nell Gwyn, sir.” I tipped my head to one side, my throat arched and vulnerable. “Honored, I am, that you’d ask it.”

“Nor will I forget it, Nell,” he said. “Where has Killigrew been hiding you, eh?”

“Over and under, sir, within and without.” Deftly I tossed the orange to him.

He caught it with ease, with one hand. “Here and there? ”

“Here and there, sir, everywhere and nowhere,” I said eagerly, “and wherever I needed to be to wait for you.”

“Everywhere being the nursery, apparently,” said Lady Castlemaine, sitting beside the king. Unable to keep silent any longer, she’d leaned forward, too, though the way she was regarding me had not a drop of the king’s warmth or pleasure. “I didn’t realize your tastes ran to tipping cradles, sir.”

“They don’t,” the king said, still studying me with unabashed enjoyment. “But beauty can be admired in any age.”

“A pretty child, yes, though a child nonetheless.” Though she smiled indulgently, I realized to my surprise that she regarded me as a rival. It was writ plain across her face. Even dazzled as I was, I couldn’t miss it.

The notion that I’d inspire Lady Castlemaine to jealousy awed yet delighted me, too. Though the countess was hugely swollen with her third bastard by the king, she remained one of the most beautiful ladies I’d ever seen. As the poets at the court wrote, her skin was flawless cream and rose, her hair a rival for the most lustrous chestnut, her eyes the same unfathomable blue as eastern sapphires. In stature she was tall for a woman, her carriage gracefully regal, and she wore her blue Genoa velvet gown, laced with silver thread, with the easy assurance of one who had always dressed so.

Yet while her ladyship looked every inch the elegant, highborn consort for the king, she was also reputed to be as wickedly amorous as an inflamed she-stoat, and as knowledgeable in cunning positions and clever skills as the most costly Venetian courtesan. Like every trade, high and low, whores speak among themselves, so I knew the truth in these particular stories of her ladyship.

It was also said (and openly, too) that the lady had bewitched the king with her ability to give him a healthy child a year, something  the barren queen had failed to do. That huge belly of hers wasn’t a sign of disgrace or shame: it was a mark and a benefit of the king’s favor, and a blatant display of the power she held over him.

So was it any wonder that I marveled at the jealousy I now saw in her famously seductive eyes? Or was it unexpected that I felt no small swell of pride in myself, that I’d inspire such an intense response from her?

I was nearly ten years younger than she. I was merry and nimble, and beautiful enough to hold unrivaled sway within my own little circle. My waist was still slender as a reed, unbowed by childbearing. I’d made the king laugh and notice me with favor. But mostly I was young enough to believe that all this mattered, and young enough also to believe that I was fit to challenge her.

I was only thirteen, and a fool as only a thirteen-year-old lass can be.

“I’m not a child, my lady,” I said, even as my voice squeaked upward to give unwilling lie to my protest. “I’m as grown as likely I’ll ever be.”

She laughed softly, slipping her hand into the crook of the king’s arm. “Pretty little fledgling,” she said. “So eager to fly, isn’t she?”

The king chuckled with her, but my orange remained in his dark fingers and his gaze still rested intently upon me. “How old are you, Miss Nelly Fledgling?”

“I’ll be fourteen in the spring, sir,” I said swiftly, holding my breath to make my breasts seem larger above my simple bodice. “And I swear to you my feathers are full flighted.”

That made him laugh again, and I saw the countess’s fingers tighten into his arm. She leaned closer, lifting his hair from his ear to whisper to him, so I could not hear. Then, as a final indignity to me, she ran the tip of her tongue, red and glistening wet, along the rim of the king’s ear.

I’ll grant she knew what pleased him, the cunning slut. My orange dropped from his fingers, forgotten. At once he turned toward her and seized her jaw in his hand. He kissed her hard, his mouth working fiercely over hers, and I saw her hand slip from his sleeve to his lap.

Standing below as I was, I could not see where her hand traveled next or how exactly she worked upon him, but I could guess. I wasn’t some country-bred innocent. I’d been raised in a brothel and toiled in a playhouse, and had witnessed more than my share of debauchery and misbehavior.

What did shock me, however, was the freedom with which the countess treated the royal person in so public a place, where all were watching, and how in turn the king appeared to take no offense, only delight, in her boldness. When at last he released her, she looked over his shoulder to smile down at me with smug triumph.

The king was smiling, too, but from what she’d done, and not at me. He settled back in his chair with his hand resting possessively upon her knee, and returned his attention to the players on the stage.

One of his gentlemen stepped to the front of the box to toss me my fee for the orange. I caught it, still hoping for another word or two from the king. But none came, and none would. With my heart weighted by humiliation, I tucked the coin into my pocket, turned away, and began once again to cry my oranges in the pit.

“It’s nothing to do with you, Nell,” said Rose, who’d seen the whole sorry show. “His Majesty likes his women older than you, and with experience. Everyone knows that. He doesn’t favor young girls. He never has.”

But his indifference had stung me too sharply for me to find any comfort in her logic. The king had spoken to me, had smiled at me and asked my name and laughed with me, but then, in the end, he’d found me lacking. That was what I remembered, and could not forget.

“To the devil with experience,” I muttered miserably. “To the devil with them all.”




Chapter Six

THEATRE ROYAL, LONDON  September 1664

The next year passed, as all years do. There were the usual scandals in Whitehall Palace, and the usual rumors of a new war with the Dutch, the French, the heathen Chinamen across the sea, for what it mattered to me. The lopped-off heads of the traitors who’d murdered the king’s father rotted further on their pikes on London Bridge, a gruesome reminder (as if we’d needed it) that England was a better place under this King Charles than Cromwell. The queen’s womb remained empty of the king’s get, while Lady Castlemaine’s seemed always to be full. The enormous serpent—nigh twenty feet long, and as full around as a trooper’s brawny thigh!—on show at India House was considered much the greater marvel of the time.

I passed my fourteenth birthday, in growing awareness of my measure as a woman. I continued to be employed by the King’s Company, selling oranges and bantering merrily with the play-goers, and carrying messages between gentlemen and actresses. Whenever the king came to the royal box, he’d buy his oranges from me alone, and smile with favor at my jests, regardless of whether he came with the queen or Lady Castlemaine or only his brother the duke. Yet to my secret disappointment, in his eyes I remained the fledging orange girl, and nothing more.

Just as I had when I’d been younger, I still hoped in secret for more regard from him, more signs of his especial favor. Kings could  be charmed, even seduced, but never hurried. I understood that, and though I might sigh and pine within, I made certain my smile stayed bright to the world.

And truly, why shouldn’t it? The king’s disaffection was the only dark shadow to besmirch my sunny life. Being an orange girl was a most excellent place for a chit like me, and I knew my good fortune to have it. I’d only to look about the playhouse to see the grim lessons of those women who didn’t. Every lordling wished an actress in his bed, and every actress became moon-eyed at the prospect of being a rich man’s mistress. But too many of the actresses had traded Master Killigrew’s generosity for the keeping of some rascally gentleman, only to find themselves promptly abandoned with no more than a big belly to show for it. So common had this poaching become that only one of the new actresses who’d joined the company since the playhouse’s opening remained, scarce more than a year later.

While the actresses aspired to be the playthings of noblemen, the orange girls weren’t as particular, choosing to believe the palaver of any pit gallant in a velvet coat as they tumbled to their ruin. Then their fate was sealed. As soon as their bellies began to swell, they’d be cursed and tossed back to the streets around Drury Lane by Mrs. Meggs. The sad tale didn’t change. Bastards and the faithless whoremongers who father them were never good for trade, nor for womanhood, either—unless, of course, the womanhood belonged to Lady Castlemaine.

Which is to say (finally, for I know I do ramble in the telling) that all the tattle and rubbish that has since been said and written of me during that time is exactly that: tattle and rubbish and out-and-out lies. I’ll lay my hand upon the Holy Writ and vow that after I left Mr. Duncan’s keeping, I’d not dallied once with another.

Oh, I’d jest and laugh and tease with every likely fellow in the pit or the gallery, and in the ale shops around the playhouse, too. But never in that time did I lift my petticoats for any of them, for either love or coin. I’d no reason to do so, and plenty to not. Sour old preachers will claim that once a whore, always a whore, and shake their books of damnation in my face. Yet in return I’ll stoutly vow that I  had my will and my life, and I’d not spread my legs again for any man unless I wished it. I left the careless assignations and random pleasures to my sister Rose, who could no more set aside whoring than a fish can rise from the waters and walk upon the sands, or to greater harlots like Lady Castlemaine, who, ’twas said, had taken as many extra men to her bed as the king had taken other women. But I—I wished for more from my humble life, and I meant to do whatever I needed to make it so.

And before another year had passed, I had.

 

“Here, Nell, here!” called the gentleman at the end of the row, waving his sixpence in a sweeping circle over his head. Today’s play had been indifferently received and was at last limping through its final act, with the entertainment in the pit of far more interest to the rest of the audience. There had already been a hair-pulling match between two of the vizard-wearing harpies and an outraged husband, sword in hand, scrambling over the baize-covered benches after his wife’s lover. Now this fellow seemed determined to command his share of the attention, and I set my basket down with a thump to answer him.

“Surely you’ll want more than a single orange, m’lord?” I called across the others, and flashed my most winning smile. “A great gentleman like yourself? Why, I venture you’d be requiring a brace o’ my finest, m’lord, at the very least!”

“Your finest does come in a pair, doesn’t it, Nell?” The gentleman on the nearest end of the bench before me, a young spark but an old familiar to me, raised his hands and waggled his fingers as if to fondle my breasts.

I hooted and rolled my gaze toward the heavens, and shoved him away with my palm against his chest, to the boisterous laughter of his companions. If I puffed out my own chest above my stays to make a better showing of what I’d denied him, why, that only served to make them laugh the more. I suppose a lady might have taken offense at his words and actions, but I’d never believed in false niceties, whether for a lady, a saint, or a whore. Besides, he was here to enjoy himself, just as I was here to see that he did.

“So, what shall it be, m’lord?” I called to the first gentleman, raising my voice to be heard over their laughter and the hapless actors on the stage behind me. “I’d begun expecting you to buy two, but the more you dawdle and haw, I’d say it’s more likely you’ll be taking double that.”

His eyes bugged from his head. “A pox take your reckoning, you little hussy!”

“You want a hussy’s reckoning, m’lord?” I twisted my mouth to one side, as if considering. “That makes for six, I’m thinking. Six’s as a good number as any. Aye, m’lord, I’m thinking six oranges would be just and fair. Wouldn’t you agree, my dear, kind sirs?”

They cheered me, my dear sirs, as did the others around us. With such a racket, the rascal at the end of the row had no choice but to agree. He dug again into his purse, counting the price I’d asked for into his palm. Pointedly, he looked at the five men who sat between us, five pairs of legs and laps and feet as a barrier to be breached.

“Six, then,” he said, holding the coins out in his open hand. “On condition that you fetch them yourself.”

The blustering fool. He thought I’d let him wriggle free. I knew I wouldn’t, and the five between us knew it, too. There were times when it was a fine thing to be so small a person, and this was one of them.

“Come along, Nell,” said the first man on the bench. He held out his arms to cradle me in this jury-rigged bridge, and the others in line quickly followed suit. This was a trick I’d performed before, and chuckling with amsuement, I launched myself headfirst into their open arms.

It was the work of a moment for them to pass me down the bench to deliver my half-dozen oranges and collect my tariff, and another moment more to be handed back whence I’d come. All the while I whistled merrily, and fluttered my toes as if I were swimming like the boys did in the Thames. Though the five men had every opportunity to abuse my person in such a position, none of them did, proving that in my way, I’d earned their regard as well as their amusement. At the end, I slid back to my feet in the aisle, smoothed my skirts with the practiced air of a duchess, and prettily curtseyed my thanks to more applause than the players on the stage earned that night.

Flushed with success, I was smiling still as I pocketed my new-earned coins. I settled my basket back on my hip, and felt a man’s hand on my shoulder. From long habit, I began to shake him away, before I realized the hand belonged to Master Killigrew, his expression carefully impassive.

“Nell,” he said, leaning close so the others wouldn’t hear. “A word with you alone in my chamber when we’ve shut for the day.”

“Aye, sir,” I swiftly agreed, adding another curtsey for good measure, but he’d already turned away from me. All joy in my little performance vanished. Master Killigrew seldom spoke to us orange girls, except to shoo us mildly away like the stray cats in Drury Lane if we clustered too long at the front of his stage. Instead he preferred to leave us to Mrs. Meggs for ordering, an arrangement that suited us all.

Thus the fact that he’d now addressed me like this in the pit, in such a manner, could only mean I’d somehow erred so foully that even he could not let it pass unrebuked. I feared that this day would surely be my last in the playhouse, and I was so distraught that I could scarce continue my duties for the rest of the play. As soon as it was done and the audience emptied into the street, I left my basket with my sister, tucked my unruly curls behind my ears, and reported to Master Killigrew’s chamber backstage.

I tapped at the door, and entered when he bid me. To my surprise, he wasn’t alone. Crowded into the small chamber with him were two of the company’s most prominent men. Charles Hart was not only an original shareholder, but also one of the house’s leading actors and a hugely handsome fellow that made the vizards sigh with desire. Though I’d met him on that first day I’d called, before the playhouse was opened, he’d not noticed me overmuch since then. But now he was regarding me with such intensity that my uneasiness grew great indeed.

The other was John Lacy, an older actor from Yorkshire of great repute and kindliness. His once manly chest having fallen with age and his cheeks withered, he had claimed characters such as Shakespeare’s Falstaff for his own. He was also the one who realized my distress, and waved his hand for me to take the last seat in the room, a tabouret borrowed from the stage properties.

“Here, Nell, here, be easy among us,” he said, his smile warm and genial. “We’re all friends here.”

“Thank’ee, sirs.” I bobbed a quick curtsey, and perched my bum on the edge of the stool. “I’ll be as easy as I can, sirs, which is to say little more than not at all, given the grandness of your company.”

“But that’s just it, my dear, isn’t it?” Now Master Killigrew was smiling as well, watching me closely down his crooked nose. “Make me that little speech again, exactly so.”

“ ‘Little speech’?” I frowned, turning suspicious. “Forgive me, Master Killigrew, but if you mean to turn me out, then I’ll ask you to play Jack Ketch, and be merciful quick about my execution, without tormenting me for your sport.”

“You’re done hauling oranges in this playhouse, Nell,” Mr. Hart said, laughing in a way that did nothing comfort me. “I’d call that being merciful, wouldn’t you?”

“Nay, I would not.” I hopped back to my feet, determined not to remain the target of their cruelty any longer. “I’ll quit you first, sirs, and bid you all straight to hell for—”

“Hush, Nell, there’s no need for that,” Master Killigrew said quickly. “You misread our intents. I don’t wish to turn you out. I wish to take you on for trial as a member of the company, and see if we can make a player out of you.”

“Me, sir?” Stunned, I dropped back down onto the stool with a thump. “You would wish such a thing for me? ”

“I do.” He nodded with that self-pleased satisfaction that men seem to feel whenever they bestow some rare, unexpected boon upon a woman. “I’ve been watching you, Nell, watching how you tame those wild creatures in the pit. You don’t let them better you, but stroke and coax them until they’re as gentle as tabbies on your lap. Best of all, they don’t realize they’ve been tamed.”

“I don’t tame them, not exactly,” I protested. “I only make ’em laugh, so they forget their mischief.”

“Whatever you call it, Nelly, it’s a gift from the gods,” Mr. Lacy declared, “and it’s a gift that many players would give their eyeteeth to possess.”

“Go on,” I scoffed. “I don’t know about players, sir, but any doxie worth her salt must be able to do the same with the customers if she wishes to prosper.”

“Then likely that’s the reason why so many doxies meet with such sorry ends,” Mr. Hart said with disgust. “Doxies and actresses, too. Some drunkard in the pit flings a rotten apple at these girls, and they run blubbering from the stage, and leave me to make do without them. I’d lay a guinea that you wouldn’t do that, Nell.”

“I’d toss the apple directly back to the bastard what flung it.” I held out my hand, pointing briskly to my open palm. “There, sir. Show me your coin, and I’ll take that wager of yours, and make myself a guinea richer.”

They all laughed, glancing to one another in a knowing fashion. My hopes began to climb in earnest. Perhaps they truly did mean to take me on, and I felt almost giddy with expectation. But before I gave myself over entirely to such joy, I knew I must, in honesty, raise one final issue.

“I’m honored, sirs,” I said carefully. “Most honored indeed. But when I first called upon you, Master Killigrew, you told me I’d no prospect of becoming a player for want of reading. I still can’t, sir, and likely never shall, on ’count of not being a lady scholar. So if you wish to take back your offer—”

“Not at all,” he said with gladdening certainty. “My son Harry tells me that you’ve learned entire plays by rote, only from hearing them spoken.”

I colored, caught in a way I hadn’t expected. Soon after the court’s return to London, my sister had begun an intrigue with Harry, as I’d known from the start they would, being so alike in temper and tastes. I was often with them, and so Harry had seen me clamber up onto a table at a tavern or alehouse and recite scraps of the company’s plays in a droll (and not always respectful) manner for the whooping amusement of others.

“I have learned the words to many of the plays, aye,” I said cautiously. “It comes from hearing them repeated so many times. The words stick in my head, and don’t shake loose.”

Mr. Lacy drummed his thumbs on the wide knobs of his knees. “ ‘Life, had he not his answer? What strange impudence governs in man when lust is lord of him? ’ ”

As one they turned and looked at me, waiting with expectation for me to state what followed next. I’d not expected such a trial, nor prepared for it, but praise God it was easy enough.

“ ‘Thinks he me mad,’ ” I continued, “ ‘because I have no moneys on earth, that I’ll go forfeit my estate in heaven and live eternal beggar? ’ ”

Mr. Lacy nodded with excitement. “You recognized the play, then?”

“ ’Course I do,” I said, and grinned. “It’s the start of Mistress Low-water’s first speech, from Master Middleton’s No Wit, No Help Like a Woman’s. Isn’t that so, sir?”

“How long did it take you to learn that, Nell?” Master Killigrew asked.

I puckered my mouth, thinking. “The five days of the performance, sir, that would be my fairest guess. I wouldn’t have heard it else, though I cannot say for certain, on account of learning it piecemeal, with so much other racketing around me.”

“It’s that ‘racketing’ that so torments our sorry lot of actresses,” said Mr. Hart. “May the devil claim every tender, impoverished divine’s daughter who’s dared trod my stage, so they won’t torture me again in this life. I tell you, Tom, Nell’s exactly what’s needed.”

“The divine’s daughters can read, Hart,” Master Killigrew said, admitting a last smidgen of doubt at the mentions of the divine’s tender daughters. Ann and Rebecca Marshall were in fact the beauteous offspring of a Presbyterian preacher, and unlike me, so nicely educated by him that there was never a question of them reading their lines. “They can also mimic the airs of a lady with some degree of verisimilitude. It’s a question of breeding.”

“And you don’t believe that I can, sir?” I asked indignantly. “You don’t think people would accept me playing a lady, me, from being raised too near to Covent Garden? ”

Once again I hopped to my feet. This I had practiced, and performed,  too. I called to mind Lady Castlemaine at her most haughty—the regal angle of her head, the languid air of her gaze, the graceful curve of her arm holding her fan, how she balanced her weight back on her left leg, as if always poised to begin some French dance at the palace—and composed my face and carriage to repeat it as closely as if I were her very looking-glass.

Of course, the effect would never be exact, for Her Ladyship was tall and elegantly made, whilst I was short and rounded, but that, too, worked to my favor. I could represent a highborn lady who was not quite a lady, or a lady who was not quite so highborn as she pretended; either of which, I knew, were guaranteed to make those who watched me laugh uproariously, and the harder I’d try to be the looking-glass to Lady Castlemaine, the harder, too, my audience would laugh.

I could only pray it would work the same on these three men.

I took one step, lifting the hem of my petticoat with dainty precision to display the toe of my foot, then another step, as if dancing my way to my carriage and six instead of across the jumbled floor of Master Killigrew’s chamber.

“Holy lamb, Tom, she’s doing Castlemaine.” Mr. Hart whistled low with appreciation as the other two men began to laugh, too. “Mark that little sway, and the set of her chin. Oh, she’s struck the thorn on the head!”

I paused and glanced disdainfully over my shoulder the way the countess did to everyone save the king (and perhaps, when they were alone, to him as well).

“I’ll mark you, you low, infernal worm,” I drawled in Her Ladyship’s Whitehall tongue. “I’ll strike your wretched little thorn for you, too, and wish the Spanish pox on your blackguard’s impertinence.”

I wore my well-crafted disdain like a precious jewel, and did not let it go except to arch a single brow. That was enough to make the three laugh again, clutching their sides and pounding their thighs and roaring until the tears slid down their cheeks to their chins.

I seated myself on the tabouret, sweeping my skirts around my legs in final tribute to the countess. Then I relaxed and once again became my usual merry self.

“How can you refuse her after that, Tom?” asked Mr. Hart, daubing away his tears with the cuff of his sleeve. “Damnation, I’ll take the jade beneath my wing and school her myself until she’s ready. John here can help me if she grows vexing.”

“I won’t,” I said swiftly. “I swear to it. I’ll be only passing meek and mild.”

Mr. Lacy snorted with disbelief. “That’s not why we want you, lass. We want you to play the sprite, the spitfire, and if the lines you’ve been given don’t suit the moment, we want you to use that clever little tongue of yours, and invent ones of your own.”

“If it’s a sprite you wish, sirs, then I am yours. A sprite, a nymph, a fury, a fairy—I’ll be all of that, and more besides!” I grinned and kicked my heels together with purest glee. “You’ll not regret this, sirs, not for a moment, nor ever, ever shall I.”

 

I wish I could claim that my journey from the pit to the stage, from orange girl to actress, was one of marvelous swiftness, or that within a fortnight every gallant and lord in London was praising my performances with rapturous hosannas.

I wish it, but alas, alack, it would be a most grievous lie if I did. For despite the native gifts that Master Killigrew and Mr. Hart claimed I possessed, I was treated like the greenest twig—which, though I soundly denied it, I was.

First I was given lodgings nearby the playhouse in Drury Lane, near to where Master Killigrew himself lived, and where he could watch to see I kept from mischief. As I soon learned, all the players looked after one another with a good-natured loyalty and devotion, through good and through ill. Though Master Killigrew called us a family, the arrangement also reminded me of the old times at Mrs. Ross’s house, with the actors and actresses tumbling in and out of one another’s beds on the slightest pretense of affection, or sometimes only boredom.

But the main thing that held our little band together was work, and being new like me was no exception. Every day but the Sabbath, I was put to a rigorous schedule of practice and rehearsals. I was given  over to Mr. Lacy’s tutelage, and taught to raise my voice with emotion and not just volume, and to speak so every word rang clear to those in the highest gallery. I learned how to make my gestures have meaning and significance, and my movements seize and hold the audience’s eyes. I listened to rehearsals of the new plays, and memorized as many parts as I could against playing those same roles in the future.

Likewise, I was put among the senior actresses, Mrs. Hughes and Mrs. Knepp and the Marshall sisters, to learn from them the art of paint and powder and dressing the hair, whether false or one’s own. I practiced how to paint my cheeks to resemble the freshest milk-fed innocent, and to line my eyes to become the veriest crone. I was trussed into stays and bodices so tightly I must needs learn new ways to breathe and speak. I practiced walking and dancing with grace beneath the staggering weight of a full court gown, for the playhouse’s stock was enriched by the glittering castoffs from the wardrobes of noble ladies. I came to see that the dress I’d worn so proudly while in Mr. Duncan’s care was dowdy and mean, fit only for a mercer’s doxy, and not for the true ladies of fashion I aspired to play.

By the end of 1664, Master Killigrew was giving me tiny silent parts, maids and fairies and slave wenches, that took no skill, and I rankled under his decision, eager for more.

Yet when Mr. Hart counseled patience, I listened. As an actor who’d reached the apex of his craft, he played the roles of kings and conquerors with such skill and understanding that true monarchs across the Continent held him as a shining example. Even our own king had commissioned a portrait of Mr. Hart in the guise of Alexander the Great, and had it hung in Whitehall for all to admire. Thus was Mr. Hart regarded as nearly a gentleman himself, and considering how his income was close to a hundred fifty pounds a year, enough to support a house in the country as well as his lodgings in town, he was worth more than many minor lords.

In short, Mr. Hart had no reason to take such trouble with me, nor any gain to earn from it, except from the purest nobility of his soul, and enough kind generosity determined to see his art flourish and continue in a young acolyte like myself.

From this man who could be more royal than royalty itself I learned how to speak with a genteel good cheer, neither affected nor common, but somewhere in between the two. Because I could not read, he read every part aloud to me until I knew it by ear, though he also encouraged me to make up new lines if I forgot the playwright’s, or improve them as I saw fit. He wanted my speech to be as quick and agile as his own, and to this end he addressed me as his equal. In time I, too, began to use more fulsome and elegant language to season my wit. I put aside the Coal Yard Alley in my speech, and drew instead upon the Oxford cadence of my earliest childhood.

Yet what drew me most to Charles (for he’d early given me leave to address him thus, by his Christian name) was that even as he instructed me, he still delighted in me as I was, and never sought to change what made me Nelly Gwyn. No other man—nor woman, truth to tell—had ever granted me such respect in all my fourteen years. He had become my greatest teacher, supporter, protector, and friend.

Was it any wonder, then, that by December, I willingly followed where Charles Hart led me, and forgot the twenty years that stretched between us in age, and took the next, inevitable step that he proposed?

 

“So where’s this almighty surprise you’ve been promising, Charles?” I asked, drinking deep from the steaming dish of chocolate before me. As had become our habit, we’d come to this tavern in Russell Street not far from the playhouse after the day’s performance was done, for supper together before Charles walked me back to my lodgings. The winter night was cold and the air outside sharp, but inside, the tavern’s dining rooms were crowded in a warm and noisy jumble. The landlord loved the playhouse, and this table near the fire was always set aside for Charles and Master Killigrew. We’d bespoke the best his cook could offer, too, and now that I’d eaten my fill of an eel and onion pie, I was eager for Charles to stop his teasing and tell me his surprise.

“I’m beginning to think there’s no surprise at all, you dog,” I said, “and you’ve made up the whole thing just to plague me.”

“I’d not do that to you, Nelly,” Charles said, making a righteous show of his indignation, working his brows and twisting his mouth, so that he set me to laughing. There were precious few times when he stopped performing, off the stage as well as on it, a condition we gladly shared. “How can you say such a thing of me, hussy? ”

“I can if it’s God’s own truth.” I narrowed my eyes over my chocolate, dabbling my finger in the sweet froth on the surface. “Out with it, Charles. I’m weary of waiting.”

“I’m sorry to hear it.” He shook his head, his expression one of deep sorrow and regret. “A weary Nelly’s of no use to anyone.”

“No,” I agreed smartly, “and worse, I’ll be a righteous torment until you tell all.”

“Very well.” He took another endless minute to rake his fair, waving hair back from his forehead, as if contemplating what next to say. “I’ll call for trumpet fanfare first, if you please.”

“I’ll trumpet you, Charles,” I warned. “You wretched, shambling, teasing—”

“I know the first speaking part to be granted to Mrs. Eleanor Gwyn, of the King’s Company.” He grinned, displaying his famously white teeth. “That’s quieted you, hasn’t it?”

“Not by half!” I seized his arm, demanding more. “How do you know this? What play? What part? When, Charles, when?”

“I know because Killigrew himself told me,” he said. “It’s a new play, of his own devising, called Thomaso, or the Wanderer, and he’s written a plum little part for you.”

I nodded eagerly. Most of the company’s productions were of older plays, by Middleton, Jonson, or Shakespeare, but audiences clamored for new pieces, too, as fast as play wrights could pen them. Because the new parts were written to feature a particular player and display him or her to best advantage, we liked them better as well.

“Is it a comedy, then?” I demanded with excitement. To make a whole playhouse of folk laugh; ah, what could be better than that? “Will I dance, or have a song?”

“I believe it’s more of a somber, tragical story,” he said. “Foreign-set plots usually are, by their very nature. But that wouldn’t be amiss for your first speaking performance. You want people to recall you in a serious fashion.”

“What’s the part, then?” I begged. “Oh, pray, tell me, Charles! A princess or a shepherdess or—”

“Paulina, a courtesan of the first rank,” he said. “The characters are Italian, you see, and a courtesan is their cant for—”

“I know what a courtesan is.” I concentrated on licking the chocolate from my fingertips, tasting the last of the eel pie in my mouth, salt over sweet. “Fancy me playing a whore. Don’t have to shake the tree too hard to see where that apple falls, do we?”

“Nelly.” His sympathy was sweetly genuine; I knew him well enough by now to smoke the difference. “It’s a role, no more, and a good role at that. I play Othello, and no one mistakes me for a murderous blackamoor.”

“That’s because you weren’t one before.” I sighed and shrugged and made myself smile. “Hey-ho, it’s of no matter. Much of being a whore is playacting, anyways. All I must do now is turnabout, and all’s fair.”

He took my hand in his, covering mine with his mate. The fire’s light glinted on his golden hair, and lit the kindness in his eyes.

“Mark me, Nelly,” he said softly, leaning closer to make his words for only my ears. “Every player can change his skin with ease from one personage to another, but only the wisest learn to separate their heart and soul apart from the parts they play.”

“Ah, Hart, they told me backstage that you’d be here.” A tall gentleman with ginger-colored hair stopped before us, his gloved hand resting lightly on the pommel of his sword. Everyone with a flicker of interest in the court recognized George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham. He was still in his middle-thirties, but his once-handsome face was already marked by dissipation, strong waters, and notorious cunning, though his bearing still demanded instant respect even if he weren’t dressed in rich plum silk velvet, with yellow Spanish leather boots and a fur-lined cloak with jewels scattered negligently about his person. As a boyhood friend of the king’s, Buckingham often sat in  the royal box, though generally displaying such yawning boredom that I wondered how the king tolerated his company.

Yet a duke was a duke, and Buckingham the duke among other dukes. At once Charles was on his feet to bow, just as I popped up beside him to curtsey.

“Your Grace, I am your servant,” Charles murmured as he bent elegantly low before the duke. No one could make a leg as fine as Charles, or sweep his hand through the air with a more perfect flourish. “I trust we entertained Your Grace this day? ”

“Your Lord Macbeth is, as always, incomparable,” His Grace said, though his attention and his gaze had already found me, or rather, my breasts rising up above my tight-laced bodice. “I’d like to have you come to the palace tomorrow evening, to recite the best of the speeches to amuse His Majesty.”

“Of course, Your Grace.” Charles bowed again. “I’ll be most honored to oblige.”

“Good, good,” the duke said, his gaze still devouring me. “But tell me, Hart. Who is this delectable little baggage?”

Charles began to introduce me, but I held my hand up to halt him and answered for myself. “You’re already acquainted with this little baggage, Y’Grace, on account of having bought your share of China oranges from me. I’m Nelly Gwyn, Y’Grace, rigged out fine, but the same inside.”

“Mrs. Gwyn has displayed such a rare gift for amusement that we’ve added her into the King’s Company, Your Grace,” Charles said quickly, using my name as it now appeared on the playbills. Actresses, like cooks and madams, were generally called Mrs., whether wed or not. “She will be making her first speaking appearance on our stage before the end of the year.”

The duke hadn’t looked away from me yet, even if he hadn’t recalled me. That vexed me mightily. I’d copper hair and green eyes, and I didn’t look like other women. If I could remember him clear back to Mrs. Ross’s house, then duke or not, he should have had the decency to remember me, or leastways to pretend to it.

“Oh, I’d vow Mrs. Gwyn has already achieved that goal, Hart,” he  said dryly. “Words seem to spill from her lips like the waters in a brook.”

“Why, how handsomely you turned that, Y’Grace!” I exclaimed with droll amazement. “You could be a player on the boards, too, Y’Grace, indeed you could.”

He smiled, surprised, I think, that I’d a wit to match my tits. “And you, my dear,” he said, “could be a courtier at Whitehall.”

“I’d like that, Y’Grace.” Emboldened by his smile, I tipped my head slyly to one side. “Lady Nelly! Pray, tell His Majesty I’ll be honored to offer my services, if he needs an ambassador to settle those thieving Dutchmen.”

“Oh, I’ll tell him more than that, Mrs. Gwyn.” He touched my cheek with the back of his gloved fingers, the scent of the costly leather filling my nose. I did not flinch nor lower my eyes. Instead I evenly met and returned his gaze; I’d learned enough of men in my short life to realize the danger in underestimating a gentleman as deceptively disinterested as the duke.

“I believe His Majesty has long had an interest in Mrs. Gwyn’s abilities,” Charles said, ever the genial host. “We shall be certain that His Majesty receives an invitation to Mrs. Gwyn’s first performance.”

“Be sure to send me one as well, Hart.” The duke looked at me one last time, then raised his hand in a careless, dismissive farewell. “A pleasant evening to you both.”

“Take care with Buckingham, Nell,” Charles warned as soon as the duke was out of hearing. “He’s not one of your sots in the pit, to be twisted like a ring around your finger.”

“He doesn’t scare me, no more than a flea.” I finished the rest of my chocolate and pushed the empty dish away. “You’d make a hugely fine courtier yourself, Charles.”

“I’d sooner pitch myself into a well full of writhing snakes,” he declared. “I’ve no stomach for the games at Whitehall.”

“Fah, I can’t see that they’re any different from the ones that are played in the tiring-room,” I scoffed. “Only the jewels aren’t paste. I could swim in those waters, if I wished it.”

But Charles was too serious to banter such idle jests from me. “I’ll  say it again. Don’t take Buckingham lightly, Nelly. I don’t doubt he came here with the purpose of seeing us, though for what reason, I cannot guess.”

“You heard him,” I said, already weary of this conversation. “He wishes me to come and be a courtier for the king.”

“Don’t even jest about that, Nell,” he ordered, clearly appalled. “I’d never wish to see you there, sullying yourself with creatures like him. It’s bad enough to witness how those people jockey about and betray one another for gain. But Buckingham destroys those around him for the sport of it, and to amuse the king with the telling afterward. Do you know he’s swiving the Countess of Shrewsbury? ”

I remembered them all sitting together at the playhouse: the Duke and Duchess of Buckingham, the Earl and Countess of Shrewsbury, the king and Lady Castlemaine, as cozy as ordinary folk in their pew at the parish church. “Does the earl know? ”

Charles shook his head. “They say she’ll leave the earl for Buckingham, and when she does, that Buckingham will be done with her, and cast her off. His goal was not the lady herself, but the challenge of giving his friend a cuckold’s horns. Are you finished here?”

“Aye.” I stood to let him drape my cloak around my shoulders, thinking. Clearly peeresses were no better nor stronger than other low mortal women if they let themselves be so cockstruck as Lady Shrewsbury. But then, I was still young enough to preach like a philosopher about matters I didn’t yet comprehend, and young enough, too, not to understand the power of a woman (or man) gone mad with love.

The chill night air stung my cheeks as we stepped outside into the street, and I drew my hood more closely around my face. “Faith, Mr. Hart, but it’s cold as a witch’s ass tonight.”

“That it is, Mrs. Gwyn.” He settled his arm around me, drawing me closer to his side as we walked.

I snugged closer beneath his arm to share his warmth. “Are you protecting me from the cold, Charles, or are you keeping this little lamb from the jaws of that wicked old wolf Buckingham?”

“Both.” He smiled, sheepish himself at being so obvious. “I don’t like imagining you among those jackals at Whitehall, Nell.”

I chuckled. While I could imagine myself at Whitehall with perfect ease, there was nothing to be gained by admitting it and idly distressing Charles that way. Why, I’d be no better for cruelty than the wolfish duke himself.

“Snakes and jackals, lambs and wolves,” I said instead. “Where are we bound next, sir? The menagerie of wild beasts at the Tower? ”

“To the river,” he said, “for the rest of your surprise. The speaking part was only half of it.”

I’d not expected that, though it made me glad. How could it not? I was young, aye, but I wasn’t a fool. Well-planned surprises like this were rare in men. It was obvious to everyone in the company that Charles was besotted with me, far beyond what was usual for the newest actress. Though I now earned the beginner’s acting fee of fifteen shillings a week, it was as nothing, because Charles paid for my lodging and suppers and new gowns to replace my more humble orange girl’s dress.

To be such a favorite of the company’s leading actor (and the second shareholder after Master Killigrew) was a most useful place for me to be, and a comfortable one, as well. While I’d great faith in my own talents, Charles’s interest was like a feather bed beneath me, cushioning me against outside blows and easing my peace.

The late hour and the cold had made the streets too empty to walk safely, and not far from the tavern we found a hackney, driving at Charles’s orders to the Westminster Stairs, below the abbey. The night sky was clear and dotted with stars, with the few fires that remained burning in windows or before houses scattered among the city’s buildings. Marked by the lanterns in their prows, a handful of boatmen slowly worked the channel in the center of the river, away from the pale, rough ice that lay along the banks and clustered in the rushes.

I could feel the cold from the stone steps through the soles of my shoes, and I hopped up and down to warm them. At least he’d bid the driver wait.

“Am I next to play a mermaid, sir, frozen and bound by a world of ice?” I asked, my words turning to little clouds before my face. “How will you contrive that on the stage?”

“If that’s what you wish,” he said, joining me, “I’ll tell Dryden to write it for you.”

“You blackguard,” I said cheerfully. “I’d like to see you spout your lines when your lips are blue.”

“Hush, Nell,” he scolded gently, “and find the beauty in the night instead of complaining about it.”

I laughed, and danced away from him across the top stone step, swirling my cloak and petticoats around my ankles. “Look at the palace, Charles! What do you think they’re about so late? ”

From the steps we could see the long, large outline of Whitehall Palace, hanging over the north bank of the river not far from where we stood. The palace’s roof was lit by torches, with the shadows of figures moving back and forth silhouetted by the flames.

“Do you think the king’s on the roof, Charles? It’s the top to his house, so he should be.” I chattered with excitement and the cold. “Do you think he’s there with the queen, or Lady Castlemaine?”

“His Majesty is there,” Charles said, “and with him is the queen, and they’re on the roof for the same reason as we’re here now.”

He took me by the shoulders and turned me about, so my back was against his chest, and pointed high up into the night. A huge white star, more brilliant than any other, seemed to move with slow majesty across the sky, with a train of lesser stars streaming after. I gasped with wonder, and with my face upturned, I greedily drank in the rare sight as if I’d never see my fill of it.

“There’s your comet, Nell,” he whispered. “You’ll never see another like it in your life, the astronomers say. Fit for a queen, and fit for you, too. Not even the king himself can offer better tonight.”

He kissed me then, blotting the sight of the comet from my view. I’d sensed so long his attraction to me, that now that he finally had acted upon it, I sighed with happy relief, and slipped my arms in a coaxing ring around his shoulders. I didn’t like a debt left so long open; God knows by now I owed him more than I could measure. I was thankful that at last he’d decided the same, and come to collect what was due.

The comet forgotten, I embraced him with zeal and eagerness. He  proved to be as skilled at kissing as he was at most else, making sure I could taste the heat of his desire without smothering me in the process. When he suggested we repair to his lodgings, I readily agreed, kissing and caressing him all the while in the hackney. By the time we reached his bedchamber, he was afire like a stallion who sniffs a mare. I scarce managed to wriggle free of him, scooting to the other side of the bed to pull off my clothes.

“Nell, Nell, what is this? ” he demanded, following me around the bed. “We’ve all the night before us. Surely, I would see you as Eve in the garden, but you needn’t act with such haste.”

“I thought that was what you’d want, sir.” Breathlessly, I untied the tapes at my waist to let my petticoat drop to the floor, and next began to shrug my arms free of my stays. “I know it’s the taste of gentlemen. After all you’ve done for me, I only wish to please you.”

I wriggled free of my stays and tossed them aside with a flourish and a mock fanfare, my hands over my head. This was not only for a fine dramatic effect, of course, but also to display my rounded breasts to bobbing advantage beneath my linen smock.

Yet to my considerable surprise, Charles was not made happy by my willingness. In fact, he seemed more displeased than otherwise, confusing me no end.

“For God’s sake, Nell,” he said roughly, pulling my arms down to my sides. “Not like that.”

“Not like what?” I asked breathlessly, leaning into him so my breasts would press winsomely against his chest.

“Not like a whore,” he said, drawing back.

I caught my breath, stunned he’d say such a thing to me.

“Maybe I’m like a whore because I am one.” I jerked my arms free of his grasp, my speech unconsciously shifting back to Coal Yard Alley as I backed away from him. “That’s what you brought me here for, aye? Maybe whore’s ways be all I know, on ’count of that’s what’s wanted of me by men such as you.”

“Then it’s past time you learned better, Nell,” he said sharply. “Don’t offer yourself like that.”

“And you’ll be the one t’teach me the difference, won’t you?” I  said bitterly, turning my back toward him. “You never forget you’re my better.”

He seized my shoulder and pulled me around. “That’s not what I intended, Nelly. I didn’t mean me. It’s you who are better than that.”

I shook my hair away from my face and stared back at him, all bold defiance and, if truth to tell, all desire, too. “I don’t believe you,” I said breathlessly. “Not by half.”

He touched his thumb beneath my chin, the lightest touch possible. “Are you daring me, sweet?”

I smiled with anticipation, knowing I had him again. “You’ll have to decide that for yourself, sir.”

“I will,” he said, gathering me into his embrace, “and when I’m done, I vow you’ll thank me for it.”

He carried me to the bed, laying me on it with the tenderest care. I held my arms out to him, welcoming him to his reward. But instead of taking me quickly as my experience with Mr. Duncan had led me to expect, he held true to his vow. He showed more care with me than a hen with a single chick to mind, kissing and teasing and caressing me with such thorough attention that I felt sure I’d perish from sweet, sweating delight.

When at last Charles joined with me, he surprised me further by bidding me settle atop him, a posture that Mr. Duncan had damned as a heathen conceit. Now, I’d not confessed to Charles that I had never felt the pleasure to coupling that Rose assured me she did. It had been my secret shame, so sure was I that I was somehow lacking or inferiorly made within.

But Charles must have guessed this doubt of mine, just as he’d guessed so much else, and once I was astride him, he took care to let me determine our pace, all the while stroking me where I was most stretched around him until, at the last, I was gasping and clutching and weeping with the wondering joy of what we’d done.

Afterward, I lay upon him as limply as a sated little cat, purring my newfound delight and showering him with grateful kisses.

“So you took my dare, Charles,” I said, chuckling, “and I took your cock. A fair trade, eh?”

“A fair trade, with equal profit for both parties.” He smiled fondly, and twisted one of my unruly curls about his finger. “My own Nell! You see now how it should be between lovers.”

“Like lovers,” I repeated in a husky, dreamy whisper, and lowered myself to kiss him again. In all my life, I’d not known a gentleman like Charles Hart, nor the kindness and regard with which he’d treated me. To be the avowed lover of such a man was an unimginable honor for a girl like me, and I knew it, too, with all my soul and being.

Like lovers, aye. But I did not love him. No, I did not love him, nor ever would.




Chapter Seven

THEATRE ROYAL, LONDON  March 1665

Balancing on Charles’s thigh with his arm around my waist to keep me steady, I held the goblet of wine high in one hand, using my other to keep my heavy plumed crown from tumbling backward off my head. All of us players, actors and actresses alike, had crowded into the women’s tiring-room for this hasty toast to our play’s author before we finished dressing for today’s performance. As the youngest, I’d the honor of offering a word or two along with our wine.

“To John Dryden,” I declared, “whose glorious pen puts words in our mouths, and this wine in our glasses, too. Ahh, dearest Johnny, what would we do without you?”

“Another bloody revival of Macbeth, Nelly, that’s what,” boomed Mr. Lacy from the back of the room. “To the devil with all them infernal Scots and witches, and to the long health of Dryden and The Indian Emperor!”

Together we all gave our roaring, laughing approval, while Mr. Dryden, a shy fellow at the best of times, blushed like a maiden and nodded happily as the men clapped him on his narrow back. He’d do nothing to cross us today, anyway; this was the third performance of  The Indian Emperor and the playwright’s benefit by custom, and therefore his due to claim for himself whatever profit the company earned. This play would run only three more days after that, the standard allotment, to finish the week before we staged another.

I’d no complaint of my own, either. At Charles’s request, Mr. Dryden had written me a splendid role—Cydaira, that selfsame emperor’s daughter—and though it was hardly the merry part that would have suited my tastes, I still was dazzled by my new fame as a leading player.

“Prettily said, Nell, prettily done,” Charles remarked as he handed me down. “I doubt there’s ever been a finer tribute from a lady.”

“Thank’ee, sweet,” I said, and kissed him, too, for good measure. “But mind you that tribute came from an actress, not a lady.”

He laughed and patted me tenderly on the bum as the others scattered to go about their own preparations for the performance. There was not a soul in the playhouse who didn’t know we were lovers, nor did anyone object to it, either. We were open in our affection for one another, both here behind the scenery and upon the stage itself, where we played as lovers, too—his Spanish Captain Cortez to woo my Indian princess—a charming conceit that was pleasing our audiences as much as it did us.

And it was, of course, a most beneficial arrangement to me. I had been hugely fond of Charles even before I’d begun sharing his bed, and now that he’d extended my education there as well as upon the stage, my regard had only grown. He’d taught me how to garner my own pleasure as well as to grant it to him, and together we’d explored all manner of delightful postures and experiments. The perfunctory style of Mr. Duncan was forgotten in the dust where it was best buried, and replaced by countless new joys. I was flattered to have so splendid a man as Charles Hart as my besotted lover, and if our dalliances did occasionally stretch from night into morning, and past the time for our rehearsal at the playhouse, well, then, so be it. Because of Charles’s protection, there’d be no fines nor punishments imposed upon me, no matter how young and green an actress I was. Likewise, I received endless small indulgences in the form of richer costumes and better lodgings and meals.

As can be imagined, with the preference I also earned my share of envy and spite from several of the other, older actresses, and it took all my budding skill as a politician to keep peace in the tiring-room.

Charles could vow he’d want no part of palace intrigue, but Whitehall itself was as nothing compared to the constant scheming and backbiting that went on among the actresses.

Not that Charles, being a man, was aware of any of it. “If I’m to see the Indian princess,” he said now, “then you’d better finish dressing. We’ve nearly a full house. Too many folk to keep waiting while Cydaira binds up her garters.”

“Oh, a pox on my garters, Charles.” In fact, I hadn’t so much as put on my stockings, let alone my garters, and to prove it I pranced my bare toes before him. I wore my tall brass crown with the red plumes, true, but below it only my smock and my stays, and the sheer linen did little to hide my charms. Though we’d no false modesty in the tiring-room, I’d thrown the emperor’s long purple cape over my shoulders, where it dragged and trailed on the floor behind me.

“I’m waiting for my gown to be mended,” I explained. I decided I’d had enough inconvenience from the silly, heavy crown, and set it aside for now on a nearby table. “There was a tear to the back of the skirts where one of your wicked soldiers poked his sword yesterday.”

Charles stood, adjusting his own costume’s short cloak. To play the noble Spanish Captain Cortez, he had a wrought-tin helmet and breastplate over a bright blue doublet and hose, and I thought he looked most rakish and fine. Of course, Charles was already dressed. He was never late, not for anything, and it was a rubbing trial between us that I wasn’t the same.

“Make yourself ready, Nell,” he warned, “else I’ll—”

“Mr. Hart, sir!” One of the serving boys bounced in the doorway, hopping up and down as he searched for Charles. “Mr. Hart, sir, Master Killigrew says to tell you that His Majesty’s here!”

“Here?” I asked with surprise, and then, suddenly, His Majesty  was here, here, standing a head above everyone else in the tiring-room, with Lady Castlemaine and his followers and everyone else jumbled together around him. We players bowed and curtseyed as best we could in the narrow space as the king made his way among us. Short as I was, and bent lower still in obeisance, I could see nothing of him but a very large black polished shoe with a black silk  ribbon bow and black thread stockings on a manly calf. But knowing those shoes and calves belonged to the king, as did that pleasingly deep voice now conversing with Charles somewhere over my head—ahh, that was more than enough to send a prickle of excited anticipation down my spine. The king would see me perform, watch me in my beautiful bejeweled costume, hear me speak my first—

“Sir,” Charles was saying. “Permit me to present Mrs. Gwyn, who is taking the part of Cydaira. This is Mrs. Gwyn’s first speaking part with the King’s Company.”

“But hardly the first time she’s spoken in my company,” the king said. “Rise, Nell, and let me have a look at you. I’ve missed your oranges, my dear.”

I popped upright, with more eagerness than grace. “That’s because I’ve risen from the pit like Lazarus from the grave, Y’Majesty. You can’t keep either of us buried below for long.”

The king laughed, pure amusement lighting his dark, sad eyes. There was a careworn cast to his handsome features, doubtless born of the old sorrows of his youth and the new challenges of his constant tussles with the Dutch and the French. He looked far younger when he laughed like this, and I resolved to do my best to make him laugh more often. Having waited for his response, the others around him laughed, too, but clearly my Charles wasn’t as certain. Swiftly he moved to my side, allying himself with me and standing ready to protect me if I misspoke, the dear man.

“Mrs. Gwyn will be playing the majestic Emperor Montezuma’s daughter today, sir,” he said, striving to haul the conversation to safer ground. “The role has been written especially for her by Mr. Dryden.”

The king smiled warmly at me, the ends of his mustache turning up over the corners of his lips. It was strange to realize that I’d never been in his direct presence like this, so close that, if I wished it, I could reach out and touch the silk ribbons that trimmed his doublet. He stood as tall among most men as I was short among most everyone, and when he smiled down, I felt the heat of it stretching down to me like the beams of the summer sun, high in the sky.

“You’ve been raised high indeed, Mrs. Gwyn, all the way to  royalty,” he said, his deep voice rich with amusement. “I wonder if we’re now distant kin?”

“Oh, I’m certain of it, sir.” I grinned wickedly, always ready for banter of this sort. “Cousins, I vow, and without a doubt, too.”

He looked me up and down, skeptically, as part of the jest, but approving, too, of my small, rounded form so lightly covered. “Blood will tell, Mrs. Gwyn, for I fear I see precious little resemblance between us. We Stuarts are a race known for our height.”

“Ahh, sir, I’d not noticed,” I murmured solemnly, shading my eyes with the flat of my hand to gaze up at his face, the way sailors in the rigging do to the stars above them. “How good of you to advise me, sir, considering how we Gwyns are short as stumps.”

He laughed again, and held his hand over my head, as if to measure exactly my lowly height. “Short, yes, but I see little else that resembles an ungainly stump.”

“That, sir, is because I’m yet the merest sprig.” I stretched up on my toes to gain every inch I could, holding my arms outstretched for balance, and laughed merrily with him as if we two were the only ones in the room. “Princess Sprig, the emperor’s greenling daughter.”

I set my hands at my waist, and contrived another curtsey that was more of a jig, spinning the purple cloak about my bare feet and legs to the delight of the king and the other gentlemen in his party.

But by pleasing the king like this, I’d irritated Lady Castlemaine. She curled her hand into his arm, her jewel-laden fingers as determined as the flukes of an anchor to stop his drifting toward me.

“If you believe this little chit’s a greenling, sir,” she said, not bothering to hide the unpleasant edge to her voice, “then you’re no better than the greenest of greenhorns yourself, and deserving of whatever you get.”

“Oh, I think not,” the king said easily, his gaze still so tangled with mine that it was as if we shared a secret jest between us. “You forget, Barbara, that the marvel of the playhouse is that nothing here is what it seems. But we’ve tarried among these excellent people long enough. We should take our seats, and let them go about their trade. Mrs. Gwyn, much luck to you in your performance this day.”

“Thank’ee, sir,” I said, and gave him one last smile for him to recall me by.

But he wasn’t done. He leaned down (leaning down a great distance for him) and kissed me lightly on the cheek, a brush of his lips and mustache over my skin. “A favor, too, Princess. If you can beg your father the Indian emperor to stand hard by my side against the Dutch, I’d be considerably obliged to you.”

Then he winked, something I’d never expected to see from a king. He tucked Her Ladyship’s hand back into the crook of his arm (doubtless where she felt by rights it belonged) and led his courtiers from our tiring-room.

Dazzled, I stood rooted where I was, verily like the sprig I’d claimed to be. To be sought out by His Majesty like this, to have the favor of his special regard, to—

“Here’s your gown at last, Nell,” Charles said sharply, urging me onward. Beside him stood the tiring woman, my mended costume draped over her arms. “Hurry now; dress yourself as fast as you can. We’ve kept the rest of the house waiting long enough. We’ll send out the prologue as soon as His Majesty’s been seated.”

I nodded, still too besotted to make sense of what he’d just bid me do. I could still see the nodding, curled plume of the king’s hat above all others in the hall outside.

“Enough of this, Nell!” He gave me an impatient clout between my shoulders, the kind that’s often employed to waken a too-sound sleeper. “We’ll speak of this later. Now dress yourself at once, and no more dallying.”

He bustled off, no doubt intent on imposing his promptness on some other hapless actor. He’d take a good deal of coaxing and jollying that night to settle, and with a sigh I beckoned to the tiring woman with the gown to follow me to my corner of the room. I felt a touch on my shoulder and I turned swiftly about, armed with sharp words of defense for Charles for harping after me.

“By my soul, you are a sprig,” exclaimed the young gentleman, “and ready to flail the very flesh from my bones with your branches. You’ve become a beauty, Nell.”

“Lord Rochester!” I gasped with amazement, and instead of curtseying, as was proper for our mutual stations, flung my arms about him in welcoming embrace, as was instead proper for the old friends that we were. “How long since I’ve seen you!”

Laughing happily, he drew me close in return—perhaps too close, truth to tell, for as I disengaged myself from him, I likewise had to remove one of his hands from covering my breast.

“Ah, there you go, fondling what don’t belong to you,” I said, laughing, too, and more entertained than upset by this stolen familiarity. “But look at you, m’lord! You’ve grown so tall and fine, I wonder what they fed you on the Continent.”

“Brandy and oysters, day and night.” He turned his head to look at me sideways beneath half-closed eyes, with that old familiar look of charming bemusement. That hadn’t changed, not a bit of it. We’d been little more than children when we’d met at Mrs. Ross’s—roguish, worldly children, to be sure, and far too young to frequent such a place. But in the three years since he’d been sent away, His Lordship had grown into a fine gentleman of eighteen, tall and well-made, with a man’s beard and jaw. “Paris, Rome, Venice—you’d not believe the tales I can tell you, Nelly.”

“You must tell them first, before I can believe them or not.” I laid my hand gently upon his sleeve, for the sake of old times. To see him again put me to mind of how young I’d been, before Mr. Duncan and Mr. Hart, and a thousand other things, as well. “But what became of that sober old tutor what was to keep you from mischief on your journeys?”

“Another tale.” He turned his arm so my hand fell into his, as if by cunning accident. “Come sup with me, Nell, and I’ll tell you all.”

“Mrs. Gwyn, your costume,” the tiring woman said sternly, still holding the gown out to me. “Mr. Hart said that you must—”

“I know well enough what Mr. Hart said.” I sighed, and dutifully unhooked the purple cloak and raised my arms for her to slip the costume over my head. It was not that I was reluctant to perform before the king. Nor had I tired so soon of acting, or of Charles, either. Far, far from it. But to have His Lordship so unexpectedly return to my life  was, I fear (and most sadly confess now), almost too much exciting temptation for my fifteen-year-old self.

“You will not come with me, Nell?” he asked again, more coaxing this time. “How much will you be missed?”

“Hugely,” I said, as the tiring woman jerked me to and fro as she laced me tight. “I’ve a speaking part, writ for me by Mr. Dryden. I’m the emperor’s daughter.”

“I’d no notion.” He raised his brows and nodded with appreciation. “Clever Nelly! I’ll not carry you off just yet. But if you can slip away afterward—”

“I will, m’lord,” I said without hesitation as I settled my plumed crown back on my head. “Have your carriage come round the Drury Lane door, and I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

 

I waited as the potboy poured more wine into Lord Rochester’s goblet, then bowed and backed from the private dining room. I’d never dined here at Chatelin’s, in Covent Garden; Charles had little interest in the food of French eating houses, nor would he be inclined to spend eight shillings apiece on a single meal.

But that was same as nothing to the Earl of Rochester. We’d a private dining room, with a small round table before a fireplace that was only for us. His Lordship called for wine, and bespoke our meals, requesting French dishes I didn’t recognize, with names I couldn’t pronounce. I could hear the voices and laughter of other guests in other dining rooms, but we saw no one, and no one saw us. I suspected that privacy was much of what M’sieur Chatelin sold, the discretion that titled folk required for their intrigues and assignations.

For the earl, our solitary meal let him be most frank in recounting his journeys to me. I was the perfect audience, having been brought to London as a babe, and not leaving since. He told me of rare people and wonders, of rich palaces and Papist churches that put those same palaces to shame, of pagan ruined places that had been old when Christ Jesus and His disciples walked among them, and of an entire city built to float upon the water. I listened to every word in awe, longing one day to see it all for myself. And if, as the potboy refilled his  glass, the earl spoke more of his amatory exploits and other such bawdry, then I willingly forgave it as the usual male braggery, in a new setting.

“And now, dear Nell, I return to the dullness of Whitehall.” He heaved the mightiest of sighs, his expression as gloomy as if he’d never left England at all. With the last chargers from our supper removed, he dipped his napkin into the beaker of water set before him and daintily began to wipe the grease from the roast pigeons from his fingers and chin. “What choice have I, Nell, truly, than to come to court to make my fortune?”

“What further fortune could you hope to make, m’lord?” I asked. This being a French eating house, we’d been given charming small, silver, twin-tined forks for holding our food in place whilst we cut it with our knives, and for the additional use, too, of carrying the food to our mouths. I’d not seen the like before, and I’d kept my fork from the footman, simply to toy with. Now I used it to accentuate my words, pointing the fork toward him and making idle circles in the air.

“You’ve already been born a gentlemen, m’lord,” I continued, “and a peer. Because your father’s dead, you’re already come into your estate, and your lands, and your seat in the House o’ Lords, and whatever else it is that you peers have.”

He sighed again, wadded the damp napkin into a ball, and tossed it to one side. “But I’m a poor peer, Nell, most pitifully poor.”

I looked down at the gold rings on his fingers and the Holland linen of his embroidered shirt, the soft golden fur that lined his cloak, and the silk ribbons that dressed his doublet, the glass that he’d emptied of smuggled French wines more times than I’d counted, and I snorted with disgust. “There’s poor, m’lord, and there’s poor.”

He glanced up at me, his lovely, heavy-lidded eyes doleful. “Very well, then, I’m peer-poor. It’s rather like piss-poor, except that I lament my empty pockets instead of an empty pot. Thus I’m reduced to coming to court to find a rich woman.”

I laughed. I could not help it, to hear him speak so glumly of a situation that was so similar to what my own had been with Mr. Duncan.

“A pretty young whelp like you, m’lord, what can prattle on in French and Italian and Latin and Greek? Fah, you’ll have no trouble at all going into keeping.”

“Nell, you impudent small creature,” he said, laughing with me like old times. “Would that I could go into keeping! But no, I must have a more lasting income than that. I must wed.”

In my world, few people bothered with marriage, and it seemed hugely strange to hear a man so young speak of it. Not that marrying for money seemed any different from what I’d done; only the price was set higher.

“So that’s how it is, m’lord?” I asked. “You’ll bind yourself before God to any toothless, withered widow or crook-backed spinster so long as she sleeps with a bag of gold beneath her feather bed?”

“Neither,” he said. “The lady that Cupid’s set before me is worth more than twenty-five hundred a year—five times my own sad income, Nell—yet my fair Elizabeth is young and beautiful and half in love with me already. From Enmore, in Somerset, with that creaminess that the women there have in their very blood. Of course, every male in her family loathes me as a penniless wastrel.”

“Oh, aye.” I wasn’t being merely flippant; the earl was a wastrel. He was charming and witty and handsome and nobly born, to be sure, but any gentleman who’d begun frequenting brothels as young as he had, and drank and spent as much as he did, was likely not the sort of model bridegroom any respectable grandfather would wish to add to his family.

Nor did His Lordship take offense. “There’s plenty of others in the pack, as well. Fitzhardinge, Butler, Fielding, Hinchingbrooke—they’re all sniffing after the girl, too.”

I recognized that gaudy string of highborn names, most sons of peers, and I could appreciate the caliber of His Lordship’s rivals, exactly as I was supposed to. Nothing with His Lordship was ever done without an eye to its effect, and wryly I appreciated that as well.

Now he took another sip of his wine, staring into the goblet as if seeing his future. “But that’s why I’ve come to court, Nell. Having the king favor my suit would make all the difference. For now, he’s smiling  my way, but I must make sure he continues to do so, to pressure the old man into accepting me. It’s all a matter of politics, of influence and garnish and playing the game for favor and gain. Ambition takes risk, don’t it? ”

I listened, as round-eyed with wonder as I’d been during his earlier tales. This was the world that Charles was so determined to warn me against, and the world that I craved to join.

“Do you see the king often, m’lord?” I asked eagerly. “Does he receive you at Whitehall?”

“Receive me?” He looked at me with disbelief. “Nell, Nell! The man believes my father saved his life during the old wars. I’m as good as another son to him, and most welcome to his company. That’s why I was with his party at the playhouse, and found you.”

“What is he like when at ease among his closest friends? ”

He glanced at me slyly. “His cock is fashioned on a majestic scale. I vow, it’s as large as a donkey’s. As large as your arm.”

“Go on!” I gasped, then laughed uproariously. “However do you know that?”

The earl shrugged. “Even a king must make water.”

“You’re wicked,” I said, more approving than scolding. “Yet the king seems to be so kind, so full of goodwill and charm.”

“He is all of that,” he said. “He is clever, and watchful of everything he does and says. But the price of his cleverness is that he’s always restless and easily bored. The one sure way for anyone—man, women, or dog—to keep in his favor is to amuse him.”

I nodded, though that was nothing new to me. The king’s constant need for variety was widely known; I never would have seen him first at Mrs. Ross’s otherwise.

“Thus I must make myself of use to him,” he continued. “If I don’t, the king’ll weary of me, and all the best rewards will fall to others who can better keep away the royal tedium. That’s why he made such a fuss over you earlier in the tiring-room. Is it true you’re the queen of Hart’s little harem at the playhouse?”

I hadn’t expected that, and I flushed. “Mr. Hart’s partial to me, aye.”

“Hah.” He rested his arm on the table and his head on his hand,  the better to study me, I suppose. “How is he, Nell? Half the women in London would give their eyeteeth to have your place in his bed, you know. The glorious Charles Hart! Is he worthy of his billing? Does he fuck you as heroically as he plays? ”

My cheeks grew hotter still, and I looked down at the fork in my fingers. It made no sense, really. The earl and I were accustomed to such frank talk between us, and this should have been no different. To him it wasn’t. But I realized I’d no wish to see Charles skewered by His Lordship’s ever-sharp wit. I owed him too much for that.

“Mr. Hart is everything a woman could want, m’lord,” I said, and angry with myself for saying even that much, I jabbed the fork into the top of the table. “Everything, mind you!”

“But he’s not the king, is he? ”

I looked up quickly, betraying myself, and he chuckled. “Where’s your old ambition, Nell? Where’s the lass who was so determined to rise that she’d kept her thighs tight even toiling in a bawdy house? ”

“I’m as I always was, m’lord,” I said warmly. “Didn’t you see that this day at the playhouse? Everyone was watching me, and speaking of me afterward. That’s what I’ve always wanted, m’lord, and I’m on my way to having it. I’ve not changed.”

He smiled benignly, falsely. “You have, sweetheart. I wouldn’t lie. You’ve grown into as fetching a morsel as I’ve ever encountered.”

“And you, m’lord, are the same low, rascally coxcomb you’ve always been.”

“I won’t deny it,” he said mildly, “nor will you. We’re rascals together, Mrs. Gwyn. You know it took less than two years for Mrs. Palmer to rise to Countess of Castlemaine. Being born a Villiers helped, of course, as it did the duke.”

“The duke?” Castlemaine and Buckingham and the king’s attention to me on this day; oh, I could guess now where His Lordship was trying to steer this particular vessel, and I was just as certain I’d not let him arrive at his chosen landing place.

“Yes, the duke, the Duke of Buckingham,” he said. “They’re cousins in some unfathomable way. He made sure she was accessible to the king.”

“Meaning His Grace was Her Ladyship’s procurer,” I said. “Her bully-cock. Her pimp. Isn’t that so, m’lord? ”

He winced slightly at the words, he who in most matters balked at nothing. “Meaning they are partners by blood and by friendship, and now to their mutual benefit and profit.”

“A handsome profit sets everything to rights, don’t it?” I smiled sweetly. “But then, His Grace should know that. Recall how his grandfather earned that fine dukedom of his, by playing the catamite to this king’s grandfather James. Once whoring’s in your blood, it’s hard to get it out, eh?”

“You tell me, Nell,” he said with a forced drawl that attempted disinterest, but came out more like a stubborn, small boy’s. “You’d know; not I.”

“Go on,” I said playfully. I reached across the table to shove his arm. “You do so know, m’lord! Whitehall Palace’s the greatest bawdy house in London. Everyone has something to sell, and everyone has something to buy, don’t they? Even the king himself bartered himself to the Portuguese grandees when he married that plain princess, for a pile of gold and some faraway lands that no one’s heard of, anyways. And then there’s you, m’lord, and your lady, and—”

“That’s not the same, sweet,” he said testily. “I’m not so mercenary as that. I hold the lady in the highest regard.”

“Why, m’lord,” I said, sitting back with a jolt in my chair as if struck there with amazement. “Then you understand exactly my attachment for Mr. Hart.”

He stared at me over his goblet, so long and hard that I began to wonder if I’d stepped too far. At last he took the crumpled napkin from the table and slowly unfolded it, smoothing the wrinkles away as best he could with the flat of his hand. Then, just as slowly, solemnly, he held it up stretched between his hands and began to wave it back and forth.

“Faith,” I said. “What are you doing? ”

“Why, surrendering, Nell,” he said. “I’m waving my flag so you’ll agree to show me mercy.”

“Mercy!” I laughed, as much from relief as merriment. “You don’t need mercy from me, m’lord.”

“Oh, yes, I do.” He tossed the napkin over his shoulder with studied negligence. “I need to keep you as my friend. I can’t afford to risk a chit as clever as you are turning against me.”

“I’ve known you far too long for that, m’lord.” I pushed my chair back from the table and rose. “Come, I’m weary, and ready to seek my bed for the night.”

“I’ll join you, sweet,” he said softly, “and we can seal our friendship forever.”

“More like seal its doom, m’lord.” I held my hand out to him, for the sake of our old friendship, but no more. “It most always does.”

“Spoken like the wise old whores we both are,” he said wryly. “We know our price, eh, Nell?”

Yet my laughter faded as I took his arm. Melancholy rose like sour ale in my throat, and with it a sadness I couldn’t explain. We still were young, the pair of us not close to twenty years, yet I wondered what in our short lives had fashioned us into the jaded creatures we were.

But oh, what we would become. What we would become.

 

“Good evening, madam,” Charles said, his voice as frosty as the air outside. “Or should I bid you good morning instead? ”

I wasn’t surprised that he’d remained awake until I returned. This was the first time I’d chosen to dine with anyone else since we’d been together, and like every other man since Adam fussed over Eve being out of his sight in the garden, I imagined Charles would feel required to demonstrate his jealousy and unhappiness.

With only the hearth’s embers for light, he sat waiting in his crimson dressing gown, his legs elegantly crossed and a small volume of poems open on his knee, his face turned at the exact angle to catch his profile. Even now, he remained ever conscious of his effect on his audience. Most times, this charmed me no end, but tonight I found it only irritating.

I didn’t bother with preliminaries. “Didn’t Rose tell you I was with Lord Rochester?”

“Rochester,” he said with withering disgust. “Yes, your sister told me. But I’d dared to hope she was mistaken.”

“She wasn’t.” I untied my cloak and hung it on the peg on the back of the door. “I’ve known Lord Rochester for years and years. I’ve never kept that secret from you, nor shall I now. His Lordship’s new returned from France, and we supped together, as old friends will. And that is all, Charles. That is all.”

“I’ll thank you for not treating me like a doddering fool, Nell.” He snapped the book shut and tossed it aside. “Lord Rochester may be new returned to court, but he has already acquired a most unsavory collection of friends. Sedley, Buckhurst—”

“And now me,” I said. “Lah, likely I’m the worst of the lot.”

“Nell, if you please, I—”

“We’re not on the stage now, Charles,” I said, holding on to the post of the bed as I kicked off my shoes. “You needn’t play this as great tragedy.”

I padded across the room in my stocking feet to my dressing table, and began to pull the pins from my hair. My back was to him, but I could see his scowl reflected in my little looking-glass.

“If all you wished was to be part of the parade of willing flesh through His Majesty’s bed, you could have asked Harry Killigrew,” he said. “He’s a Groom of the Bedchamber. I’m sure he could have shown you the way up the backstairs at the palace, like all the other trollops before you.”

“Is that what has you up in the boughs, Charles?” I demanded, twisting around to face him. “You think I went to the king this night? ”

“You tell me,” he said sharply. “Did you?”

“No,” I said, emphatic in my indignation. “No, no, no.”

He answered nothing, only infuriating me the more. I swept across the room to stand before him, my hands squared righteously at my waist.

“As hard as I have worked—as hard as you have labored with  me—to earn my fair place in the playhouse,” I fumed. “How dare you believe that I’d scatter all that just to fuck the king for a single night? That’s what it would be, too, and nothing more, and I doubt he’d even recall it at breakfast on the morrow.”

Charles squirmed, thank God, else I might have struck him. “After the king showed such attention to you earlier in the tiring-room—”

“Because it was the first time he’d seen me after I’d stopped working for Mrs. Meggs,” I said. “Because he spoke kindly to me, and showed interest in me, you thought I’d tumble backward and lift my skirts there against the tiring-room wall.”

“I didn’t say that, Nell.”

“You didn’t have to,” I said, not hiding my unhappiness. It didn’t seem fair, having Charles question me like this when I’d stood so loyal to him with Rochester. “How great a fool do you take me for, sir? How wretchedly low am I in your regard? How much must I—”

“Enough.” He looked up at me, his expression inexplicably sad. By the fire’s dwindling light, he looked much older, or perhaps it was only because I’d spent the evening in the company of a gentleman who was in the freshest, most vigorous flower of his youth, only three years my senior instead of twenty. “It will be your decision, Nelly. You stay with the company, or you move along.”

It was my decision, and I’d already made it. “I’m staying,” I said, and kissed him. “I’m staying.”

But now that the unspeakable had been given wings and the possibility of my leaving released, it could no more be unsaid than an egg is put back into a broken shell. We both knew it. In time I would leave the company, and leave him.

The only question was when.




Chapter Eight

LONDON  June 1665

When I recall the comet that I’d first seen that winter night with Charles, I pictured it as a pretty sight, a rarity of God and nature, and an omen of the shining affection my new lover would bear toward me. It was, in short, an altogether pleasing star to me.

But as the new year progressed, there were plenty of other folk around me in London who remembered that same comet with sorrow, dread, and fear. To them it became a harbinger of God’s disapproval of the king, the court, the Dutch, or perhaps even their own ill-favored mother-in-law. The comet had been sent as a warning to repent, or a symbol to heed and change ways that needed changing, and blaming every misfortune of that most unfortunate year of 1665 upon the comet became almost a religion in itself.

If only a simple star could be called to answer for all that misery! First, in March, soon after the debut of The Indian Emperor and soon, too, after my fifteenth birthday, came the war. After months and months of sword rattling and bluster, the king and Parliament finally declared war on the Dutch. Their public reasons were just and mighty, the way reasons given for any war always are, but in private I heard from my friend Rochester that the true reasons were less glorious: that Lord Clarendon, the government’s chancellor, had pressured the king into war as a quick solution for the country’s financial ills.

Granted, I’d neither the head nor the learning for running a  country, but it seemed to me that spending a great, heaving pile of gold to declare war was an ill-thought way to earn a profit—except for those fat merchants who grew fatter still through falsely inflated prices for munitions, timbers, tars, and other war supplies.

For other gentlemen, too young to have fought beneath the Royalist banners in the old wars, this new conflict offered a chance to display their courage and win glory on the field of battle with which to impress the sighing ladies at court. Following the lead of the king’s own brother, they clamored to don lace-trimmed uniforms and plumed hats, and to sign aboard the company of any warship that would have them. Even Rochester heard the silver trumpets’ call to arms, trading his wit for a sword and joining the fleet as a volunteer.

In early June, all of us remaining in London heard it, too. Whether from the summer’s stillness or the heat, the ominous booming in the Channel of the fleet’s big guns echoed through London as they engaged the Dutch navy, thirty miles away to the east. For three days, we could hear the battle raging like a faraway storm that never passed. The gunfire continued whilst we rehearsed and performed, ate and drank and made love.

Finally came word of a great victory at a place called Lowestoft, and the city was wild with delirious celebration. But the joy of victory was short-lived, followed as it was by a defeat at Bergen that was every bit as great. The reality of war came thundering home to us, and even to those at court. The Duke of York returned, but the Earl of Falmouth (Rochester’s old rival, Fitzhardinge) had been killed outright beside him, to the sharp sorrow of the court. Later I heard from a grieving Lord Rochester that he, too, had barely cheated death, when his two closest friends on board the Revenge, Mr. Montague and Mr. Wynd-ham, were both blown apart by a cannon’s ball before his very eyes. All of us actresses wept with sorrow for the souls of these brave young lives so idly (or so it seemed to me) squandered.

Not only the court suffered such losses, of course. Everywhere I went in that hot June, I saw raw new widows and fatherless children wandering the streets, begging forlornly for their bread—a pretty price indeed for glory and dishonorable profit.

In response, Master Killigrew chose plays for us with a martial air, and made sure that the fronts of the boxes were draped with patriotic flags and flowers. Comedies went from fashion, and the parts for actresses grew scarce. The king, when he could find time to join us in the playhouse, looked grim and drawn, and his attendants, too, were somber and subdued.

We players watched as our audiences dwindled, with the young men and gallants who ordinarily filled the benches in the pit going off to war. Mrs. Meggs’s oranges and lemons went unsold, and rather than see them rot and turn to waste, I’d filch as many as I dared to give away to the beggars outside in the street.

But the war was not our only trial. As if to add another measure of punishment upon poor England, an unholy hot spring was followed by a hellish hot summer. Streams turned to dust and wells went dry, and even the Thames seemed to shrink and huddle within her banks. That spring, corn and other crops withered in the fields before they’d fair grown, and the cost of bread and grain rose beyond many people’s means. The king gave leave to his suffering courtiers to attend him in their shirtsleeves, without their coats or wigs, and I heard that some ladies did not bother dressing at all, staying all the day in their lace-trimmed smocks while servants fanned them by way of relief.

In the playhouse, we were doubly burdened by heavy costumes and paint on our faces, and by performing before the added heat of the rows of candles. The true test became one of surviving each play, of completing our lines without fainting from the heat and toppling into the pit. One afternoon, for the sake of a wager, my friend Beck Marshall and I measured our waists with tapes before we performed, and afterward by way of comparison, and because of the swelter, we’d each sweated away nigh two inches beneath our stays.

But worse was still to come, whether due to the comet or not.

One morning soon after, in early June, I was walking with Rose and Beck on our way to the playhouse. Drury Lane was dry and dusty, as was every London street, and though our shoes were already powdered gray with it, we held our petticoats above our ankles to try to keep the linen clean.

“What a pretty parade we must be making,” Beck said, “and a pretty show, too, yet there’s not one gentleman to see it, or to cheer. Where could they all be, I wonder? In the park? On the river? Is there some frivolity with the court that we’re missing? ”

“It is hugely quiet,” Rose agreed in a hushed voice. “Too quiet, if anyone’s askin’ me.”

I tipped the wide, flat brim of my straw hat to one side so I could better see about us. The nearest shop was shuttered, with the rest of the street deserted except for us three, and one bleary-eyed dog weaving unsteadily along the curb.

“Mark that house,” I said, pointing. “There at the end of the street. It’s shuttered, same as this shop, and someone’s painted red crosses on the door.”

Grimly fascinated, we slowed our steps to gawk and to wonder. The house was shut and locked tight, every window latched and the shutters bolted over them. Such was often the case when a family retreated with their household to the country, or on a journey. But no goodwife would ever permit her door to be daubed so with a paint, especially not with the message that Beck now read aloud for us. Mind you, Beck had been born daughter to a Presbyterian divine, but even Rose and I understood the look on her face.

“Lord have mercy upon us,” she whispered with fearful awe. “Oh, preserve us; it’s the plague.”

The plague was nothing new to us in London. Every year there were people who sickened and died from it, and tales of how this plague had come from Genoa, or that from Marseilles, as if it were smuggled in to be decanted like wine into bottles.

But this summer had been different. Everyone seemed to have heard of someone who’d been sickened, and they weren’t just sailors or others who worked near the docks, either. In one neighborhood, it was a respected scholar of ancient texts; in another, the wife of a merchant, followed briskly by her lady’s maid, her cook, her footmen and maidservants, and her husband, followed finally by the surgeon who’d unsuccessfully treated her. Hackney cabs rolled purposelessly through the near-empty streets, with both driver and fare suddenly stricken.

The constant bonfires for night burials lit the sky brighter than the comet ever could have done.

In the playhouse, our audiences shrank further still. Master Killigrew insisted that we continue our performances. If the king and the court could continue, he argued, then so would we, even if we’d only a handful watching in the pit, and those few mostly drunk.

Finally, however, not even Killigrew’s will was enough. At the end of June, the court packed themselves and their belongings into their carriages and a score of baggage wagons and fled from the plague to Oxford. On the same day but one, the royal order came to close the playhouse for the good of the people, and remain shut until the plague was gone from the City.

It took only a morning’s hasty work for me to pack my few belongings and collect my mother and my sister. Then, in the company of Charles, John Lacy, the Marshall sisters, and several others from the company, we joined the somber, ragtag exodus from the City. I felt as if we were part of one great mourning party, there was so much weeping for those who’d been lost by those who’d survived. Our very foot-steps seemed timed to the incessant doleful church bells, lamenting yet another death. And if any of us felt any hesitation, any reluctance to leave, we’d only to glance by the side of the road, where the bodies of the dead and dying lay in the tall grass and the hot sun.

My poor, sad, suffering London! I would not return for more than a year, not until the playhouses were once again permitted to open. By that time, a fifth of London’s people would be dead of the plague, and a third of her buildings would have been destroyed by the Great Fire, while I—I would be ready to claim what rose from the ashes as my own.

 

Sixteen months later, on a pale October morning in 1666, the leading players of the King’s Company were gathered together on the stage by Master Killigrew. Though this was the time usually reserved for rehearsal, we were being spared the dry tedium of repeating our lines and learning our places, and instead were expected to give our opinion of a new play by Mr. Dryden. Some of us sat on chairs, and others  lay more comfortably on pillows and bolsters taken from the properties. We were cozy enough, with a small brazier in the center of the stage to provide the heat that failed to come from the watery autumn sun overhead. All of us held steaming cups of tea or chocolate to help keep warm, and keep awake to listen attentively.

Since we’d been permitted to reopen our doors last month, we’d offered only one new play and a slew of revivals, and comfortable familiarity didn’t seem to be working. Our old audiences had been scattered and disturbed, even killed by war, plague, and fire. The ones that remained needed a spectacular lure to leave behind their own lairs and homes for the playhouse. They needed to be won afresh, just as the players had done when the king had first returned from France six years earlier. We needed a new play, a new beginning, an entertainment that would have half of London chattering and the other half clamoring for admission to discover what the chatter was about. Leastways, that was how Master Killigrew had explained it, charging Mr. Dryden with the challenge of creating such a marvel.

“There. That’s how it ends.” Finished with his reading, Mr. Dryden tucked the last page of his manuscript behind the rest with tidy precision, and smiled with tight anxiety. “Finis, as they say in Paris.”

“ ‘As they say in Paris’?” repeated Charles, his voice booming over my head as I lay sprawled across his lap. “ ‘Brilliant’ is what they’ll say in London, and that’s all I give a fig for. It’s brilliant, my friend, a work of truest genius and fantastical pleasure.”

“Indeed!” Mr. Lacy nodded, his chins jigging with excitement. “I predict a run of at least a fortnight, and revivals, too. There’s a rare sweet freshness to the characters that will draw them in like flies to treacle. What was the play’s name again?”

Mr. Dryden flushed with pleasure, and glanced back down at his pages, as if needing to read the title once again. “Secret Love, or the Maiden Queen. Of course, we can change that title if you wish it.”

“Why should we wish anything of the sort?” asked Master Killigrew, stepping forward to embrace the playwright. “It has everything audiences want. A monarch who must put aside the intrigues of her  heart for the sake of her people will bring their tears, but the lower couple will only make them laugh.”

“We’ll not give offense to His Majesty, will we?” asked Mr. Mohun, full of doubtful caution. “He won’t think we’re judging him? ”

“What, that we’re asking him to give up his whores for England?” Killigrew laughed, widening his eyes at such a preposterous suggestion. “Trust me, my friend, the king won’t see himself in our little play. He never does. Which is not to say that others won’t, and relish the irony. Dryden has outdone himself. This play has wit, it has pathos, it has—”

“It has Nell,” Mr. Dryden interrupted with rare boldness, “or it will, if she’ll have it.”

He smiled at me, and almost as one, everyone else turned my way to watch my response. This was new to me. During the time the playhouses had been closed, a small group of us had traveled about the countryside as a kind of casual troupe, plying the only trade we knew. We gave our plays in the country houses of our wealthier friends from London, and when that failed, we gave them in the public rooms of inns. We earned enough to cover our needs and wants, aye, and enjoyed ourselves more than was perhaps right, considering the suffering we’d fled in the city.

But for me, our travels had been much more than that. Just as a scholar will return to university to take more study, so I used this time to learn more parts by rote and perfect my skills before an audience. With no gallants or other friends to distract me, I’d given my full attention to what Charles and Mr. Lacy could teach me, and by the time we’d returned, I was, at sixteen, as polished an actress as the company could boast.

Mr. Killigrew could see the change, and rewarded me with a leading role in the first new play we produced on our reopening. I was cast as the rich widow Lady Wealthy in Mr. Howard’s The English Monsieur , with Charles as my lover Wellbred, and Mr. Lacy as Frenchlove. It was a fine, amusing play, with much opportunity for me to demonstrate all I’d learned, and before the run was done, I’d become the audience’s darling, and brought us all a profitable take.

The trick, of course, would now be to do it again.

I leaned forward, away from Charles’s chest, and wrapped my woolen shawl more tightly around my hands as I considered. “My part would be Florimell, wouldn’t it? Not the Queen o’ Sicily?”

“Oh, yes, Florimell, the maid of honor,” Mr. Dryden said quickly. “Mrs. Marshall will play the queen, as is proper for an actress of her stature, but Florimell is the role more ripe with comic possibilities. I wrote it specifically with you in mind, Nell.”

I smiled wryly. “I’d say you wrote it with me and with Mr. Hart together in mind.”

“I did,” he admitted, blushing like a girl. “But when I saw how you two can please an audience, why, it would be wasteful not to repeat such magic.”

I nodded, understanding the rest of what he was leaving unsaid. The part had been written for me, true, for me to display my strengths to best advantage: a gift beyond price, and if ever I wished to see myself the subject of celebrity and the true darling of the court and the king, then this daring role would be my entrée.

Florimell was drawn as a wild, mad girl of my own age, and as impulsive and forthright as I was myself. There was even a scene where I’d pretend to be a gallant, and put on gentleman’s clothes to show off my legs in breeches and hose; I was already planning how many of Rochester’s little mannerisms I’d pilfer as my own. The role for Charles was equally fine, a droll courtier named Celadon who was my character’s lover.

But in writing for us, Mr. Dryden had also written about us, as anyone who knew our situation would clearly see. The way that Florimell danced around the supposedly more clever Celadon, charming him and letting him love her without ever giving her heart in return. Even the ending—especially the ending!—wherein Florimell and Celedon are compelled to wed, yet vow to be free always to love otherwise, struck perilously close to our situation.

In truth, whilst we’d been a-wandering about the country, Charles had offered to share not only his lot with me, but his fortunes, as well, and split his income with me as neatly as if we were man and wife. I’d  been touched and honored by this kindness, but as gently as I could, I’d refused him, not wanting to be so bound. Of course, I’d not told anyone else of his offer, for the sake of Charles’s pride and manhood (I never was carelessly cruel with men in this regard), yet still my conscience prickled me to know how much would now be shown on the stage, for all London to see.

And upon that fragile little twig, really, would balance the success or failure of the entire production, and perhaps of the company’s future as well.

“You’re righteous quiet, Nell,” Master Killigrew said mildly. He’d every right to order me to like what I’d heard, of course, but it would be more agreeable for all if I could find the play praiseworthy. “I cannot believe you’d fault the piece, nor your part in it.”

“How could I? ” I asked, striving to sound more light of heart than I felt. “If I should fault this mad girl Florimell, then you should set me to playing an ass instead, as more fitting.”

I cupped my fingers together and held my forearms up alongside my head, waggling the tips like ass’s ears, making my teeth buck, too, for extra measure. The others laughed, as I knew they would, but all the while I kept turning my dilemma over and over in my head. This  was what I wanted, I knew. If ever I was destined to play a part that would raise me high, then this Florimell was it.

Yet because of all Charles had done for me, I balked. As we sat together on the tumbled pillows, I could feel his thigh against my hip and his hand resting light upon my knee, trusting and familiar.

“That last bit, the false contract between Florimell and Celadon,” Charles was saying to Mr. Dryden. “I do believe I like that the best, and so, I vow, will our audiences. The drollery about never being jealous—”

“They’re Celadon’s lines,” Mr. Dryden said quickly, as pleased as any author to have his words recalled. “ ‘Husbands and Wives keep their wills far enough asunder for ever meeting: one thing let us be sure to agree on, that is, never to be jealous.’ Then Florimell speaks: ‘No; but e’en love one another as long as we can; and confess the truth when we can love no longer.’ ”

“That’s the bit,” Charles said, satisfied. He raised my hand and kissed the back. “Consider the sport we can make of that, Nelly! The women will nod and sigh with agreement, and the men will ogle you in breeches, and back they’ll trot, to see it again and again. Your Florimell will own London, sweet.”

“You are right as always, Hart,” Master Killigrew said. “This play is as good as gold in our pockets.”

I twisted about to face Charles. “ ‘Love one another as long as we can’?”

He put his hand on his breast, over his beating heart, in the famous pose that made all the vizards in the pit fair weep with longing. “ ‘And confess the truth when we can love no longer.’ ”

To the others it was just more of our usual banter, an extension of the roles Charles and I played so often on the stage. Only I saw the trust combined with a certain resignation. Had my restlessness been that obvious, or had my youthful exuberance finally grown wearisome to him? No matter; he’d as much as given me leave to play this part, and whatever else might come with it. I felt as giddy and joyful as a canary who’d just been given the key to her own cage, with my wings spread to fly for the first time toward the sun.

I kissed Charles lightly, quickly, with gratitude and for remembrance’s sake, and turned back to Master Killigrew. “When shall we begin rehearsals? ”

 

“Where are my garters?” I demanded, fumbling among the boxes and baskets beneath my dressing table. “Damn the wretched things for having legs and wandering off from me at this inconvenient hour! I vow I cannot stand before the king with stockings puddled around my ankles.”

“Hush, Nell, he’d prefer it more if he caught you with your petticoats and shift missing, too,” Ann Marshall said to her looking-glass, too occupied with freshening the crimson of her lips to turn toward me, and likely too jealous, as well. “It’s not as if he hasn’t seen your legs before.”

“Not in breeches and hose, he hasn’t,” I said breathlessly, crawling  out from beneath the dressing table with my errant garters. I set my leg up on the bench, hurriedly smoothed the stocking up over my legs, and tied the garters—very bright blue silk fringed with silver—above my knee. “And I know the king does like a pretty leg.”

Ann sniffed derisively. Although she’d been cast in the title role of  The Maiden Queen, during our first performance today she’d garnered only a fraction of the applause that I’d earned as Florimell, and Ann’s envy was as green as new grass. Not that I cared. The porter had just warned us that the king and his party were on their way backstage to compliment the company, and I meant to be the actress he spied first.

“Yes, yes, Miss Nell,” Ann retorted, “and it’s only because you’re such a loyal subject that you begged to wear men’s clothing. No one made you do it, nor did anyone make you shift your costumes now. You could have just as well kept on what your wore in the last act, same as everyone else.”

“Oh, pish, Ann!” Beside me, Ann’s sister (and my friend) Beck laughed. “Aren’t you the sour one? You don’t play breeches roles because you’ve legs like hogsheads, and Killigrew would rather put his granddam in breeches than send your ugly pins out on the stage.”

“I should box your ears for that, sister, indeed I should.” Ann glowered, but Beck only laughed the harder. “Besides, Beck, your legs are same as mine. Mind that fact, if you please, before you choose sides with an ignorant little tomrig like Nell.”

I clapped my gentleman’s hat atop my head, fluffed my hair loose and curling like any prime fop, and swaggered before Beck. The entire man’s dress, from the shirt to the doublet to the breeches and hose, had all been cut and fitted to my small size. I’d added special small touches rummaged from the playhouse’s stock—a pinchbeck death’s-head ring on my little finger, a ribbon-tied lovelock beside my cheek, a lace-trimmed handkerchief in the French style and as oversized as a field of winter corn—to make myself even more of a coxcomb than Charles’s Celadon.

“Where is this tomrig Nell Gwyn, hussy? ” I said in the same voice I used to play one of Celadon’s fellow courtiers. “ ’Sdeath, but I do love  a good slatternly tomrig. Here, kit, kit, come lick your favorite cream!”

“Faith, Nell, don’t, I beg you!” Beck cried, quaking so with laughter that tears slid down her cheeks. “I cannot bear it when you go on like that!”

“Ladies, ladies, silence,” the porter shouted from the doorway. “His Majesty the king!”

At once we ladies forgot what other tasks or quarrels we were about, and turned toward the doorway to drop into respectful curtseys.

We all did, that is, save me. Instead, with my forefinger and thumb, I plucked the oversized lace-trimmed handkerchief from my pocket and fluttered it daintily over my back as I bowed extravagantly low over my outstretched leg, a lovely, courtly flourish I’d stolen direct from Rochester. I focused on the bow on my shoe, as gaudy as a French butterfly, until I was certain both that the king was in the room and that he’d noticed me. Mind you, there were few so skilled as I at seizing and holding another’s gaze as if it were my due—which in next to nearly every case, including this one, it was.

“Mrs. Gwyn,” the king said, smiling down at me. “I cannot begin to tell you how much your performance today pleased both me and the queen.”

Perhaps I should have simply murmured my thanks for the royal appreciation, as was proper. But it seemed I was still possessed by the mad character I’d played that day, and instead of curtseying, I glanced over my shoulder, peering about as if to hunt for another.

“Mrs. Gwyn, Your Majesty?” I said, mystified. “I know not this Mrs. Gwyn, unless she is the impudent young baggage that Mrs. Marshall says was here earlier.”

“I do believe she was.” The king tipped his head to show he’d ride with the jest, his dark eyes bright as jet as the others laughed and guffawed around us. “A sly, saucy jade, this Mrs. Gwyn, quick with her wit, and blessed with as fine a pair of legs as ever I’ve seen.”

“ ’Sdeath!” I exclaimed. “If she’s as ripe as that, sir, then a pox on me for not having plucked her myself.”

The others hooted and roared, and the king held his hands up for silence.

“That is all well and good,” he said, managing to be both solemn and teasing at once, “but I do believe you are both a rogue and an imposter of the basest sort. Is Lord Rochester in attendance? ”

“Here, Your Majesty.” My friend Rochester pushed his way through the crowd of courtiers. He’d finally won and wed his heiress, and she came forward with him, a shy, plump-faced girl in costly clothes. Rochester stood square before me, more than a head taller than I. For a long moment, I feared my mimicry had angered him, then saw that he, too, like the king, had seen I’d meant no harm, but play. As if he faced a looking-glass, I mirrored his posture and stance in miniature.

“You, sir, dishonor me by this foolishness,” he said, drawling the words into an insult of his own. “If you were not the lowest offal beneath my feet, I should demand my satisfaction at once.”

“Likewise, my lord, I should be honored to defend my honor for besmirching my honor.” I frowned, and searched through my pockets. “That is, I should, if I could but find it here upon my person.”

He drew back his shoulders to a more bellicose stance, and folded his arms over his chest. “You, sir, are a mite, a midge, a bane, a blight, beneath my notice and my contempt.”

The king rubbed his hand across his mouth, striving to swallow back his laughter. “I should rather say a sprite and a scamp, and an imp and a jade.”

“A jade? ” I clasped my hands over my breast with the most woeful groan, as if I’d been mortally struck. “Ohhh, dear sir, how grievously you unman me!”

Now Rochester was laughing, too. “How can you unman what wasn’t first made man to undo? Come, come, there’s one sure way to prove your manhood to us all. Show us, sir, what measure of a man you may be.”

Hah, did he truly believe I’d back down over such a piddling challenge? I’d a glimpse of his bride’s face behind him, pale and scandalized. I didn’t care. I was only just shy of seventeen, and no dare was too great for me then.

“Show you, my lord?” I repeated, as full of indignant bluster as any true gallant. “Why, I’ll show you, and let these folk swear as our witness!”

Struggling to keep in character and not to laugh myself, I flipped up the skirts of my doublet and began to wrestle with the buttons on the fall of my breeches, to the squeals of the ladies and the cheers of the men. But suddenly a man’s hand closed over my wrist to stop me, and even without looking I knew it belonged to the king.

“You’ve proved yourself, Mrs. Gwyn,” he said softly, his eyes still merry. “There’s no need to display here what’s better discovered in private.”

Startled, I looked up, my heart racing within my chest. “How, sir, when all of life is lived upon the world’s bright stage? ”

“A trial, indeed,” he said. “Will you endure it further, and come dance before us one evening at Whitehall?”

“Oh, aye,” I said in a rush. “ ’Course I will.”

A few laughed then, believing my lapse into my old speaking to be acting still.

But the king didn’t. “I am glad,” he said, and nodded. And when he released my hand, I felt an astonishing sense of loss, as if some vital connection had been broken. He was smiling still as he regarded me, but the merriment had left his eyes, replaced by something more quizzical and harder to define.

Then as swiftly as the moment had come, it was gone, and the king’s expression became once again the same handsome mask the world did see: benevolent, genial, melancholy, and unbreachable.

He shifted his gaze from me to encompass the others, as well. “But is that not the message of Mr. Dryden’s play? That the duties to the greater whole must supersede the pleasures of the private life? A most honorable message for us all, I’d vow. The queen remarked that part of the play in particular.”

A polite murmur of agreement ruffled through the crowd. No one would dare question the king now, no matter how ludicrous this declaration might seem. That a king whose life to many seemed devoted to pleasurable excess should embrace a message of duty and restraint seemed at best a contradiction, and at worst, a scandalous lie.

Yet I understood. In a way, a king is much the same as we actors: our words and actions are determined for us, and our every motion is watched and considered by those we cannot see on the other side of the candle’s lights. If we please, we are cheered. If we don’t, then we’re cursed, faulted, even chased from the very stage that is our home.

Oh, aye, I understood. And if it seems curious that a bold, mad girl from Coal Yard Alley could find so much in common with the King of England, well, then, so be it. I understood, and I like to think that he did, too, and that—that was all that mattered to me.




Chapter Nine

LONDON  February 1667

There are plenty of joyless, pious folk in this world who will damn plays, and blast a playhouse as a place of falsehoods and deception for making people forget the woes of their lives. Yet by my lights, such a deception is only goodness, not evil. Where, I ask you, is the harm in putting aside trouble and care for a few hours? Where is the sin in a witty play that brings laughter, or a solemn one that teaches a much-needed lesson? Where, indeed, and a pox on those pious sober-sides who cannot see the merit in playhouses and plays and the players themselves for the cheer they bring to this gray old world.

God knows there was little to be cheerful about in London as the new year began. On damp days, the smell of the Great Fire still rose from the burnt timbers that had yet to be pulled down. Although the king himself had pledged the City would rise from the ashes like a very Phoenix-bird, next to nothing had been done. Those without choice lived among the ruins like gypsies, and others who had fled the fire had never returned. While no one could agree as to whether the fire had been caused by French Papists, Dutch spies, or simply God’s wrath, most everyone believed the king and Parliament had been woefully wanting in the aftermath.

But there were troubles beyond London, too. The war with the Dutch continued to limp along, costing vast sums and achieving nothing. There was no money left in the treasury for supplies, no money to  pay the sailors, yet Lady Castlemaine was seen riding in a new carriage through the park with her string of royal bastards, her person sparkling with silver lace and jewels bought at the country’s expense.

There seemed to be no money left in people’s pockets for plays, either. Though we’d success with Secret Love and several other plays like it that featured Charles and me merrily together, the house was never as full as it had been before the closure for the plague. The king, when he came to us, seemed weary and distracted. Even in the playhouse, the unease and discontent that permeated the city were impossible to forget, like a perilous current that twists beneath the surface of a tranquil sea.

Yet just as the sea is always changing, so, too, does the rest of the world, whether we wish it so or not. My own little life was no different, and by the end of the summer, everything—everything—I knew and held dear would be changed.

 

It was not until March that I was finally summoned to perform for the king, the queen, and the rest of the court at the palace. Such performances were a common practice—individual players were often called to offer songs or dances to help entertain the royal guests after a long supper, and for special occasions, the entire company would be asked for a play or a masque, with courtiers assuming some of the roles. But this was the first time I’d been asked to Whitehall by myself.

My invitation had come with an intriguing gift from the king: a new costume for my dancing that proved how closely the king had enjoyed (and recalled) my breeches role in Secret Love. Cut from bright purple cloth and richly embroidered, the costume was once again a gentlemen’s dress in miniature, to suit my diminutive form, from the plumed hat to the flannel waistcoat and yellow hose.

The most notable extravagance of the king’s gift, however, were the breeches, a pair of Rhinegraves such as were favored by the most stylish gentlemen at court. These breeches were a passing French style (though called after the Rhineland, where they’d first been worn) of the time, one that did not last long beyond 1667. Cut fantastically full and unbound at the knee, they flew up over my bare thighs like short  petticoats when I danced, so cunningly that I laughed aloud the first time I tried them before a looking-glass.

But I wasn’t laughing now as I stood waiting in one doorway of the palace’s Banqueting Hall. Master Killigrew had brought me tonight, and now was off arranging with the fiddlers who’d play my jigs, which was, in turn, giving me far too much time to be awed by my surroundings.

The Banqueting Hall was said to be the grandest chamber in the entire palace, with its tall windows overlooking St. James’s Park and its high ceiling thick with painted pagan gods and goddesses. Because the room was crowded, the windows had been propped open, and the hangings on either side shivered against the walls in the evening breeze. Nowadays the hall was used for all kinds of entertainments and amusements, not just for banqueting, though it had not always been thus. I’d been told that the king’s father had stepped from this same room to his martyrdom at the hands of Cromwell’s executioner; a gloomy, gory memory, to be sure, and one that gave a double edge to all the frivolity that had passed in this hall since the king’s return to the throne.

I gnawed at a hangnail on my thumb, feeling in my purple suit at once conspicuous and lost among the bustling footmen bringing food and drink from the kitchens. There was no time determined for my dancing; I was expected to wait until it pleased the king for me to perform.

To my joy, I wasn’t alone for long. Lord Rochester had spotted me quaking in the shadows, and gallantly came to keep company with me.

“You’ll do splendidly, Nelly,” he assured me. “Besides, most everyone here is already half-drunk, and wouldn’t notice if you tumbled on your ass.”

From the doorway where we stood, I couldn’t see enough to tell if my audience had been drinking or not. Certainly, Rochester had. His face was flushed and his speech just slurry enough to betray him, and I could smell the wine on his breath as he leaned over me. He was often this way now, though whether from joining the hard-drinking gentlemen here at court or because of his marriage, I didn’t know. I’d  heard he’d already banished his rich, sweet-faced wife to the country to live with his mother, the poor lass.

“That’s a comfort, m’lord,” I said wryly. “You do know what to say for encouragement, don’t you?”

“I do so know what to say, sweetheart,” he said, plainly wounded. “I always do.”

“Then pray tell me who all these lords and ladies and other pretty pilgrims might be.” Briskly I rubbed my hands over my arms, fighting my anxiety. This might be my first visit to Whitehall, but I didn’t intend for it to be my last, and the more courtiers I recognized, the better. “Some I know from the playhouse. There’s the Duke o’ York, and Buckingham, and Castlemaine, and of course the king and queen.”

The royal couple sat side by side in tall-backed chairs that were not quite thrones, but grander than anyone else’s. The king was listening patiently to some long-winded tale by the plain little queen, and my heart sank to see it. He was always kind to her like this when she came with him to the playhouse, too. With her at his side, there’d be no special words from the king for me tonight, no request for a more private performance, nor even the chance for me to thank him for my new costume. I wondered why he’d even sent it, if it were to bring so little with it.

The whole rigmarole of a royal marriage had never made sense to me, anyway, considering how he’d kept Lady Castlemaine as his favorite mistress, and a great many other lesser women besides, direct beneath the queen’s nose. The best I could figure was that the king was too well mannered a gentleman to behave otherwise with his dull little wife, which, in a nonsensical way, made me only admire him the more.

“Do you really care, Nelly?” The earl was watching me with more shrewdness than I’d thought possible through the drink. “Who is who, and who’s cozening who? Why, I’d thought you’d no interest in petticoat politics.”

I shrugged, trying to look as if I didn’t. “Not when you or Lord Buckingham are tugging at my traces, no. But if I decide to sort out the players in Whitehall for myself—why, there’s no sin to that.”

He smiled, and though I knew he wasn’t fooled, he’d let it pass for now. “No sin in that, no, but there’s plenty more behind every cabinet door.”

“I know that,” I said. “Rank and titles don’t make any folk better nor worse than they’re born to be.”

“Wise child.” He turned back toward the crowd of courtiers. “Perhaps we should begin with that gouty old fellow with the nose like a spoiled plum. That’s Clarendon, Chancellor of the Exchequer. You’ll never find him at a playhouse. He’s managed to parlay being the king’s boyhood advisor into a peerage, and whatever else he’s been able to scoop from the treasure for himself. But the old fellow’s falling so fast from favor, you needn’t bother remembering him.”

“Then I won’t,” I said, so promptly that he laughed.

“Exchequers are generally men it’s good to know, my dear,” he said. “Everything that flows from the king’s pockets to his misses’ must first come from his ministers. Now, there’s a true rarity, there. That tall, elegant lady with the diamonds in her hair: that’s Frances Stewart. A great beauty, a mind with the breadth of a walnut, yet a maidenhead as strong as if it were wrought of iron. The king’s been trying to breach her for years.”

“Oh, pish,” I said. “Where’s the use in her doing that?”

“His Majesty would agree with you entirely.” He caught sight of two gentlemen waving to him, and languidly he returned their salute. “That small dark fellow with the eyes like a ferret’s is Sir Charles Sedley, and a wittier gentleman you’ll never meet.”

“I know Sir Charles from the playhouse.” I also knew him from having been introduced by Rochester himself, but I saw no use in explaining that now. “And that’s Lord Buckhurst, and George Etherege.”

“You have been studying your rogues,” he said with approval, squinting a bit as he continued to scan the audience. “You should know Buckhurst. You’d break the poor fellow’s heart if you didn’t.”

“Oh, pish,” I scoffed. Son and heir to the Earl of Dorset, Charles Sackville, Lord Buckhurst was only twenty-four, but such a well-spoken, wealthy, genial rake that most people who saw his fleshy face and  heavy brows assumed him to be much older. When Rochester had brought him backstage, I’d liked him at once, because he’d seemed so completely incapable of being serious.

“Lord Buckhurst doesn’t have a heart to break,” I continued, tipping my oversized hat in his direction by way of salute. “Or if he did, he mislaid it long ago in some forgotten, low tavern or alehouse.”

“So cruel, Nelly, so cruel.” Rochester sighed dramatically. “My merry gang serves its purpose to the king. We amuse him when other dull courtiers fail, and in return, we can count on him to keep us out of the Tower, no matter what our mischief.”

“Mischief’s a sweet word for what they do,” I said incredulously. “Slaughtering some poor tanner in the street—”

“A tragic mistake of identity,” Rochester explained. “They thought he was a thief. Such accidents happen every night in London.”

“Then what of that blasphemous sermon they offered up at the Cock?” I asked. “You must try your best to disturb that badger’s den, yet they did. Dancing naked on the balcony, pissing down on passersby, miming that they’re sodomites—”

“It was the drink, Nelly, not them,” he assured me, though I could tell from his expression he’d regretted not being party to their wild ways. “No one deserves the Tower for drink. You see the merit of snugging up to the king. It could have saved their necks.”

I shook my head. It wasn’t that I disapproved—I’d seen far worse than that, and besides, I’d scarce the right to judge anyone else—but I still could be amazed that gentlemen of such breeding could wallow so low for their sport.

I turned back to those before us. “Who’s that plump partridge in the yellow wig, close as a tick to the king?”

“That’s one of the French ambassadors,” he said. “He’s here to bow and scrape before the king, but mostly to report all he overhears at keyholes and privies back to his master, King Louis. He also bribes Castlemaine, with the ridiculous hope that she’ll lead the king to the Roman Church by way of her honeypot. She won’t, of course, not our Barbara. Playing his whore has earned her far more from the king than she’d ever make as his nun.”

Again my gaze returned to the king. The queen had finished her story and was concentrating on the pudding before her, carving marks in the glossy, sweet surface with the bowl of her spoon. The king sat back in his tall-backed chair, resting his chin on his hand, entirely lost, it seemed to me, in lonely thought.

Lightly I stroked the sleeve of my new purple costume. I thought I’d known what would be expected in return for such a gift, and I’d been willing to grant at least part of that price, too. But now I wasn’t so sure, of either the gift or the giver.

“Does no one wish to please the king for the sake of His Majesty’s own happiness?” I asked softly. “Does everyone in this palace act only from what he might gain or garner in return?”

“This is court, Nelly, not a nursery for innocents. Everything’s for gain, and nothing’s for free, not even for the king himself.” Rochester regarded me curiously. “What manner of palaver is this from you, Nelly? What has become of that bold little jade who struts about the stage of the King’s Theatre, proclaiming she needs no one but herself?”

“She’s here,” I said, drawing myself up so swift and straight that I quivered from the effort. I’d not meant to give away so much, especially not to Rochester. Friend or not, he couldn’t help spilling every secret told to him faster than a cracked pitcher leaks new ale. “I’m  here, m’lord, and I’ll damn your eyes if you dare forget it.”

“That’s my Nelly,” he said, giving me a sly, sidelong wink. “You’ll have to be sharp if you wish to paddle among these Philistines tonight. They mean to test you, my dear.”

I narrowed my eyes. “How, m’lord?”

He smiled. “There is a certain actress in the Duke’s Company that has caught the king’s fancy.”

“It’s Moll Davis, isn’t it?” I gasped with genuine outrage. It seems as if I’d always known Moll, or leastways for as long as we’d both been actresses. But where I never pretended to be more than I was, she put on more false airs than an out-of-tune viol, claiming to be the bastard daughter to the Earl of Berkshire.

“It is,” His Lordship said, with the happy look of a boy who’d  stirred a nest of bees with a stick. “Buckingham told me that the Howards are actually owning her blood, even as they push her into his bed. What better employment for a by-blow daughter than improving the family’s fortunes by swiving the king? ”

“Oh, that cow-faced slut!” I sputtered. “The scurvy, howling bitch! Everything she does on the stage of any worth she’s filched clean from me—from me, m’lord! And now to hear that the king is taken in by her cunning, slatternly ways!”

“Why should it matter to you which willing sluts the king takes to his bed?” he asked. “There have already been more than you can count, and doubtless double that will follow in the future. Unless all your protestations to me have been barbarously false, and you wish to take your own turn ministering to the royal staff?”

“I don’t,” I said flatly. “That is, not like that, and not—not now. But I’d rather be wanted than not, and certainly wanted more than a cross-eyed harlot like Moll. How can I keep my pride, and not wish it?”

“Because the king thinks only of himself, Nelly, and not of your pride,” he observed. “With him, it’s the ease of the capture, with as little effort as possible squandered on the hunt. He could believe that you’re still constant to Hart. For an actress, you’re faithfulness personified.”

“I am still constant to Charles,” I said, more sharply than I’d intended. “For now, anyways. But that shouldn’t make me ugly and unwanted.”

“To some men it does.”

“Including His Majesty, it would seem. He’d rather be poxed by Moll Davis.” I made a small wordless outcry of frustration and disgust. “Moll Davis!”

“Enough of the green-eyed monster, Mrs. Gwyn,” Rochester said, forgetting how he’d been the one to let the monster out of its cave in the first place. “Killigrew’s calling for you. The king awaits.”

“A pox on you, m’lord,” I said, “and especially on your precious member.”

His laughter followed me as I ran toward the front of the large chamber. I was determined not to keep the king a-waiting a moment  longer, or a-thinking of Moll Davis, either. My earlier anxiety vanished as soon as I stood before the crowd. An audience was an audience, whether one lone soul or a hundred, and either way I was completely at my ease.

I bowed grandly before the king and queen, and with the fiddlers playing my favorite jig (cleverly called “I Care Not a Pin for Any Man”), I danced and pranced and leapt and spun. I laughed and teased and flipped my wide-legged breeches to show more of my legs above the hose and garters, and a flash of my bum, too. I sang, as well, in my lusty small voice, then danced again, and if I was hoarse by the time I was done, I knew I’d done my best to please my king.

“How you delight me, Nelly!” he said, coming forward to raise me himself from my final bow. His face was wreathed in smiles, his joy in my performance having wiped that grim loneliness from his brow. “You do the King’s Company proud. What pleasure it is to watch you!”

“Your Majesty’s too kind,” I said, more breathless from the grasp of his hand around mine than from all my dances combined. Let Moll yowl and stamp: I could delight him into this rare happiness. “It’s the Rhinegraves, you know.”

He glanced down at the breeches and grinned wickedly, far too wickedly for a king. “You like them, then?”

“Oh, aye, sir, how could I not? ” Still holding his hand, I turned on my toes, making the full legs spin out from my legs one last time. “I trust I bring ’em honor?”

“You know you do, you impudent little creature,” he said, laughing. “Wear them next time you play Florimell. I’ll be watching to see that you do.”

I bowed low again in an elegant Turkish salaam, or leastwise it was elegant save for my round, purple-clad bottom up in the air.

“Whatever you wish, sir,” I said, looking up at him to wink most winningly. “Whatever you wish.”

 

As an opening salvo against my blowsabella rival Moll Davis, purple Rhinegraves and a quick-step jig were nothing to be sniffed at. But  unlike too many of our admirals, I didn’t believe in sitting back and admiring the workmanship of a single battle when there was an entire war waiting to be won. Soon after I’d danced at the palace, I asked Beck Marshall to come with me to the Duke’s Company’s playhouse in Lincoln’s Inn Fields to watch Moll perform—to reconnoiter my adversary in action, as was only wise.

We weren’t shy about our presence, taking seats in the front of a box so we wouldn’t be missed. As if a pair of pretty minxes such as Beck and I weren’t enough to draw attention on our own merits, we’d also been sure to wear our bright red cloaks with silver lacing, the livery granted to us by the king, and marking us before all the world as his exclusive servants.

“You’re sure this is the play, Nell?” Beck asked, taking a loud bite from the apple she’d brought with her. “I don’t want to give Davenant’s people one shilling more than I must.”

“It’s The Rivals,” I said, peering over the rail. I hadn’t missed the irony of that title, reading all manner of omens into it. The play was one of Mr. Davenant’s own reductions of some ancient comedy by Shakespeare, and the king’s interest had made the play and Moll popular beyond their worth. “Lord Rochester told me it’s that one wretched song about the cold ground that won the king. That’s the sum of what I must hear, and then we can leave.”

“There’s a precious lot of people here,” Beck observed, heedless of the apple juice she was spraying on those in the pit below us. “More than we’ve been seeing of late.”

“I’ll see to that,” I said with grim determination. “Watch me. Within a week, I’ll make them all forget Moll, and speak only of King’s Company.”

Moll’s first appearance was greeted with cheers and applause, to which she responded by stepping forward from her place and curtseying, and letting the other players mope about without her.

“Master Killigrew’d have our head if we did that,” Beck whispered. “Breaking character in the first scene!”

“You’d think she was queen herself,” I whispered in return. “I told you, she’s always acting like she’s better than the rest of us.”

Moll wasn’t a comely woman, and I’m not just judging her as my rival, either. She’d indifferent brown hair, small eyes, and thick lips: a thoroughgoing Howard, whether the family claimed her or not. When she caught up her petticoats to dance, her steps were clumsy and deliberate, forcing her to cleverly wriggle her hips like some lewd glow-worm caught on a fisherman’s hook, so no one would notice her deficiencies. No wonder the king—and likely every other cock in the playhouse—had been so captivated.

“Here’s that blasted song at last,” I muttered. I listened, and was as unimpressed as I’d expected to be. Still, I took care to mark every too-coy inflection and thumping meter, the better to make it my own later. Finally came the lines of the song that had made such an impression on the royal ears:My lodging is on the cold ground,  
And very hard is my fare,  
But that which troubles me most is  
The unkindness of my dear.  
Yet still I cry, O, turn, Love,  
And I prythee, Love, turn to me,  
For thou are the man that I long for,  
And alack what remedy!




The audience seemed to sigh as a whole over this wretchedness, whilst I could only groan.

“That’s it,” I said to Beck. “Lord Rochester told me that after the king had heard Moll sing, he announced that he’d gladly raise her from her lodging on the ground to a more comfortable one in his bed. Fah! Come with me, Beck. I’ve heard enough to know what my own remedy must be.”

 

Three days later, with the opening of our next play, I was ready.

We’d already been rehearsing The Mad Couple, another play, as can be guessed, that had been designed to display the talents of Charles, as the gallant Philador, and me as another wild girl, this one  called Mirida. There was a great deal of foolishness (and little wit, I must say) to this play, but it was fun, both to perform and to watch.

Much of the bawdiest humor in The Mad Couple depended on Mr. Lacy as an odious suitor of mine named Pinguister, who was so enormously fat that he could never come close enough to Mirida to kiss her, let alone perform any other amorous sport. Mr. Lacy’s costume included a special interlining stuffed with clumps of sheep’s wool, and in this suit he was so vast that he could scarce do more than waddle about the stage, like a pumpkin with stubby limbs and a head. It was amazing, truly, that we ever managed to learn the play, we had to stop our rehearsals so often from laughing.

Thus it had been easy enough to contrive the parody, to add a mocking scene and a scandalous song, and easy, too, to pass the word of the new play’s timely revisions to Lord Rochester, Lord Buckhurst, and several other fashionable wits who gossiped freely around the court. With so much chatter, it was no wonder that our house was full to spilling over. Most importantly to me, the word came while we were dressing that the king himself was in his box.

I was primed, and so was the audience.

Every scene was well received, and every time I appeared on the stage, I was greeted with great applause. Yet it felt as if everyone were holding their breath together, waiting for the scene they’d all heard would come. At last it did, with Mirida bidding Pinguister come sit on her lap. No one could cry and wail like Mr. Lacy, tormented by the knowledge that he is too fat to follow his love. While he wept, I (as Mirida) cast myself to the floor and sang my frustration, too, and made certain to employ exactly the same whining, singsong inflection that Moll had used, with the same wooden gestures.

My lodging is on the cold boards,  
And wonderful hard is my fare,  
But that which troubles me most is  
The Fatness of my Dear.  
Yet still I cry, Oh, me, love,

And I prythee now, melt apace,  
For thou art the man I should long for  
If ’twere only not for grease.


Oh, was there anything more deliciously ludicrous? I could scarce hear Mr. Lacy’s replies for the laughter and uproarious cheers that had greeted my song, but I wasn’t yet done. Instead of walking toward me like an ordinary suitor, Pinguister’s ungainly girth made him roll across the boards like a giant ball, while I in turn was reduced to rolling away from him, the way children do on a grassy hill. Trying to avoid having my tiny person crushed by the mighty Pinguister, I flailed my limbs about in a mockery of Moll’s sorry dance, my legs and petticoats tossing prettily about the stage while Mr. Lacy rolled about after me. It was extraordinarily silly, and extraordinarily funny, and the glow of that silliness followed me into the tiring-room afterward.

“I’ve never seen a house laugh so hard,” I said to Charles and to Master Killigrew. With their help, I’d climbed high onto a stack of boxes and trunks, and sat perched there, swinging my legs, where all could see me. The tiring-room was overflowing with members of the company, friends, and general well-wishers: my own court, if you will. “I ask you, Master Killigrew. Have you ever seen the like?”

“What I saw, Nelly, was your triumph, not to mention your wild, brazen audacity,” he said, raising a goblet of wine to me that had appeared from somewhere. “To you, my dear.”

“To Nelly!” shouted the others, and I made a precarious Turkish salaam in acknowledgment. “To Nelly Gwyn!”

But Master Killigrew held up his hands for silence, and then continued. “What I also saw were your champions in the pit battling with those from the Duke’s Company, ready to defend the dubious honor of Mrs. Davis. I do not have to tell you which of those worthies was victorious, do I?”

Those around my feet roared their approval.

“What did I tell you, lads?” I called in return. “What did I say? ”

I’d claimed Pinguister’s oversized hat as my own, though it was so  much too big that even with the crown cocked back on my head, it still settled low over my brows to my nose. Now I swept it from my head and used it to fan their excitement, waving it back and forth.

“Who’s the first company in London?” I crowed. “The King’s Company, and ever shall be!”

“The king!” shouted one of my gallants. “Long live the king!”

I grabbed a tankard from a waving hand and held it high. “To His Majesty, King Charles Stuart! May he live long and laugh long, and love long, too!”

“Oh, he laughed, Nelly, especially at your song,” Lord Rochester called up to me. He’d just made his way into the room, with his two cronies Lord Buckhurst and Sir Charles Sedley. “Laughed until the tears flowed like the Thames down his royal cheeks. As for the loving long with long loving, I can only guess.”

“Where is he, then?” I asked excitedly over the roaring, trying to see through to the doorway for myself. “Is His Majesty coming? Make way, then, make way for the king!”

“He’s gone, Nell,” Rochester said. “He’s not coming here. He and the queen drove off in their coach, not five minutes past.”

“Gone?” I could not believe it. Here I’d given the most joyfully amusing performance of my career, tailored exactly to the king’s tastes and amusement, a performance that had made him laugh until he’d wept, and how had he shown his appreciation? By leaving, with nary a peep of praise or congratulations. No, I could not believe it, nor countenance it, either, and if he’d been any man other than the king, I would have cursed him soundly for such ill-mannered ingratitude.

“You’ll be our queen instead, Nelly!” called some young gentleman beneath me. “Queen Nelly!”

I laughed, delighted by such a foolish notion. In truth I was still so giddy from the stage, I was as good as drunk, with barely a drop of wine or ale having passed my lips. I took Pinguister’s hat and set it upside down on my head, so the crown stood high and the flopping brim rippled over it like a mushroom’s cap on its stalk.

“Behold, Her Majesty Nell, Queen o’ Great Wit and Utter  Foolishness!” I lifted my chin with royal disdain, my hands outstretched to receive the adoration of my subjects, their hands all raised toward me. I stood, balancing for a moment on my perch. Then, without another thought and my arms still stretched out like wings, I pitched forward onto the crowd below me, my makeshift crown toppling from my head. I was Queen Nell, and I could do whatever I pleased.

Yet instead of being supported by a sea of eager acolytes, I found myself caught and gathered up by a single pair of arms. Startled, I twisted around to see my savior’s face, tensed to push myself free, if necessary.

“Lord Buckhurst!” I exclaimed with happy surprise. “What the devil are you doing with your queen?”

“Only granting the tribute that she deserves,” he said, his round face flushed and full of merriment. He was a strong gentleman, and I a tiny woman, and thus it was no trouble at all for him to carry me through the cheering crowd out of the tiring-room and into the hall. I was laughing still, with one arm looped about Buckhurst’s shoulders and my feet pointing prettily, as if eager to begin dancing another jig.

But before I’d quite realized it, he’d borne me into a small closet behind the stage where tools and properties were stored. He kicked the door shut behind us, and without ceremony dropped me down on my feet.

“Here now, m’lord, none o’ that game,” I said briskly, more than a little disconcerted to find myself in the dark with a gentleman I knew mostly as a friend of Lord Rochester’s. “As delightsome as your company may be, a queen can’t—”

“I’ve an offer for you, Nell,” he said, “one I trust will be pleasing to us both.”

“I don’t make bargains with the devil, m’lord.” I tried to slip around him, and his arm came out to block my path, trapping me there with him.

“There’ll be no bargaining involved, my dear,” he said. “It’s a proposal. All you must do is accept or refuse.”

My wariness was growing by the second. I knew where such circumstances as these could lead, especially when the man was a  peer, and the woman—ah, I was considerably less. No, less than nothing: that’s the worth of whores and actresses, with plenty more poor girls to take our places. If I struck Buckhurst in the cods with my knee or my fist (the way every girl from my alley knew how to do), if I used him the way he deserved, then as like as not, he’d have me taken up for striking him. From Newgate, I could be transported to the colonies, or carted to hang at Tyburn, and who’d cheer poor Nelly then?

“I want you, Nell,” he said, his voice surprisingly mild for such a declaration. “I can’t put you from my head.”

“No, m’lord, that’s not possible,” I said in the stern voice that women reserved for inflamed men and naughty children. “Only a madman would speak so, and you’re not mad.”

“But you are, Nell.” He chuckled softly. “You’re the maddest of girls, aren’t you? To see you as you were tonight, tossing yourself about the floor, your legs—ah, your legs, Nell; the finest I’ve ever seen on a jade.”

“You are mad.” I’d never expected this of Buckhurst. He’d always been as merry as the rest of Rochester’s gang, jesting and teasing and talking lewd for the sport of it. Yet were it not for Rochester’s single barb about how I’d break Buckhurst’s heart, I wouldn’t have guessed he’d any particular interest in me at all. “Mad as May butter, that’s what you are, m’lord.”

“Mad for you, Nell, for you,” he said, his courtier’s drawl bemused yet oddly seductive, too. “I could take you now, you know, here against this wall. You’d like it that way, wouldn’t you? You like risk. You like danger. That bit tonight, the mockery of Moll Davis—you should have been born at court, challenging your rival like that. You heat my blood, Nell, to boil and more.”

“Ah, m’lord, forgive me, then,” I said breathlessly, for truth to tell, all this wicked talk of his was warming me, too. “I only meant to make you laugh, not boil.”

“I like a woman with wit,” he said with relish. “Wit and passion run deep together, don’t they? You’d not complain of me, Nell. I’d make sure you spent, and I’d wager it would be better than Hart ever gave you.

God’s blood, but I’m hard as a rock just thinking of your hot little notch. Damn me, I could take you without preamble, but I won’t.”

“That’s a small blessing, isn’t it?” I ducked and slid beneath his arm, but again he blocked my path.

“Come away with me for the summer to Epsom, Nell,” he said, as easily as if he were asking me to supper. I heard him shift in the dark, lifting the arm that had restrained me. “I’ll take a house near the Downs, and we can be mad together.”

“Epsom, m’lord!” I’d not expected that, either. The rogue was naught but surprises. “You truly are mad.”

“If I am, what of it?” With the lightest of touches, he traced a single finger down my forehead and along my upturned nose. “We’ll take the waters, we’ll dance, we’ll be merry with friends. We’ll . . . play. You’ll be my mad girl, there beneath the summer moon.”

He’d surprised me before, aye, but when he finally kissed me, there in the dark, it seemed as if I’d been expecting it forever. His kiss was a mirror of himself—lazy, clever, and wicked—and he tasted of smuggled French brandy and Virginia tobacco. A peer was different from a commoner. I kissed him well in return, running my hands across the clipped Genoa velvet of his surcoat, the crisp Flemish lace on the bands of his shirt, and finally lower, to the silver buttons on the front of his breeches. He hadn’t lied, either. Beneath my hand, he was hard for me.

I was more flattered than I should ever admit.

“I cannot leave the company, m’lord,” I whispered, though now we both understood my protests would be perfunctory and without significance.

“Killigrew will manage. Some other wench can take your roles for the time you’re away.”

“But for the whole of summer!”

“What is a summer but a handful of months? London is dull, and your playhouse is empty. The court is away.”

True, all true. I’d never had a holiday such as this. I wasn’t leaving the playhouse forever. I’d be back in the fall. I wouldn’t forget my lines in so short a time. Buckhurst wasn’t so much keeping me as borrowing me.

Perhaps I really was more than a little mad myself.

“But I need my wages,” I said, “to share with my mother and to keep my lodgings here.”

“I’ll see that it’s done,” he said, nipping at the shell of my ear. “A hundred guineas for the summer, let us say. In Epsom, you’ll want for nothing.”

I smiled, though in the dark he wouldn’t see it. “In Epsom,” I said, “neither will you.”

 

I stayed to finish out the last day of the run of the last play we gave in June. The house was at best half full, with the second act dragged longer by a thunderstorm that sent everyone swearing and rushing for cover. In the tiring-room afterward, the other actresses bid me farewell with false smiles and chilly embraces. No one forgot that Lord Buckhurst’s carriage was waiting in Russell Street for me. Master Killigrew embraced me warmly, and teased me about hunting bucks in Epsom, and promised to hold my roles against my return. He understood.

Charles Hart, alas, did not.

He waited until we were alone in the tiring-room. I was packing the last of my belongings. I was leaving my costumes here at the playhouse, as well as the paint I wore on the stage, a kind of surety that I’d return. The June days were long now, and while the last twilight faded through the window, I’d only lit a single candlestick.

“You are going, then?” he asked, leaning against the frame of the door.

“I am.” I straightened and shut the lid of the last trunk. “His Lordship wants to drive by the moonlight.”

“Whatever His Lordship wants,” he said, not bothering to hide his bitterness, “His Lordship receives.”

I sighed, for he and I had already been over this particular tedious river, and many times, too. “I’m only staying away until September. By the time the leaves begin to drop from the trees, I’ll be back to learn the new plays.”

He didn’t smile, his face all harsh, unyielding angles by the  candle’s light. “If we don’t find another actress we like better for the parts.”

“You won’t.” It was the truth, though perhaps too glibly said. “Killigrew and Lacy wouldn’t hear of it. I draw too well, and earn too much for the company. You can’t afford to cast me off.”

“Mercenary bitch,” he said, and if I’d loved him as he’d loved me, those two words would have sliced my heart from my breast.

But I didn’t. “A mercenary bitch earns her own way,” I said evenly. “You taught me that, Charles.”

“Not like this,” he said. “But you’ll do well at court. That’s why you’re going with him, isn’t it? To whore your way to Whitehall? ”

I wouldn’t answer that, or remind him that I’d been a whore when we’d met, and, in the eyes of many folk, a whore with him, as well. It was all a matter of definition, wasn’t it? I draped my scarlet livery cloak over my shoulders, sadly aware of how he made no move to help.

“Can’t you wish me luck, Charles?” I asked softly. “For the sake of the past?”

But his face remained hard against me. “Madam,” he said. “All I can wish you is a place in hell.”




Chapter Ten

EPSOM, SURREY  July 1667

There has been much written of my summer in Epsom, by those poor authors who wish either to display their own pious judgment of my supposed profligate behavior or, in the other camp, to earn a quick shilling by inventing lubricious lies to titillate. As is most always the case, the truth (like me) lies somewhere else altogether.

The house that Lord Buckhurst took for us in Epsom was near the center of the town, and set back somewhat from its neighbors—a fortunate feature, considering all the noisy mischief we did raise. The place was also sufficiently large for us to entertain a small serving staff and an ever-changing host of guests to vary our landscape. By Lord Buckhurst’s standards, a small, agreeable establishment, but by mine it was most grand, especially since, as mistress to His Lordship, I acted as mistress to his house, too.

Our house lay not far from the Wells where most visitors would repair to take the waters. These ripe-smelling waters were the reason that Epsom had become such a center of gaiety and amusement, or rather, the excuse for those who came, professing the care of their health, and instead indulging in the riding, gaming, drinking, dancing, picnicking, bowling, dining, and general lying about and abed. I myself never did once drink the waters. At seventeen, my health was fine and glowing without it, and besides, I’d no wish to experience the purging flux that the waters could effect (a grievous disaster for any  mistress). But of all the rest of Epsom’s charms—ahh, those I did indulge, and as if every joyful day might be my last.

Unlike my first desultory arrangement with Mr. Duncan, I seldom left Lord Buckhurst’s company, nor did he wish me from his sight, he doted on me that much. Like the rest of his wicked, charming gang, he practiced seduction as an art for pleasure, without the burden of lasting love. As his wild girl, I was eager to oblige, and be schooled in more adventurous skills and practices, such as were common at Whitehall.

Yet though the gossips whispered otherwise, I remained in his bed alone and did not wander. He preferred it that way, as did I, and when he gave me leave to call him by his Christian name, I waggishly noted that he was my Charles the Second—a flippant jest that likely would have earned us considerable trouble in London, but in Epsom was oft repeated to great amusement.

For most of the summer, we had as company beneath our roof Sir Charles Sedley, with his ten-year-old daughter, Catherine, besides. I liked this girl, who precociously showed the quick-barbed wit she’d inherited from Sir Charles. Catherine was already the same height as I, and to her father’s endless amusement, I taught her to perform two-part jigs with me. No one stood on much formality, with the gentlemen putting aside their heavy wigs and I dressing as lightly as if I were another of the shepherdesses on the nearby Downs, and all of us shedding our shoes and stockings to drink and dance on the garden’s moonlit lawns, with the skylarks and nightingales wheeling in the dark sky overhead.

Lord Rochester came often to stay with us, and Lord Buckingham with him, and others whose names escape me now. I was delighted to reign over this rakish, raucous, highborn crew, and though I was much their junior in age, I was every bit their equal in raillery and merriment.

Yet like an insubstantial butterfly whose life spans but a single day, this lovely idyll of ours could not last long. By the end of August, Buckhurst and I had both begun to grow restless, and longed again for the purpose of our separate lives in London. The thing was done, exactly as we’d agreed.

The servants packed our trunks and covered the furnishings, and on a warm afternoon with a drizzling rain, we decamped for London. With his hat pulled low over his face, Buckhurst slept burrowed into one corner of the coach, his lips fluttering gently as he snored away. I couldn’t sleep for the racket he made, and instead thought ahead to the playhouse. I was eager to act again, to learn new roles and to gather up the same traces I’d let slip from my fingers for the summer. I was sure my life would seamlessly return to how it had been, with nothing about it or London changed or altered.

Alas, I was wrong—sadly, sorrowfully wrong.

 

“Again, Nell, with more solemnity this time, if you please,” Master Killigrew said, his patience clearly stretched. “And pray try to recall Mr. Dryden’s words as he wrote them, and not as you wish them to be.”

I groaned mightily, and let my head drop backward with exasperation. “How the devil can I be solemn, Killigrew, when solemnity is not within my nature?” I asked, more to the ceiling over the stage than to him. “I hate these damned confounded tragedies! Why won’t you let me play the comedies that I do best, the ones the audiences wish to see? ”

“No one wishes to see comedies now, Nell,” he said. “Perhaps by next month, the climate of the times will change, but not now.”

I groaned again, flinging one arm over my face. It was not my fault that the English war with the Dutch had gone so wrong, and put everyone in London in such an ill humor. While I’d been frolicking in Epsom with Buckhurst in June, it seemed the English admirals must have been equally giddy and irresponsible, for they’d let the Dutch navy sail directly into the mouth of the Thames, at Medway, and capture or burn most all the English ships moored there. The Dutch had even showed the temerity to capture the English flagship, the Royal Charles, and take it back to the Netherlands as a mocking prize of war.

And I could hardly be blamed if, because of this debacle, the king and his English ministers had been forced into acceptance of the unlovely Peace of Breda that put the king in the foulest of humors, and  the rest of the court in ill-tempered sympathy with him. He fought loudly and openly with Lady Castlemaine, and had Buckingham arrested and sent to the Tower on some imagined charge of treason. Wagers were made on how few days remained before the king would demand that Clarendon resign, too, and the mob had already broken the windows of the old chancellor’s house in Picadilly. If ever the king needed to smile at a well-stepped jig, then this should have been it, though I waited in vain for a summons. For now there were no balls, no glittering suppers in the Banqueting Hall, and not a whit of the usual merriment.

Yet though absolutely none of this could be laid at my doorstep, I was the one being punished once again with the daughter’s role in a revival of The Indian Emperor, stumping and thrashing my way clumsily through these lines without a hint of a true tragedienne’s empathy.

“She should know the lines by now, Tom,” said my former lover, Charles Hart. “God knows I’ve read them to her enough times.”

“Perhaps if the words had been better read, then I’d have a better grasp of them.” I lowered my arm and glared at him across the stage. At least the English ministers had been permitted to sue for peace from the Dutch. I’d been granted no such opportunity with Charles. Since I’d returned to the King’s Company two months prior, he’d shown me nothing but relentless attack, criticizing my every word and movement. Though I’d no way of knowing for sure, I suspected that he was the real reason I’d been banished to playing these dreary dark queens and goddesses; he’d no more wish to play the romantic heroes, the Philadors and Celadons, than I wished to be his mad heroines. Most sorrowful to me was how, with his vengefulness, he robbed me of the great pleasure and release I’d always found before within the playhouse.

Philosophers claim that the deepest hatred springs from former love. If that is so, then Charles must have loved me with the devotion of the ages, for he certainly loathed me with that same intensity now.

Pointedly, he glanced down at the scroll in his hand, writ with my part as well as his, to reinforce again how I must still rely upon him in  this way. “If you are in need of inspiration, madam, then perhaps you could draw upon the drama in your own life. To have a sister facing the gallows for consorting with the lowest villian—”

“You can kiss my bum for that, Charles Hart.” I tore the plumed crown from my head and hurled it at him. “Aye, mine, and my sister’s, too, you low, scurvy bastard.”

I turned on my heel and fled the stage for the tiring-room. Only the single dresser was there, tidying, but as soon as she saw my black mood, she hurriedly backed from the room to leave me alone. It was just as well. All the other actresses had taken Charles’s side against me. With the flat of my arm, I swept my dressing table clear of my brushes and paint, sending them crashing to the floor with another oath. But my anger lay too near to real sorrow, and was soon spent. I squeezed my eyes shut and willed myself to grow calm, and not to cry like some puling, impotent infant.

When I’d returned to town, I’d not been able to locate my sister, Rose. When I’d asked our mam, she’d only cursed her as an ungrateful bitch of a daughter who’d been granted finally what she’d deserved, and refused to tell me more. It had been Harry Killigrew who’d told me the truth: that Rose had fallen in with a highwayman for her latest lover, and that when he’d been arrested for thieving, she’d been taken up with him, and the pair had landed together in Newgate to stand trial.

Somehow Rose had contrived to get word to Harry, who’d shown her great kindness, and had obtained a pardon for her from the king for old times’ sake. As soon as Rose had been freed, she’d disappeared once again with her shameful companions, but the tale had already blossomed into full-blown scandal. The same gossips who delighted in tossing this latest clot of mud at me were also pleased with the haste with which Lord Buckhurst appeared to have parted from my company. I’d heard the hateful stories myself, about how I’d been too greedy and demanding, how he’d wearied of my commonness. How, in short, I’d behaved like the whore that I’d been born to be.

I didn’t know where these tales had been hatched, or by whom they’d been scattered, or how now to stop them. All I could do was to  hold my head high, and laugh as if it meant nothing to me, as if I were far too fine and mad a girl to be wounded by such empty words.

I stared at my reflection in the glass before me, still struggling to control my passions. I’d be eighteen on my next birthday; not so hugely old, but not the first bright sprig of spring, either. Yet if I was older, I was likewise grown more clever. I’d learned much more of the court from listening to Buckhurst, Rochester, and Buckingham during those long, lazy days in Epsom, and their witty conversation had only further whetted my desire to join that bright world.

My time in Epsom had burnished my beauty, too. My hair was more golden than chestnut, my cheeks rosier from the summer sun, my form rounded and glowing from the fresher fruits and milk to be had in the country.

I took a deep breath to settle myself the way we did before speaking a long speech, then another. Londoners would soon demand amusement and my comic parts again, just as they’d forget the indignities of the Dutch peace. There’d be fresh scandals to replace Lord Buckhurst and me, and my sister would doubtless soon reappear on the arm of another handsome rogue.

I smiled at my reflection and tipped my head to one side to show my dimples. One day soon the king would smile again, too, and call for a pretty, witty girl to entertain him. I patted the edge of the table with my palms, a fanfare for myself. I’d make him smile the more; I’d make him laugh and take joy in my company.

Satisfied, I winked slyly at myself, then went to rejoin the others.

 

The news that the chancellor had resigned to the king spread through London faster than the Great Fire. On a sunny autumn morning in 1667, Clarendon had been asked to give over the seal of his office. As an additional humiliation, the old gentleman had been forced to retreat through the courtyard garden of Whitehall, there to be mocked by Lady Castlemaine, standing at her window in her smock. The old man’s departure marked the final link to the old times of the king’s father and the wars in between, and the shining new era of the present, where the king would rule by his own will  alone—alone, save with considerable assistance from His Grace the Duke of Buckingham.

Or that, at least, was the interpretation I’d heard from Rochester. His Grace had placed his ducal boot to the old chancellor’s bum and sent him on his way. His Grace would now rule the king, and through him the kingdom. Who would dare quarrel with that?

We’d all gathered at Buckingham’s great house overlooking St. James’s Park for an irreverent celebration of Clarendon’s loss of power earlier in the day. Hundreds of candles lit the house bright as an enormous lantern, and within, the wine was flowing faster than the deepest current of the Thames. The core of the guests were our same gang of merrymakers from Epsom—Buckingham, Rochester, Buckhurst, and me—with a great many others from the court besides.

There was no hint of Lady Buckingham, that poor, neglected lady, nor did I expect to see her tonight. I knew enough to see that while these men were all gentlemen, nobles, and peers, there wasn’t a true lady among any of us women. This wasn’t so surprising, considering the collective rakishness of the men, nor did it offend me. Why should it? In perfect honesty, I wouldn’t have known what to make of a sober, pious gentleman who was faithful to his wife, or, likely, he of me.

All of which was for the best, considering the celebratory drinking and swearing and fondling of serving maids that went on that evening. I do not know why it is that gentlemen will celebrate most any event, from the birth of their heir to the death of their foe, by roaring bawdry, yet I’ve heard them do it so often that it must be a quality bred into the male blood.

Suffice that they did, and that I was an eager party to all the mischief. As I’d discovered this summer during the balmy nights in Epsom, Buckingham loved an audience as much as I did myself. If he’d not been born to a dukedom, I do believe in time he would have made a passable actor, especially in comic roles. He was a natural mimic. Everyone was fair game for him: a puffed-up bishop, a political ally, a Cheapside fishmonger—he’d copy them all. The fact that he was willing to twist and contort his imposing ducal figure in foolish ways only made it all the more amusing.

It was really no wonder that the king, who’d known Buckingham since they’d played in the nursery together, forgave him his many missteps, simply because he was the only gentleman at court so willing to play the witty jester for the royal amusement. I’d watched the duke perform and seen his success; a lesson I’d understood most perfectly, and hoped soon to employ myself.

Tonight, when we’d dined yet were still at table, he withdrew, with sly promises of another guest to join us, a great personage. With eager anticipation, we twisted in our seats to look toward the doorway, the gentlemen making hasty wagers among themselves as to who exactly Buckingham’s “guest” was to be.

After scarce a moment, the duke returned, or rather, he returned not as His Grace, but as the disgraced Lord Chancellor in the flesh. With a pair of fire bellows dangling from his belt to represent the seals of his office and his wig pushed low over his forehead in disarray, he shuffled unsteadily into the room, as if bowed beneath the weight of many years, and winced each time he stepped upon his gouty foot. He’d inflated his belly with cushions stuffed inside his waistcoat and hunched his shoulders forward, his squinting, mean-spirited eyes regarding each of us in turn.

“Oh, the woeful state of this kingdom!” he wailed in groaning lament. “That I should live my thousand years to see such shame! Oh, that the sinners are rewarded, and a most righteous and worthy servant such as myself is punished and cast out like a mongrel cur in the street!”

All of us at the table roared with laughter at this impersonation, it was so perfectly cast. But while the others were content to pound the table, I was drawn to do more. I couldn’t help it; the devil was in my nature, just as it was in His Grace’s. Remembering how he and I had played against one another in Epsom, I slipped from my chair. I smoothed my skirts, lifted my chin at a haughty angle, and stepped forward to block his path.

“That I must perforce be cast aside,” he continued to groan, “with my only rewards being my gold and titles and lands, only a pittance of what I deserved for my labors!”

“Oh, you’ve gotten what you deserve, old fellow,” I said, with every scrap of Lady Castlemaine’s haughtiness. I’d half closed my eyes to mimic her famously sleepy gaze, and made my mouth slack to resemble her voluptuary’s pout. “What else can you expect, when you dare stand in my way to claim what I’ve toiled so hard to earn upon my back?”

Just as the others had recognized Buckingham’s version of Clarendon, so now they saw my Castlemaine, and the howls of amusement grew louder. Buckingham did, too, and though he kept his face grimly set like the old chancellor’s, I saw the spark in his eye, approving my audacity.

He raised his fist to me, an empty threat that trembled and shook with impotence. “Away with you, falsest of harpies and most faithless of harlots!”

I danced back out of his reach, arching my back, lifting one foot and pointing my toe in the way that Castlemaine always did when she opened a ball in the palace. (Her Ladyship was especially vain about her dancing, which of course made her dancing—among other things—especially vulnerable to my jesting.)

“If ’twere not for you, old man, I’d be richer still!” I cried. “I know my worth, my value, my price for spreading my lovely limbs so wide to take so many lovely cocks!”

“Great vulgar whore!” the duke shouted, lifting his querulous Clarendon voice to be heard over the laughter and jeers. “Imperial jade! Why can you not come as cheaply to His Majesty’s bed as Moll Davis does?”

I caught my breath, stunned. The others howled like jackals with amusement at the duke’s pointed jab and the obvious discomfiture it was causing me, and elbowed one another as they waited to see my response. For him to taunt me about Moll was purest Buckingham (it was often said of the duke that he’d rather lose a friend than a jest), designed to make all around him laugh, no matter the expense to me.

For despite my having mocked Moll so thoroughly from the stage before I’d gone away, the king had still gathered her up from that cold, cold ground and into his bed. She’d left the Duke’s Company, left off  acting entirely, and had shifted her lodgings from Ludgate to a fine, furnished house in Suffolk Street, Haymarket, for the convenience of the king’s visits, and paid for from his pocket, too. To my chagrin, Moll herself had come to the Theatre Royal one night, to flaunt her good fortune in my face. Before the crowd in the tiring-room, she’d made a huge show of a ring she’d claimed the king had given her, and how it was valued at six hundred pounds, until I’d desired to shove the confounded bauble down her fat throat.

Thus to hear Buckingham toss Moll’s squalid name back toward me now, before so many who’d have heard the story, was nigh beyond bearing. If I’d been of a more tender constitution, I might have wept from shame, or fled the room from mortification. But I was wrought of sterner stuff than that, and besides, I’d been well instructed in improvisation, no matter what the circumstances.

I looked square into Buckingham’s eyes, as much to say I’d accept any challenge he’d make to me. Then I bowed my head and made a small, graceful turn on my toes. When I came round, I planted my feet solidly, to seem stout and ordinary. I squared my arms akimbo and slumped my shoulders, to the purpose of making myself squat. Last I drew back my head to give myself extra chins and to remove all grace from my visage, squinted to make my eyes smaller, and screwed up my mouth.

In short, in those few seconds, I changed myself from the beauteous, lithe Castlemaine into the lowish Moll, and there wasn’t a gentlemen there who didn’t realize it.

I thrust my hand out before Buckingham’s face, and pointed with my other to where an (imaginary) ring would be.

“There you be, m’lord chancellor,” I said in Moll’s shrill, shrewish tone. “There be the ring, what the king gave me himself. Six hundred, it’s worth, six hundred honest money for my best private performance, to be sure, playing the beast with two backs, one of them being most royal.”

Buckingham puffed out his cheeks and shook his head, though I could tell he was laboring wicked hard not to laugh and spoil everything.

“May God deliver poor England from such wanton effrontery!” he said, adding a doleful groan. “To charge six hundred pounds for the simplest act of coition!”

“ ’Twas nothing simple about it, m’lord,” I said with Moll’s habitual bright doggedness. “I’d begun to sing as we lay together, and when His Majesty protested, I told him it was fifty pounds for every minute of the blessed silence he’d need to finish.”

As the laughter rose about me, I tipped back my head and began to sing my infamous version of her “Cold, Cold Ground,” as pleasingly as any stray tabby with her tail caught in a door. There were several facetious bids and offers to meet my price if I’d stop, but I wasn’t there to fill my purse, and so I plowed on to the end, closing with a stumpy curtsey. It was a triumph, and all the more sweet for knowing that the talk in the coffeehouses tomorrow would be as much of me as of Clarendon.

“Nelly, you delicious rascal.” Buckingham caught my arm before I could return to my chair. He shoved his wig back in place, his face returned to its usual cast. “What possessed you to do that?”

“I might ask the same of you, m’lord,” I said, grinning. “You cannot help it, nor can I.”

“It’s a harmless devil, compared to some,” he said, studying me with thoughtfulness rare for him. “Come with me, Nelly; I wish to speak to you in private.”

I followed him down a hallway into a small study, where we’d be sure not to be disturbed or overheard. He motioned for me to sit, giving me leave for such familiarity, but I chose to stand, not intending to linger overlong in his company.

“I didn’t expect you to give such a performance, Nelly,” he said. “You’ve a rare wit for a woman, especially one of such youth and beauty.”

“Thank’ee, m’lord,” I said with care. “But I do not believe you needed such quiet to tell me that.”

He held his hands outstretched, imploring. “Is it a sin to pay you homage, my dear? ”

“Nay, pay as long as you wish,” I said, lapsing back into Moll’s voice. “ ’Tis only fifty pounds a minute.”

He chuckled. “Then clearly I must hasten. I cannot afford it otherwise.”

I curtseyed by way of reply, but also to urge him on. As charming as His Grace could be, he was poison with women. He’d broken his duchess in spirit and health, destroyed the marriage and reputation of his mistress, the Countess of Shrewsbury, and carelessly ruined endless others, of every rank and station. Now, I enjoyed the duke’s company, because he made me smile, but I didn’t trust him, nor would I. The king loved widely because he loved women, but Buckingham did the same without heart, for the conquering alone.

He stroked his fingers lightly over the mustache he wore, following the fashion set by His Majesty. “You are quick, Nelly. It’s a pity to see such a gift squandered in the playhouse.”

“Oh, I don’t think of it as squandering, m’lord,” I said. “Rather, I consider it earning my bread in an honest fashion.”

“But there’s other, sweeter loaves to be had, Nelly,” he said. “The influence of Lady Castlemaine—”

“Your cousin, m’lord.” He expected me to be quick; I was happy to oblige.

“My cousin.” His smile of acknowledgment was strained. “I’d scarce forgotten.”

“That’s good, m’lord. I’d guess Her Ladyship likes to be remembered.”

“Indeed,” he said. “Nell, I’ll be direct. The king’s attachment to Lady Castlemaine is done. Although Colonel Howard and the rest of his magpie clan believe that their Moll has a chance to seize the prize, she hasn’t the stuff to last.”

I sighed. “Hey-ho, hey-ho, tell me what I do not know.”

“You could be next, Nell, that is what I’ll tell you,” he said. “The jewels, the titles, the properties, the influence. Everything could be yours.”

“What of the king?” I asked. “You’ve forgotten him. I’d rather think he’d come as part of the bargain, with the titles and jewels.”

“Be serious, girl,” he snapped, his patience finally gone. “He’s already noticed you, and seeks your company. The next step’s the easiest  one. I’ll guide you, sponsor you, see that you’re always in the path of the king—”

“And of his cock,” I said shrewdly. “There’s no need to be so coy about it, m’lord, not with me. Lord Rochester has offered to perform much the same service, and I refused him as I’ll refuse you. I’m happy where I am at the playhouse, without need of you or Lord Rochester or anyone else as my pimp.”

He came to stand close before me, striving to intimidate me, I know, with his far greater size.

“Don’t be a fool, Nell,” he said. “You know what I’m offering you is a golden plum, there on a salver for you to take.”

I didn’t answer, not at once. No matter that he’d brought me to this chamber in his house, with its false sense of intimacy, even companionship. The truth was that he was a peer and a man, and I was a player, an actress, and in his eyes, a whore, to be bought and sold and bought again, however the market inclined. With such a divide between us, I could never confess my true feelings, nor would I choose to, even if it were possible.

Because it wasn’t me he believed a fool. It was His Majesty.

As Castlemaine’s star faded, Buckingham and the others were scrambling about, mad as mice in malt with their imagined good fortune. They believed the king was so hopelessly cuntstruck that all they needed do was lead another ripe mare before him, and through her they’d rule England. That was what they believed, and I believed them wrong.

The king liked women, loved women. I’d only to watch him to understand that. But the king was not a fool, and he loved England and her people even more. Even I, who only knew him from a distance, could see that. He indulged his women, but he’d never let himself become a complete petticoat ruler, and he’d never, ever let the Duke of Buckingham dictate his actions for the country. This king was far too clever for that, and his courtiers were the true fools to underestimate him so.

There was one more thing that I could never say to the duke, because it seemed the most private of all. They thought the king pursued  so many women because the king was licentious, a man of unbridled appetites. But when I looked at His Majesty, what I saw first was a man who was lonely, whose face was lined with sorrow and whose smile was always tinged with melancholy. I saw a man who needed love more than another lover, and who needed to laugh above all things.

If I were to earn the king’s favor, it would be on my terms. Humble though my birth might have been, I wouldn’t let myself be only another of the nameless doxies that the king’s servant Chiffinch would usher up the backstairs to the royal bedchamber, an amusement for one night and no more. I’d worked too hard to become what I was for that; I wanted the king, aye, but I wanted him to want me, Nelly Gwyn, in return.

Yet I must be honest in another way, too. I wouldn’t refuse the gifts that a king can grant. A ring worth six hundred pounds would have looked most fine upon my finger. But what I’d want first was the man himself. Not the titles, not the jewels, not the estates, but the man.

How could I ever explain such foolishness to His Grace the worldly, ambitious Duke of Buckingham? I couldn’t, and I didn’t.

“Thank’ee, m’lord,” I said, smiling, “but for now I’ll continue as a simple player for the King’s Company, and no more.”

I curtseyed, intending to leave, but instead he caught my hand and pulled me up, back to my feet, as if to prove how fast he could raise me in life as well. “You’re not a simple player, Nell, any more than I’m a simple courtier. We’re both of us meant for grander roles than that. Consider what I ask. As a fellow, as a true friend. Consider it.”

I nodded but promised nothing, and when I tugged my hand, he let me go free.

For now.




Chapter Eleven

THEATRE ROYAL, LONDON  January 1668

The winter was good for me. I’d once again become such a favorite with audiences that every new play must needs have me in it, in a leading role where I’d not be missed by those who clamored for me, and where, too, the company would make a handsome profit. By way of reward and acknowledgment, I was granted a tiring-room of my own, separate from the other actresses, where I could dress and rehearse my lines at my own leisure, and entertain whomever I pleased in a semblance of privacy. I also now had a serving woman to help me dress and run petty errands for me as I saw fit.

I’d worked at the playhouse for so long now—nearly five years—that it truly did seem like my home, and in many ways it was the only one I’d ever had. I felt safest there, and though I enjoyed the excitement when the king and other courtiers came to watch our plays and called on us backstage afterward, I was glad that that was as far as it went. I could visit Whitehall to dance and sing, or go to a dine in a nobleman’s house, but I could always return to the stage. We players had our world, and they’d theirs. But an accidental event one afternoon in January, early in the new year of 1668, rattled my confidence and my secure belief in that separation of our worlds as well.

We’d finished our rehearsal for the morning and had scattered to dine before the afternoon’s performance. The playhouse was quiet and empty for this short time, before the doors would be opened and  the audience let in. A small group of friends and I were heading to an eating house near the theatre when I realized I’d left my muff, with my purse inside it, in the tiring-room. Time being short, I sent my friends ahead to the eating-house to call for drinks and bespoke our meal, while I ran back alone.

I hurried through the back of the stage, then stopped abruptly at the sound of voices, a man and a woman speaking their lines so softly I couldn’t make them out. There shouldn’t have been anyone on the stage, not now, and from curiosity, I went through the wings to see who the pair could be.

Though his back was toward me, I recognized Charles Hart sitting on the gilded throne of the Aztec emperor, a property from Mr. Dryden’s play. On his head was the brassy helmet he wore for his role of Cortez, though from what I could glimpse, the rest of his dress was the same ordinary coat and breeches that he’d worn earlier at rehearsal. The woman was largely hidden from my sight by Charles and the throne, though I could see her skirts before him, and the plumed crest of the Indian princess’s crown on her head—my crown, for my part, never played by any other actress in our house.

Determined to learn who’d dare usurp my role and insult me like this, I began to step forward, then stopped dead.

“ ‘Our greatest honor is in loving well,’ ” Charles was saying, his lines as Cortez, though his voice sounded oddly strangled. He groaned, his hands clutching at the arms of the throne as his hips arched up from the seat. To my shock, I realized the unknown woman had opened his breeches and was eagerly ministering to his member, my plumed princess crown bobbing up and down with the motions of her dark-haired head. He groaned again in the fashion that I knew signified his crisis was near, but instead of bringing his release, the woman scrambled to her feet, her wanton face now clear to me, her mouth wet, red, and glistening from her task.

“ ‘Strange ways you practice there to win a heart,’ ” Lady Castlemaine said—speaking my lines—as she hoisted her skirts over her garters and knees, spread her white thighs, and climbed atop Charles’s  well-readied cock. “ ‘Here Love is Nature, but with you ’tis Art.’ How that love of yours does swell for me, Hart!”

She closed her eyes and tossed back her head, the very image of a surfeit of pleasure. Shaken, I withdrew and left them to it, though I couldn’t put the scene from my mind. It wasn’t the lubricious excess that so disturbed me—God knows I’d witnessed far more exotic displays than this in my time—but the message that it was intended to convey. There’d been nothing secretive about the encounter; I was surely intended to witness it, or to hear of it from another at the very least.

Lady Castlemaine had been born a Villiers, the same as Buckingham, and there was no more perverse noble family in Britain. She could have seduced Charles Hart as a sly kind of revenge on me, for mimicking her so publicly that night of Clarendon’s resignation. She was a proud lady, and proud folk never do see the humor in themselves.

But most likely Her Ladyship realized that the king was growing increasingly interested in me, and as her own influence over his court waned, she’d decided to prove to me that she could instead rule the leading gentleman in my world of the playhouse. If the king wanted me, the queen of the company, then she’d want the king of the players: tip for tap, and tit for tat.

It was bitterest irony, of course, that the mad lovers’ games that Charles and I continued to play on the stage were in reality long done between us. I didn’t once think this little scene had been Charles’s idea. He hadn’t the courage to seduce a countess, though I didn’t doubt he’d accepted quickly once she’d offered herself to him. It had pained me far more to hear her speak my lines, wearing my costume crown, and impinging on me as an actress, than to discover her with Charles Hart.

Worst of all to me was seeing how unabashedly Lady Castlemaine toyed with two men who each deserved better, with me left to squirm in the middle of this ugly stew. It was not a place I cared to be, nor had I sought it out, either.

Yet as luck (or perhaps design, for I’d never underestimate Lady  Castlemaine’s cunning) would have it, I was that very day called with several others to perform for the king at Whitehall. With the Christmas season and Twelfth Night so recent, there’d be no grand ball or masque tonight, only a few catches and songs from us and perhaps a jig or two to help the court pass the long winter evening. We left the theatre directly after the play, climbing into the coach sent by the palace with our costumes beneath scarlet livery cloaks.

Like all hired performers, we weren’t sure if we’d be fed or not, and so were still finishing our makeshift supper of bread and cheese as we rolled beneath the palace gates. I was last to hop out, brushing the crumbs from my skirts as I followed the others up the steps.

“Good eve to you, Sam Powell!” I said cheerfully, greeting the palace guard by name. I knew most of them from the playhouse or tavern, or even from the alleys around Covent Garden, and I’d never been too proud to acknowledge them, either. I reached up and tugged the guard’s red coat more closely over his broad chest, with a little pat for good measure. “You keep warm, now, you hear? It’s a cold night, surely, and we can’t have you catching ague.”

“Not at all, Nelly, not at all,” he said, beaming at me as his partner likewise grinned at being acknowledged. “Dancing for His Majesty, are you?”

“I am,” I said, and took a few small steps by way of demonstration, twitching up my petticoats in the process. “Though now you can boast to your cronies that I danced for you first.”

They guffawed with delight, elbowing one another in the ribs, when the porter from within came bustling outside, shivering with his shoulders raised so high to his ears I wondered he could hear.

“Mrs. Gwyn, Mrs. Gwyn, you’re come at last,” he said, scolding and picking at me. “His Majesty has been asking and asking after you, and you cannot keep him waiting. Make haste, if you please, make haste and follow me.”

He turned on his heel, grandly swirling the skirts of his coat without deigning to notice if I followed, borne off on a fresh current of self-importance. I winked at the guards, and at once raised my shoulders and my nose in an exact replica of the porter, even to taking the  same small busy steps toward the door. The guards doubled over with their laughter, so hard that any skulking French spy could have had his way with the palace and they’d not have noticed.

For all that Whitehall was the London home of the King of England and by rights should have been the grandest palace in the land, in truth it was a shambling, rambling place, with odd little chambers tucked in every which way and scattered doors that led who knew where, with more wandering halls than a coney’s warren. Some parts were very old, with dark, low ceilings, and floors that seemed to roll up and down gently like waves beneath the feet, while others were new and bright and handsome, the way they should have been. As pompous as this porter was, I was glad to have him as my guide in navigation, for I still often lost my way within the palace.

“I hope the king’s not perishing for my company,” I said, breathless from trotting my shorter legs to keep pace with him. “Else he’ll be shriven, forgiven, dead, and buried by the time we reach whatever distant shore he’s waiting upon.”

The porter only sniffed and led me down one final hall before he stopped at a door with another pair of guards before. These two were stern, serious fellows that I didn’t know, though they admitted me on sight, holding the door open just widely enough for me to slip within.

I blinked and looked around me. Instead of the usual hall or parlor where we players would usually perform, I was in a smallish, well-appointed chamber with a large bedstead and a cheery fire in the hearth. There was no sign of my fellows, nor the musicians we’d been told to meet, nor any of the courtiers or attendants that I’d expected to see.

Instead, to my considerable surprise, the sum of the persons in this chamber was the king, standing beside the bed in his shirtsleeves.

“Nelly,” he said, grinning at me as if for us to be alone in this room were the most natural and the most proper thing imaginable. “You’re here. You do like pups, don’t you? ”

“Of course I do,” I said, belatedly remembering to curtsey. I’d not expected any of this, but if the stage had taught me anything, it was  how to improvise with whatever was tossed into my path. If this meant a companionable king in his waistcoat and shirtsleeves in some distant bedchamber in the palace with nary another around us, then so be it. His Majesty was always ripe with surprises. “That is, yes, Your Majesty. Most everyone likes a pup, sir.”

“I knew you would,” he said with great satisfaction, pushing aside the bed’s cut velvet curtains to bend over the bed. “Come, have a peek. Be quiet now, so they don’t startle.”

I tiptoed across the room to join him, standing close to peep inside the curtains. There in the center of the coverlet, nestled in the valley of the feather bed, lay one of the king’s black-and-white spaniels, surrounded by a wriggling new litter of puppies.

“That’s L’Orange,” the king said proudly. “Five sons and only one daughter, the sweet creature. I knew she was near to whelp, but when she’d vanished two days ago, I’d every footman in the palace hunting for her. Here she was all the time, only wanting a bit of quiet and peace for the birth.”

“They’re lovely, sir,” I whispered, enchanted. The tiny dogs’ faces were so perfect, their eyes still squeezed shut and their toothless mouths yipping and yapping. “Might I touch one, or will the bitch bite me?”

“Oh, not L’Orange.” With exquisite gentleness, he slipped his hand beneath the nearest of the pups and passed him to me. His hand was so large and strong, the dog so small and vulnerable, and I thought how we English were much the same, resting our confidence in the king’s hands like that. “Here you are, for a moment.”

I caught my breath at such trust, instinctively cradling the little animal against my chest. He was warm and silky, and as he nuzzled against me I could feel the beat of his heart against my palm.

“What a handsome small rascal,” I breathed, nigh overwhelmed by the fragility of the life in my hands. “Oh, sir, he’s such a lamb!”

“He’s more of a spaniel,” the king said, teasing me. “Best to put him back now with his fellows, so he’ll keep warm.”

Reluctantly, I tucked the pup back among the others, and at once L’Orange nosed him protectively back into his rightful place.

“A new litter of pups is one of the finest sights a man can see,” he said, as proud as the bitch. He was famous for his dogs, and foreign visitors were always struck by the English king striding through the morning mists of St. James’s Park, a dozen flop-eared dogs trotting along with him across the grass. “I’ve never tired of it, not since I was a boy.”

“We never kept animals for pets when I was young,” I said softly, still enraptured. “I know most folk do, but we’d never enough for ourselves to eat, let alone a stray.”

“Why, Nelly,” he said, “I believe those are the saddest words I’ve ever heard from you.”

I flushed and glanced at him quickly, afraid I’d unwittingly betrayed too much of myself. Among the courtiers and gallants, such signs of weakness were too often pounced upon and made fodder for the cruelest wit, and I should have known better.

But though he was their master, the king wasn’t typical of his court. Instead of pouncing on that morsel I’d let slip, the way that both Buckhurst and Sedley would have done to great, cruel, witty affect, the king only smiled sadly and nodded.

“One of the most painful parts of my time in France and in Brussels was being too poor to keep my dogs.” He sighed, still touched by the memory nearly a decade old. “It was either my tattered companions and I ate, or the dogs did. There wasn’t enough to keep us all. I’d only a few left with me by then, but I had to give them away.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” I said, and I was. How could I be otherwise when I’d never seen such melancholy on a man’s face? I understood entirely: a young king banished from his own country, alone, unloved, and unwanted, and unable to offer sustenance to the only creatures who loved him still. Could there be anything more poignant than that? “I’m sorry.”

“And I, my dear, am sorry for you to have been denied the pleasure of a tame dog or cat as a child.” He gave one last fond look at the bitch and her pups, then let the curtain drop around them. “What Fate offers isn’t always of our chosen devising, but we make do as best we can. I did, and so did you. The world would be a dull place if everything in it were as we expected.”

I smiled, determined to lighten his spirits. I didn’t believe he’d  had me brought here to seduce me. I’d a keen sense for such likelihoods, and this didn’t have the proper feel, not with the bed already occupied by a nest of puppies that he’d clearly no intention of displacing. But having him treat me as if we were but ordinary folk, with friendship and good humor—ahh, to me that was worth a thousand artful seductions.

“Such as finding you here, sir,” I said. “I’d not expected that surprise.”

He chuckled, pouring two goblets of sillery from the decanter on the table. “I hope you weren’t disappointed to be brought here, Nelly.”

“Oh, I’m never disappointed in affairs that involve you, sir,” I assured him as he handed me the wine. “The day you returned to London after wedding Her Majesty, I waited seven hours by the river, from night until noon, just to be able to toss a flower at you.”

“You did?” The deep-carved lines on either side of his mouth softened, and his dark eyes filled with delight as I nodded. “Did I catch it?”

“It fell short and into the water near your feet.”

“Now, that is tragic,” he said, the gentle teasing once again in his voice that I liked so well. “You must have been gravely disappointed.”

“Never,” I declared, only part of the truth. What could be gained in confessing how distraught I’d been that he’d married a foreign princess and her rich dowry instead of a barefoot girl from Covent Garden? “I was surprised by your magnificence, aye, and all the splendor on the water around you. I’d not seen anything to rival it, sir, nor have I to this day.”

“A good surprise, then.” He sipped the wine, watching me over the rim of his goblet. “Not like the unpleasant one this afternoon at the playhouse arranged for you by Lady Castlemaine.”

Sputtering, I sprayed my wine down the front of my bodice. “How did you know, sir? I thought I was the only one to see!”

“You were the only one meant to see, and the only one who did,” he said, kindly offering me his own handkerchief to blot the damage. “Lady Castlemaine was so pleased with herself that she described it all to me in excruciating detail.”

“She did, sir?” What else could I say to that?

“She did,” he said, and sighed. “I’m sorry for that, too, Nelly. I’m well past feeling her attacks, but for her to seek to wound you as well—that was most foully done.”

“But she didn’t, sir,” I said quickly. “Wound me, that is. Not on account of her swiving Mr. Hart before me, anyways. I may be small, sir, but I’m strongly made, and it takes far worse than that to leave a mark.”

Skeptical, he turned his face sideways as he regarded me. “You are certain? The lady can be most barbarous cruel.”

“I’d know if I were suffering, sir, and I’m not.” I tapped my fingers on the sides of the goblet. “It’s more about Her Ladyship.”

He sighed irritably. “I’ll not let her tax you again. She can be the most vengeful woman, and if it were not for the children she has born me, I would see her gone from London entirely.”

“That’s not my meaning, sir,” I said quickly. I wouldn’t make the error of so brazenly faulting Lady Castlemaine. Only a fool would dare do that. The lady had been a favorite of the king’s for so long that he was bound to harbor feelings for her still, no matter her current behavior, and no matter what he now said, either. “What pains me, sir, is how Her Ladyship’s twisting you and Mr. Hart about, as if you were no more than puppets to dance to her tune.”

He cocked one dark brow. “Now, you surprise me, Nelly. To worry over us pitiful gentlemen before yourself?”

“If it’s necessary, aye.” That was as plain as I’d dare to speak. If I’d more courage (or fewer brains), I might ask him why any man, especially a king, might keep a lady of pleasure that offered so little pleasure in return as Lady Castlemaine seemed to. But I’d no wish to go from this chamber to the Tower for vexing the king, and so held my tongue. “To show my loyalty to the Crown, sir, I would.”

“Hart’s not the Crown.”

“But he is the leading player of the King’s Company,” I reasoned, “which makes him a servant of yours and the Crown’s, so if I worry over him, I’m likewise worrying over you as well.”

He laughed at that. “Well said, Nell, well said. I should have you as one of my ministers instead of that usual pack of rogues who clamor and dissemble about me.”

“You should, sir,” I said, adding several steps of a jig for emphasis. Match that, Buckingham, I thought. “I’d deal with those Dutchmen for you, and the French bastards, too!”

He raised his goblet to me, as much for the jig as for my diplomacy. “God knows you’re clever enough, Nell. What I’d give to see their faces if I sent you to them on my behalf!”

“I’d make them see your way, sir,” I promised. “Not just because it would be the best course for England, but because I stand by my friends.”

His laughter faded at that, his expression turning oddly guarded, almost quizzical. “You consider yourself my friend?”

“I do, sir,” I said, stopping my dancing so I stood directly before him. “I fear it can’t be helped.”

“Believe me, Nelly, a king cannot have too many friends,” he said softly, “especially if they’re like you.”

He kissed me then, as I’d been expecting him to do since I’d first entered, or maybe all the way back to the day when I’d tossed him the flower as he’d floated by me on his wedding barge on the river. He kissed me hard, so there was no doubt (as if I’d had any) that he wanted me, and I kissed him greedily in return, my little hands reaching up to rest on his shoulders.

Now, kings are not meant to be denied, not in their passions nor in anything else, and if he’d chosen to take me then, I wouldn’t have, nor could have, refused him, even if it meant sharing the bed with the pups. Yet without a word spoken between us on the matter, we each of us realized that this was not the time, and at last separated.

“There now, sir,” I said, giving his chest a fond little pat with my palm as I looked up at him from under my lashes. “You see how it can be between friends, eh?”

He smiled and raised my hand to his lips to kiss it lightly, a small gallant’s gesture. “I’d like to see any of my other ministers try it.”

“Or any of your dogs, either.” I winked sly, and pulled free of him, flipping my skirts as I turned. “Though I’d vow that plenty of bitches have tried, eh, sir? ”

“More than you ever can guess,” he said, clearly pleased by my wit  and laughing at last, the way I’d hoped to see him do. “Now come, we’ll join the others.”

“Bow-wow-wow, sir,” I said, as pleased as he, “and whatever, whatever, you wish.”

 

With Clarendon gone from the government, Buckingham and others of his friends began to jockey in earnest for more power. To their consternation, the king decided not to replace the chancellor, but to absorb his many responsibilities into his own definitions of the Crown. It was his expressed desire to rule with Parliament and his ministers beside him, or even slightly behind the throne, and despite his seemingly constant good humor, there was never any doubt as to who had the final power.

As can be guessed, none of this was to Buckingham’s liking, and his intriguing became even more frenzied and complex. Just as he had collected about him a circle of wits led by Sedley, Rochester, and Buckhurst for company in his amusements and debaucheries, so, too, he had another ring of more political gentlemen to feed those ambitions. Lords Lauderdale, Arlington, and Ashley, and Sir William Coventry were all ready to follow the Duke’s lead, often meeting at Lady Castlemaine’s house to plot and plan over lengthy suppers. Everyone at court and beyond knew of these “secret” meetings, to the point that the French ambassadors would call at Her Ladyship’s house before they presented themselves at Whitehall.

From Buckingham himself—for the man was far too vain to keep from boasting of his goals and imagined achievements—I heard how he’d become indepensible to the king, who in turn followed all his advice. One day he would claim he’d persuaded the king to have the barren queen kidnapped and sent to a nunnery in France, so as to free him to marry a new, more fertile bride, while on another he’d swear the king was set to name him as the new chancellor.

It was, in short, one foolishness after another with Buckingham, but because he played it out on so grand a stage, his foolishness could become a peril both to the country and the king. Whenever Buckingham came to my lodgings or tiring-room, or sat beside me at some  palace entertainment, I listened as he filled my ears. If there was anything that I deemed of real importance or risk, I relayed it to the king, as I’d begun to see him with increasing frequency. Most times, I simply smiled and let the duke believe I agreed with him.

For an actress, this was easy enough, though such duplicity could also be seen as my first steps toward being both a courtier and a politician. I thought otherwise. I could not forget the melancholy expression on the king’s face when he’d spoken of how few true friends he had, and for me each scrap of gossip I repeated to the king went toward proving myself worthy of the his trust. Whenever he attended a play, he now came directly to my tiring-room afterward, leaving his attendants outside my door. There I’d entertain him as suited his mood, whether repeating a favorite turn from my part in the play or a new jest, or more seriously what I’d heard from others that might be of use to him. Sometimes I’d do no more than listen, which seemed the rarest pleasure of all for him.

I know that beyond my door, the rest of the playhouse was certain we were engaged in all manner of licentious sport. Given both our histories, such should have been the case. But though the current of passion always lay rippling beneath even our simplest conversations, we both were for now content to continue as friends rather than lovers. Besides, the king was still amusing himself elsewhere with Moll Davis and several others, and I thought too much of myself to be part of a parade of whoring actresses. I had my whole life before me.

But Fate was always ready with reminders of how notoriously short life could be. Most scandals at court were small in nature (name-calling, drunkenness, two ladies wearing the same shade of ruby silk at a ball) and insignificant enough to be forgotten and replaced by new ones within the fortnight. Once in a great while, however, there were scandals that shocked even the most jaded courtiers.

Lady Shrewsbury’s longstanding position as Buckingham’s mistress was one of these. Granted, faithlessness was much the fashion of this court, from the king downward, but the flagrancy with which the duke conducted himself with another peer’s wife was finally considered too much for the Earl of Shrewsbury to ignore.

A duel of honor was proposed and agreed upon, though the king so hated dueling as to make it virtually illegal. Again, it seemed that all of London knew the thing was to happen, yet no one stopped it. On an icy morning in late January, both parties met near the Barne Elmes. An accomplished duelist, Buckingham swiftly dealt a near-mortal wound to Shrewsbury, while his two seconds killed those of the earl’s outright. The three of them fled into hiding, leaving much blood in the packed snow and lamentation in the town.

Of course, we at the theatre heard of it nearly as soon as it happened, with my sister Rose (who had wisely traded her highwayman lover for a respectable officer in the army) providing the freshest advices. We all gathered to listen in a hushed circle on the stage. Gallants were always squabbling and fighting, even drawing their swords on occasion over pretended slights in the pit itself, but it was rare for them to outright kill one another like this. Grim-faced, Killigrew decided to shift today’s play, a historical piece that included a gruesome sword battle, and replace it with a something to make the audience laugh instead.

Sitting with an old coverlet draped over my shoulders against the chill, I’d just begun to paint my eyes when I heard the bustle that always accompanied the king’s arrival. I’d never known him to visit backstage before a play rather than afterward, and I’d barely time to trade the coverlet for the more comely dressing gown that my maid-servant had hastily offered before he fair burst into my tiring-room. My chamber was small, and the king was a large man, now seemingly swelled double with a scarce-contained fury.

My girl ducked in a terrified curtsey before him, sure he meant to order her to the scaffold, but he only waved her from the room, and she gladly left us.

“You see Buckingham as much as anyone, Nell,” he said, his mouth so tight with anger I wondered that he could spit out the words. “What do you know of this—this crime of his? Where has he fled? Where is he now? Damn him for doing this to me!”

“And a good day to you, too, sir,” I said, rising from my own curtsey to clear some of my scattered belongings from the armchair. “Here, sit, if you please, sit and converse like a civil being.”

Charles (for so I’d begun to think of him, as less the king, and more the man) ignored the chair. “Surely you’ve heard what he’s done, Nell. Don’t you pretend you haven’t.”

“The duel with Shrewsbury,” I said. “A sorry, tawdry business.”

“A sorry, tawdry murder!” he exclaimed. “Buckingham’s one of the best swordsman I’ve ever seen, and the most cunning, too. Shrewsbury must have been no better than a lamb led to slaughter, going against him.”

“They say His Lordship lives still,” I said, repeating what Rose had told me earlier. “They say he was carried home, and with care, could make a full recovery.”

“He is run clear through the body from the right breast to the shoulder, and in great agony,” Charles said grimly. “I have that direct from the surgeon, who offered little hope. Buckingham knows his trade. He wanted Shrewsbury dead, damn him back to the black devil that spawned him.”

“What else could His Lordship do, sir, I ask you?” I patted the back of the chair again, hoping he’d sit. Given the vast difference in our heights (he was more than six feet tall, whilst I was less than five), I preferred it when he sat and narrowed the gap. “Men are ruled jointly by their pride and their cocks, and he was sorely tested in both by his wife.”

“His wife,” he repeated with boundless disgust. “That creature is the most viperous excuse for a wife I have ever known. Tell me true, Nell, because I’m sure you’ve heard. Did she, in fact, dress as a boy to hold Buckingham’s horse, and watch him slaughter her husband?”

My eyes widened at that. I’d seen Her Ladyship from afar, brazenly consorting with Buckingham, and had judged her great beauty tainted by the corruption that showed in her face, in the limpid nature of her eyes and the petulance of her mouth. I do not know how better to describe it: If the serpent in the Garden of Eden had taken the shape of a woman before Adam, it could have borne this lady’s face.

“If she was there to watch, sir, then I haven’t heard of it,” I said. “Though given it’s Lady Shrewsbury, I’d not be surprised.”

“No,” he said, and finally dropped heavily into the chair beside me. “She is a prodigious slut, the kind of high-bred whore who’d delight in men killing themselves over her. Now she’s as good as murdered her husband, and not a feather of remorse to show for it.”

I poured a dish of tea and handed it to him. I didn’t have to ask; I knew he’d want it. “Forgive me, sir, but I vow Her Ladyship’s a bane on all respectable whores.”

“She is, indeed,” he said, taking the tea with a sigh. “Thank you, Nelly. At least I can trust you to have a woman’s gentleness.”

“You won’t find me demanding fine men be stuck and skewered at my feet, either,” I said, pouring tea for myself, as well. “But that could be it, you know. There’s some queer folk who think that bloodshed and suffering make the perfect sauce for lust. Her Ladyship could be wicked enough to be with the duke now, eager to lick her poor husband’s blood from His Grace’s hands.”

“Don’t guide my thoughts down that path, Nell,” he said, and groaned. “I’ve enough to consider without that, too. What the devil am I to do with Buckingham? ”

I perched upon the short bench before my dressing table with my tea dish cradled in my hands. “First off, sir, I’d warn Lady Buckingham to be on guard, to make certain the countess does not send her seconds with a challenge to her.”

“Faith, I’d not thought of that.” Charles grunted, and sipped the tea. “Petticoat duels! Are we all not laughingstock enough with that, too?”

“My stock is in laughing, sir,” I said, unable to resist so shameless a pun, “but even so, I can find precious little that’s amusing in this. For His Grace to fight such a duel when he knows your beliefs stand against them—”

“They’re an idle waste of life and blood,” he said, striking his fist on the arm of the chair. “Our noblest families have already lost too many of their sons to war, without them squabbling and slaughtering one another over whores and honor.”

“Too true, sir.” I could hear the subtle changes in the playhouse noises outside my door, the audience filling the pit, the orange sellers  beginning to ply their fruit, the fiddlers tuning their instruments against one another near the back door. It was not long until our time to begin, yet because the king was in here with me, all must wait upon his pleasure. “Even His Grace himself couldn’t deny it.”

“Of course he couldn’t,” he said. “I have told him, and warned him, and, aye, threatened him, yet he insists on behaving without regard for anything but his own desires. How does this look to my people, that I put any trust in so reckless a man? What am I to do with him after this, Nell?”

I smiled, knowing what a treacherous marsh such a query could become to me if I did not take care with my words. It was one thing to jest of petticoat duels, but another entirely to be the lowborn actress counseling the king.

“Tell me, Nelly,” he said, with the melancholy that I glimpsed too often in him. “You’re the only one in London who listens to me honestly, without plotting your own gain.”

“What could I gain from any of this, sir?” I asked, and I meant it, too. “What could a duel between peers have to do with little Mrs. Gwyn?”

I fluttered my feet before me, as if to prove my insignificance by way of my cherry-colored, beribboned shoes and clocked thread stockings. If I likewise knew that Charles had a special delight in the smallness of my feet, well, now, then that insignificance was changed to the opposite, wasn’t it?

“There now, you make my case without effort or guile.” He rested his elbow across his knees, leaning closer to me and to my neat, small feet, too. “Play my advisor, Mrs. Gwyn. Plot my course as my pilot, and tell me what I should do next.”

I tucked my feet back under my petticoats, smoothing my skirts over my legs. There could indeed be too much of a good thing—or, as in the case of my cherry-colored feet, too much of two little things.

“But you already know what to do, sir, don’t you?” I asked gently, even tenderly, reading the indecision behind the banter. “Why, I’d wager you’ve known before you even called for your carriage to come here.”

He studied me closely over the rim of the dish, his eyes so dark beneath their heavy lids as to seem almost black. “Am I as transparent as all that, Nell? ”

“Hardly, sir,” I said. “Rather you are more wise than you credit yourself, and kinder than is wise.”

“No riddles, Nell.”

“I don’t mean it as a riddle, sir.” I turned gracefully on my stool, away from him, and began again the task he’d interrupted, that of painting my face for the coming play. “I meant it as somber truth. You know what you’ll do.”

I heard him sigh behind me, an unkingly weariness and resignation combined. “Very well, then. I’ll make my displeasure with this duel known throughout the court and London. I’ll tell Her Majesty not to receive Lady Shrewsbury, nor shall I. I’ll appoint a committee of council to discuss how this violent practice can finally be outlawed, and another of surgeons to determine how the seconds met their deaths.”

I nodded in agreement, making my mouth into a tight-stretched O and holding my lid steady as I rimmed my eye with lampblack. “Likely you’ve decided what to do regarding His Grace, as well.”

That took a longer moment for him to answer. He wouldn’t have been human (or royal) if such a decision regarding so old a friend as Buckingham had taken less, and this time his sigh was more of a groan.

“When the duke finally shows himself,” he said, “I’ll have him arrested and confined to the Tower. God knows it won’t be his first visit there, nor will it likely be his last.”

He didn’t have to explain further. If Shrewsbury died from his wounds, then the duke would be tried in the House of Lords for murder, and he’d enough enemies there that only a pardon from the king would save him. But a royal pardon would be viewed by most of the kingdom (and other countries, too) as a sign of weakness, of favoritism, of Charles choosing a decadent friend over his own oft-stated beliefs and the good of his people. Either way would make for an agonizing decision, and all I could think was how cruelly selfish the duke had been to put the king in such a balance.

I set my brush down, and turned back to face him. “Oh, sir,” I said softly. “For your sake, I’ll pray most fervently for His Lordship’s recovery.”

“As will I, sweet.” He smiled, and I thought of how completely he could hide his true feelings from the world. For the first time, he seemed to notice my open dressing gown, and his gaze slipped lower, to the sheer linen of my smock beneath. “What part do you play today? ”

“Florimell, in Secret Love,” I said, tipping my head coyly to one side and framing it inside my raised, curved arms, a very Florimell pose. “One of your favorites, sir.”

“It is.” He smiled, and began reciting a line from the play. “ ‘Our only happiness must be to have one mind, and one will, my Florimell. ’ ”

I chuckled, and put on my merriest face to reply as Florimell: “ ‘One mind if thou wilt, but prithee let us have two wills; for I find one will be little enough for me alone.’ ”

“One mind, and one will, and one of my favorites, aye,” he said with satisfaction, “and one with my favorite one in it, as well.”

He set the tea dish on the table beside him, and at last rose to leave. I rose, too, as was proper, and he bent to kiss me, with fondness and pleasure, his hand skipping inside my dressing gown to slide at leisure from my waist and over my hip. I let him caress me once more, relishing the warmth of his hand through the linen. Yet still I eased free and spun away from him, a stepping dance that made it seem as if by art and accident, and no deliberate plan.

Another time, and he would have laughed. Another time, and he would have gathered me up into his arms to kiss and tickle my throat, and make me laugh, too. But this time he only let me go, watching me with such sadness that I could have wept for him.

“Away with you, Nelly, before Killigrew wants my head for keeping you overlong,” he said. “All I ask is that you make me laugh. Today, of all others, make me laugh.”

I did, too. It was likely the only good that came to him from that sorry day.

The Earl of Shrewsbury lingered for another two months, wasting away in trembling agony from his wounds. He was said to drift in and out of wakefulness with the sole purpose of cursing his wife, and who could blame him? That lady, for her part, had so little regard for her mortal soul as to keep from the side of her dying husband, and instead openly pine for her murderous lover in the Tower.

But Buckingham’s imprisonment was unseasonably brief, as was always the case with him. The king’s committee of surgeons met over Shrewsbury’s body and determined his cause of death to have been not his wounds, but a morbidity of the liver caused by excessive drink. With no true crime, Buckingham was pardoned and released back into the embrace of the unrepentant widow. The king claimed to be satisfied, and made a show of forgiving his oldest friend once again.

No one was fooled by any of it.

I learned of what happened next from Tom Killigrew, who was as shocked by it as I. Soon after Buckingham’s deliverance, he informed his wife and duchess that Lady Shrewsbury would be coming to take up residence at Buckingham House. Outraged, Her Grace declared she’d not share her home with such a sinful woman. Buckingham cheerfully admitted that he was not surprised by her stance, and promptly sent her away in her carriage to her father’s house before welcoming his mistress in her stead.

If ever any single event reflected the selfish arrogance of the Duke of Buckingham, then this sorry business was it. The king himself would not speak of any of it, a true sign of how deeply he’d been wounded by one he’d trusted.

Yet we in the King’s Company had, through our parts, the freedom to speak more freely than the king himself. In February we staged  The Great Favourite, or the Duke of Lerma, writ fresh by Robert Howard. It was not a play to make an audience laugh, but to talk and think, and that they surely did. The story was drawn from history itself, of a Spanish duke who tried to barter his daughter’s virtue for favor with their king, a monarch infamous for his many mistresses. Because the duke’s plans are foiled by the daughter’s resolve and he is ruined, I gladly (if boldly) agreed to the role of the daughter, though such  solemn castings were not to my taste or talents. Buckingham’s desires for me with Charles were widely known by now, as were my refusals, which added a piquant underpinning to the entire performance.

There were many in the audience the first night who feared we intended to fault our own king with this play, and who were made uncomfortable by it. But to me it was clear we meant to criticize Buckingham, not Charles, and the fact that the king applauded our efforts showed that he understood, as well. I heard that Buckingham watched the play with an unchanging eye, as if bored or indifferent. I hope that within he quaked and trembled, to see his faults presented before his master and the friend he treated so wrongly.

I know it must sound ill of me, faulting a man like the duke, who’d been born so much higher than I. There was no denying that he could be charming and clever and a score of other qualities, but he’d not one honorable bone in his entire noble body, and I realized anew the peril of falling into his lures. My loyalty and my friendship belonged to the king, not the duke. I resolved to keep clear of Buckingham, neither his friend nor his enemy nor his pawn, no matter how hard he pursued me.

For the first months of the year, I succeeded, too, or so I’d thought. By April, I’d learned otherwise, but by then—ah, by then it was too late for me to care.




Chapter Twelve

LONDON  April 1668

There is, I think, no finer season in London than that of spring. The last of the dirty snow is gone from even the darkest alleys and corners, the sun shines longer each day into night, the very air itself seems softer and more gentle. Branches that had been bare now sprout new greenery, and in the markets, too, stalls that had been empty suddenly offer the freshest bounty from the country. The river swells, as happy as the rest of us to be free of ice, and the rushes along the banks spring green again. People are the same, it seems, trading heavy dress for light, and turning their faces up to the sky like so many pale flowers. The whole humor of London will change on a sunny spring day, with everyone of every station more agreeable, more pleasing, and easily pleased in return. Is it any wonder, then, that it is far easier to be a player in the spring, than in the chilly, critical winter?

After the black scandal of Buckingham’s duel, we were all especially eager for the lightness of spring to come that year. I required little to feel my spirits rise, being by nature the same mad little creature as I so often played. A tiny posey of the first snowdrops to tuck at the top of my bodice, a walk in the park without swaddling scarves and gloves, a dish of sweet cheesecakes at the Keeper’s Lodge in the park: all were simple pleasures of spring that gave me much delight.

Others, of course, were neither so simple nor so innocent, but every bit as delightsome in their way. First was a printed broadside that,  in the way of such wickedly libelous sheets, appeared suddenly one night with no author to claim its birth. Entitled “The Poor Whores’ Petition,” it pretended to be written by that group of Londoners whence I’d myself risen: “the undone company of poor distressed, whores, bawds, pimps, and panders,” offering their complaints against the mob of apprentices who’d recently disheveled and burned a number of bawdy houses from outrage and for sport.

But even as Lord Rochester read it aloud (and quite dramatically, too) to me in my tiring-room, I could smoke the satire that lay beneath. Disguised as a plea from the poor, the broadsheet was in truth a most virulent attack on the greed of Lady Castlemaine and her recent conversion to the Romish church, and all presented in the most cunning and clever style imaginable. The disguise was not very deep, either, for the piece was dedicated to her by name, as the “most Splendid, Illustrious, Serene, & Eminent Lady of Pleasure.”

As can be guessed, I roared with gleeful laughter as I listened to this, begging His Lordship to reread the most deliciously libelous parts again.

“Oh, my lord, how furious Her Ladyship must be over this!” I exclaimed, wiping away my tears of amusement. “To see her august name linked with great bawds like Madam Cresswell and Damaris Page—’Od’s blood, it’s too droll to consider!”

The earl laughed with me, for he’d as much an appreciation for wicked mockery as I did myself. “She’s in such a righteous fury, I marvel that we cannot hear her clear from Whitehall. They say she gave the king no peace all of last night, ranting and wailing and demanding that heads must roll to defend her honor.”

“Her honor!” I cried, drawing myself up in her haughty splendor, but with my palms pressed together and my gaze raised to Her Ladyship’s most Catholic heavens. “Holy Father in the Saintly See of Rome, defend me from these base Anglican slanders!”

“You’re a naughty little jade, Nelly,” Rochester said indulgently, still laughing through his scold. “Barbara’s as good as hung herself, converting like that. Englishmen will forgive her greed, her lust, her bastards by the score, but they’ll never accept their king fucking a  Romish whore. Why, fancy, sweetheart, I’ve just made a rhyme from the air.”

“Pish, I’ll wager you conceived it on the way here, and have been saving it until now,” I scoffed, reaching out to give him a teasing cuff on the jaw. “I know Mrs. Cresswell, and the house she keeps in Nightingale Lane. I could ask her to call upon Her Ladyship at the palace, to offer her consolation in her disgrace. As sisters, mind, just as it says on that page.”

“You do that, Nelly, and the poor king will have no peace for the rest of the year.” He refolded the broadsheet and tucked it for safekeeping into the oversized fur muff he wore on a ribbon around his neck, a new conceit among the most killing gallants. “No one would dare print such a sheet five years ago, when the lady was in her glory. But if ever there was proof that her sun is setting with the king, then this is it.”

He was right, of course. For those who could read the signs, Lady Castlemaine’s place with the king was most certainly on the wane. I felt sorry for Charles, aye. The countess’s temper was notorious, her rages legendary, and reputed to be growing worse by the day. I didn’t doubt that he’d loved her once, and in some fashion loved her still, he had that much kindness in him. To have her turn so disagreeably shrewish must be as painful to Charles as had been Buckingham’s wickedness. He’d find no comfort in Moll Davis’s house in Suffolk Street, either, for I’d heard he’d soon wearied of her dullish wit and plain, flat face.

Charles didn’t complain to me, nor did I expect him to. But he visited me with increasing frequency, and called me to the palace as well, and as our friendship grew, I knew my turn would come soon. The hunger I saw in his dark eyes as he watched me proclaimed his intent as surely as if he’d ordered a banner flying from the center of London Bridge.

All I must needs do now was be ready for the prize to be offered, and then seize it as my own. It seemed I’d waited my entire life for Charles Stuart. I could wait a little longer.

Ahh, no wonder I did so love the spring!

 

The young gentleman was waiting for me at the door of my lodgings, standing before the hired carriage. He was not much older than  myself, yet as green as new sprouts in the kitchen garden. His clothes were costly but old-fashioned in the way of country squires, a dun brown doublet and breeches, his boots heavy enough for a trooper to ride to battle. He wore his own hair, pale gold but lank enough that his ears poked through on the sides, and though his skin was clear and bright from sturdy living, his eyes had been opened so wide by what he’d seen this last week of visiting London that he couldn’t help but stare in astonished perpetuity.

“Mr. Sillveri?” I asked prettily, as I stepped down from my door. “I trust I’ve not kept you long, sir.”

“Not at all, Mrs. Gwyn, not at all,” he said, with that bluff heartiness that rural gentlemen always display, as if they could never leave off the hunt’s halloo. “I vow, it’s most fine of you to accompany me to the playhouse like this.”

“Oh, ’tis my pleasure entirely, Mr. Sillveri,” I said, holding out my hand for him to help me into the carriage. He stared at it for the longest minute before he belatedly realized his role, then seized my fingers and hauled me aboard like a privateer with a prize.

I’d agreed to lead the gentleman about for the day as a special favor to Rochester, who claimed he was an old and dear friend from his days at university. Yet as I watched him fumbling with the carriage door and then the window, I marveled that the well-polished earl would ever count such a bumpkin among his acquaintances. For Rochester’s sake, I’d make myself as agreeable as possible to the fellow. For my own, I’d mark his country attitudes and expressions and store them away for myself, against the time I might have to play such a character on the stage.

Rochester had procured a fine box for us at the Duke’s House, for a new play by his witty crony George Etherege called She Wou’d If She Cou’d. Though the play wasn’t half so clever as its title, I was vastly amused by the character of Lady Cockwood, a lubricious old hen who chased after younger men, and modeled plainly upon Lady Castlemaine. My companion, however, was thunderstruck by this poor offering, exclaiming aloud at every line with such unabashed innocence that I couldn’t help but share his enjoyment.

But even greater wonders lay before us, or more correctly, to our side. Before the first act was fair begun, the empty box beside ours was taken by Charles and his brother the Duke of York. They were dressed like common gentlemen and had claimed an ordinary box instead of the royal one, a favorite conceit of the brothers. Everyone in the house knew at once they were there, craning and pointing to gawk. We greeted one another happily, remarking on the coincidence that had brought us together (a coincidence that I suspected was no cocincidence at all, but some device of Rochester’s, so that his friend might be introduced to His Majesty.)

“Mr. Sillveri,” Charles said, pleasantness itself. “My grandmother was born to the house of deMedici from Florence, and I vow that your name has the same character. Do your ancestors come from Italian blood as well, sir? ”

Sillveri pursed his mouth and considered so long before answering that I feared he might forget the king’s question.

“I thank you for your question, Your Majesty,” he said at last, and with ponderous care. “My name is a gift from the gentleman who gave me creation.”

“Ah, indeed, indeed.” Charles raised his brows and smiled at this nonsensical reply, while his brother York, beside him, was unable to keep back the laughter that spilled into his sleeve.

“Mr. Sillveri is down from the country, sir,” I said quickly, striving to ease the awkwardness as best I could. “It’s his first time in London.”

“I trust you’ll enjoy yourself, sir, especially with so charming an escort as Mrs. Gwyn.” Even for Charles and his impeccable manners, this was effort enough, and he now leaned across the hapless Mr. Sillveri to address me.

“Confess, Nelly,” he whispered. “What the devil did you do to Rochester to have earned so grave a penance in return?”

I giggled behind my hand, not wishing to discomfit Mr. Sillveri, but the poor dolt was so enrapt with the play that he didn’t notice.

“I swear I did nothing, sir,” I whispered in return.

“Nothing, pet?” he repeated archly. “If that is true, Nelly, then I should like to see what mischief you achieve when you try.”

I giggled still, unable to stop, as much from knowing that I shouldn’t as from his actual words. “Hush, sir, please, I beg you,” I said. “Hush, and mind the play!”

But he didn’t hush, and he didn’t mind the play. Instead he minded only me, leaning so far across poor Mr. Sillveri that they finally traded their seats. When the play was done, I couldn’t have offered a single comment about its content, I’d paid it that little heed. But as for the king: Ah, whether it was the audience in the pit below us or the unfamiliarity of being together at a play instead of separated by the stage, or perhaps even the stilted presence of the countryman, I vow Charles and I had never enjoyed one another’s conversation the more.

As together we four went down the stairs, I dreaded the parting that was coming, I’d enjoyed myself so thoroughly. I racked my brains, trying to contrive a graceful way to remain in Charles’s company. But it was Mr. Sillveri himself who delivered me, inviting the royal brothers to dine with us at a nearby eating house.

The landlord was a busy, bustling fellow with a full table of guests, and by some miraculous oversight, failed to realize the identity of his royal patrons. Instead of giving us his finest chamber, we were tucked away in a tiny, humble room, which amused the brothers to no end. The wine flowed and the conversation grew merrier still, or rather it did for the three of us, and not for the fourth, who seemed to grow even more wooden beneath the grape, if such a thing were possible. With desperate resignation, I finally gave him up as a cause too lost to be pursued further, and instead turned my pleasure to Charles.

I fashioned amusing hats from my napkin, stood on my chair and recited favorite pieces of my parts, and hiked my skirts above my garters to dance. When I was done, the king himself offered me his lap by way of a seat, and I happily claimed it as my own. I was warm with the dancing and the wine, and made warmer still by the royal length of Charles’s cock, so hard and of a size that I could feel it with ease through my smock, petticoats, and skirts, and his breeches.

I slipped my hand beneath the long curls of his wig to loop my arm around his shoulders, leaning against his chest to catch my breath, while he in turn accepted the invitation that my low (after the French  fashion) bodice seemed to offer. His hand cradled my breast most agreeably, with the nub of my nipple rising at once to greet its king. From there it seemed most natural to kiss, which we did, and to increase our mutual pleasure by further caresses, which we likewise did, without any heed of the other two gentlemen with us. I was heady with delicious delight, and ready to concede that my time had, in fact, nearly come, along with my own sweet crisis and Charles’s, too.

“Time to bid good night, Charles,” the duke said, loud on a purpose to interrupt us. “I’ve already watched one bawdy production today, and I’m in no humor for another.”

Laughing, I wriggled free and slid from the king’s lap, and pulled my clothes to rights just as the keep appeared with our reckoning. His expression was all grim appraisal as he looked about our little party, rightly guessing the tomfoolery that he’d barely missed witnessing. We’d drunk a great deal among us and our bill was likely the highest in the house that night. Doubtless from hard experience, he stood blocking the doorway to prevent the gentlemen (or me) from leaving before we’d settled our tally.

With regal disdain, Charles scarce glanced at the tally. He patted and searched his pockets in that way that men always do, then sheepishly looked to his brother.

“I’ve no coin with me, James,” he said. “I must have forgotten to shift my purse when we dressed.”

I pressed my hands over my mouth to stifle the laughter that came bubbling up. What this glowering keep would say if he realized he were dunning the king himself!

But the farce was about to stretch further still. Now it was the Duke of York’s turn to pat and dig and turn his empty pockets outward, with the same sorry excuse. The closer truth, I’m sure, was that princes and kings seldom leave their palaces expecting to pay for so much as a farthing’s worth of services or goods. But regardless of the excuse, the result was the same: We were stranded in our open skiff of celebration, and floating downstream fast without a golden oar (or one, perhaps, of shillings and pence) to save us.

The duke cleared his throat, a horribly self-conscious rumble that  did little to help our cause. “I’m sure this can be settled peacefully, sir,” he began, hoping to placate the keep. “My brother and I both seem to be caught short. Among gentlemen, our word—”

“Your word don’t matter a damn against your coin, sirs,” the keep said sternly. “If you gentlemen don’t pay your due, why, then I’ll summon the bailiff to take you off, see if I don’t.”

The doleful look on the Stuart faces was too much for me to bear, not without speaking out.

“ ’Od’s fish!” I exclaimed, precisely mimicking Charles and one of his infamous oaths. “But this is the poorest company I ever was in!”

Charles looked at me, his eyes wide, then began to laugh at me so hard he leaned against the wall to steady himself.

“Laugh if you will, sir,” said the keep, his face mottled with anger at our impertinence. “But I won’t—”

“I’ll settle, sir,” said Mr. Sillveri, forgotten in his chair. He’d already taken out his purse and had begun counting out the coins. “Will this do, sir?”

It would, and it did. On the cushion of Mr. Sillveri’s generosity, we were able to leave the eating house and tumble uproariously into the street. There we separated, in two different carriages: Mr. Sillveri with the duke (doubtless through some manner of previous arrangement), and I with the king.

With the king. How could such simple words convey so much? I was with the king, with Charles Stuart, with Carolus Rex, the master of all England and Englishmen, and yet he was jesting and teasing with me as merrily and as comfortably as any ordinary rascal in a tavern.

In the carriage we continued what we’d begun in the eating house, laughing and kissing and fondling with great abandon. We’d waited and wanted for so long that now we’d no patience for an artful seduction. Instead I clambered astride his lap, my knees on either side of his legs, and blindly unfastened his breeches as we kissed. He showed the same eagerness, shoving my skirts into a billow around my hips so he could reach the delights I’d so long denied. He groaned when my greedy fingers found his springing cock, and he groaned again when I eased him home, deep and hard, with a shuddering little cry of my own.

And ’Od’s blood, the tales of his size and strength were true, every one of them.

I caught the heel of my shoe in the hem of one of my petticoats and tore it with a satisfying rip. He pulled my bodice down to free my breasts for his tasting, impatiently casting aside his heavy wig so as to be less encumbered. My garters came untied (or were untied for me; who knew for sure?) as he shoved harder, and the pins shook from my hair, the curls falling in a tumble over my shoulders. His close-cropped head bristled beneath my fingers as I held him close, and gasped with rare pleasure as he quickened our pace. It was all done with the clumsy haste of the most heated venery, made even less graceful by the rocking lurch of the carriage, yet as we both expired in a tangled, sweaty spend, I judged it to be the most excellent coupling of my short life.

“No poor company now, eh, Nelly?” he whispered roughly against my throat. He still was thick within me, a rare achievement for a man of nearly forty years, and a fine compliment to me. “Nothing poor about that, was there?”

I chuckled, a sated gurgle deep in my throat. “Nothing poor, sir, not by half. I’d say your purse may be empty, but mine’s now full to spilling over.”

He was laughing still as the carriage rolled beneath the arch and into the palace yard. Our ride from Lincoln’s Inn Fields had not been far, yet enough for a fine first course to our evening, and we both knew the true repast lay before us. The driver had stopped before one of the palace’s lesser doors, and the footmen, likewise also familiar with His Majesty’s habits, took their time attending to the door, to let us order ourselves and our dress.

But I’d never cared a fig for discretion, and I didn’t see the point to it now. Whatever I did would be spoken of tomorrow all over London; I might as well give the scandalized meat for their tattle. With a final kiss, I slipped from his lap, shook down my skirts, and tugged my bodice back into place, and then grandly swung the carriage door open myself.

“Good evening, my brave fellows,” I said, saluting the startled  footmen. “Make way, if you please. Nelly has come, and means to come again.”

“That you will, you impertinent little scamp,” the king said behind me, laughing as he reached out to grab me.

But I was a slippery creature when I wished to be, and before he could catch me, I’d hopped from the carriage and raced up the steps, holding my skirts high so I could run freely. The strip of my tattered petticoat trailed out behind me, and my unpinned hair flopped inelegantly over my shoulders, but I did not stop, not until Charles caught me. Just as I’d always believed I would, I entered his bedchamber not by way of the secret backstairs, with Chiffinch as my guide, but proudly through the hall, with Charles beside me.

I know in the telling this sounds tawdry and low, but I swear that it was not. Perhaps it was because Charles and I had known each other as friends for so long before this night, or perhaps it came from my first having a life of my own as an actress, apart from his, yet also in the eye of the public. Perhaps it came from my being eighteen, and he thirty-eight. Or perhaps, and most likely of all, it came from us being able to laugh, together and at ourselves.

 

“Come to the park with me, Nelly,” Charles said early the next morning as we lay together in his bed. He was famous for not lingering abed much past dawn, no matter how late or vigorous he’d been the night before. This pleased me, for I’d always been an early riser, too, another small way we matched so well. “The day promises fine, and the dogs need to run.”

“Why bother with the park, when they could run about this bed?” I asked, snugged comfortably against his side. I’d no idea exactly how many of his dogs were at present lying beneath Charles’s bed—I’d heard them snuffling and yipping sleepily in the night—for now they seemed to be showing no more inclination to move than were we. “God knows your bedstead’s as big as the park. Maybe bigger.”

He chuckled, drawing me closer. “You’d begrudge me my bed? It seems to me we put it to good enough use last night.”

“We did that, didn’t we? ” I rolled onto my belly, resting my cheek  on his chest. The bed was enormous, bigger than most chambers itself, and of a size, I suppose, with Charles: a massive bedstead of carved black oak, so long and broad that even he could not touch the sides if he lay in the center. “But I must go soon, back to the playhouse. I’ve rehearsal.”

“I’ll speak to Killigrew,” he said. “It’s my company, isn’t it?”

“That’s not the reason.” With a sigh, I sat upright, my legs dangling over the side of the great bed. “We’ve a new play, and we all must learn our parts.”

He took my hand, lifting it to his lips to kiss my palm. “I don’t want you to go yet, Nelly.”

I shook my head. “I know, sir, but I can’t—”

“You can,” he said easily. “I’m the king.”

“And I’m an actress.” With a sigh of genuine regret, I slipped from the bed to begin collecting my clothes, scattered about the room where I’d shed them last night. “A leading actress in your company of players.”

“You’re Nelly,” he said. “My Nelly, now.”

I dropped my smock over my nakedness and grinned, liking the sound of that. I’d never belonged to anyone, not like this. “But your Nelly’s an actress, sir, and unless I rehearse, I won’t be any longer. Then you’ll want me the less if I became less of what you wanted.”

“Stay,” he said softly. “Don’t go. Stay with me.”

Afterward I realized he could have ordered me to obey, or even sent me to the Tower for refusing. He was the king, and kings could order heads lopped off for less reason than I was offering. In the confidence of the moment together, I’d been thinking of Charles only as the man whose bed I’d shared for the night, and forgotten my place and rank. Far worse, I’d forgotten his—a most grievous error for anyone who aspired to a more lasting place at court.

Instead, that morning I was seeing Charles as he was: a large, handsome, well-made man with cropped, peppered hair, lying quite beguilingly naked before me, my scent still ripe upon him and his seed warm within me, a man whose company had just made me vastly happy and content—a man who, in some fashion, I’d loved most of my life.

“Oh, sir,” I said, wavering in my resolve.

“Please, Nelly.” He smiled almost wistfully.

It was the smile that undid me. How could it not? I whipped the smock back over my head and hopped into the bed and into his waiting embrace.

He chuckled, drawing me close. “I’ll come to the theatre with you, and stay for the play.”

“I’d like that,” I said, liking his arms around me, too.

“Then afterward,” he said, “you’ll come with me.”

“I will, sir.” I knew I should be honored to have so much attention from him, but instead I felt oddly uneasy. It felt strange, this belonging to another, especially when that other must by law be obeyed. Hadn’t I found trouble enough with Hart and Buckhurst, upon exactly that same score?

Yet when I twisted around to look back at him, his jaw darkened with his morning’s beard, his dark eyes watching me with open, unfeigned affection, my heart swelled within my breast. This was Charles,  my Charles, just as I was his Nelly, and king or not, I’d follow him anywhere in creation.

I kissed him lightly, running my fingertip over his mustache to tickle him. He laughed and kissed me back, and happily I gave myself over to him again.

“I must be sure to thank Buckingham for this,” he said as he rolled me beneath him.

“Buckingham?” I repeated with surprise, and wariness, too. “ ’Od’s faith, what has His Grace to do with us?”

“Why, for that country cousin of his,” he said, surprised I wasn’t sharing this latest amusement, the way I had everything else. “It was Buckingham’s idea, but Rochester and Killigrew were party to it, as well. As clever as you are, Nell, I cannot believe you didn’t see the jest at once.”

“Curse me for a blind idiot, sir,” I said slowly, “but I don’t see it still.”

“That fellow he hired to come with you to the playhouse for us to meet as if by Fate,” he explained. “I should make Killigrew take him  on in the company, he was that fine an actor. From his first introduction, you must have guessed. His name’s an anagram. Rearrange the letters, and it’s clear as the dawn.”

It would be, aye, if I’d ever learned to make sense of letters and words. “I’m not good at puzzles such as that, sir.”

“Sillveri, Villiers. They’re one in the same,” he said, more interested now in kissing me than in the cursed anagram. “I asked him about being Italian only to play along, and to see how fast he’d think as his character should. Hah, how Buckingham must have enjoyed inventing such a ruse!”

Indeed he must, I thought bitterly. So much for His Grace being too bound in his own troubles to remember me! Buckingham could not be content with merely meddling in my life, contriving this entire foolish evening to see me finally end it in the king’s bed. But no, the duke must mock me and my lack of learning in the process, too, and make confederates of those like Rochester and Killigrew, whom I’d always believed my friends.

“Sweet Nelly,” said Charles, his deep voice resonating with early-morning seduction. “How glad I am to have you here with me.”

In spite of my dark thoughts for Buckingham, I could not help but smile, arching myself beneath him to show my own willingness. I closed my eyes and offered my parted lips to him again. In the end, it didn’t matter what trickery might have brought me here. I’d still hold fast and not become Buckingham’s pawn. It would be by my own affection that I’d return to share this great bed with Charles, not just for the single night, but many more to come.

With a pleasurable groan, he settled deeper between my thighs, and I curled my legs higher around him in nimble welcome. This was what mattered, I reminded myself fiercely. Charles and me, together.

I might have lost this skirmish with Buckingham, but, ah, I’d won the king.

 

In the summer of 1668, there were many things for Londoners to discuss over their ale or their chocolate. The queen had traveled to Tunbridge Wells for yet another course of the waters there, in the empty  hope (as empty as her barren womb) that she’d yet conceive. Gentlemen in Parliament as well as common folk were beginning to speak more openly of Charles divorcing his Portuguese princess in favor of a fertile new wife. Giving fresh impetus to this were the disturbing rumors that the current heir to the throne, James, Duke of York, had secretly followed the lead of his fat wife toward Rome and converted to the Papists. Across the Channel, the Dutch were said to be rattling their swords afresh, despite the last peace treaty, and in return Parliament had finally voted for the rebuilding of the great ships lost in the last war.

But for many Londoners, by far the most interesting subject was that the king had taken their favorite actress, Mrs. Eleanor Gwyn, from the stage at the Theatre Royal and into his bed.

It was widely acknowledged that the theatre was, for most actresses, only a public setting to display a pretty woman to the fashionable world, a mere stepping-stone until she would be borne off into the keeping of a rich man. I’d been unusual in returning to the company after my summer with Lord Buckhurst. The other women who’d left to become mistresses never came back, either gaily shifting from one protector to another, or slipping backward into brothel work, or, rarest of all, accepting an honorable offer of marriage.

I liked my place in the theatre. I liked the excitement and the variety, and I liked the special pleasure of making a houseful of people laugh with a sly gesture or witty line. I couldn’t conceive of abandoning that for the tedium of a mistress’s life, of waiting all the day in my little house on the whim of my protector and praying he’d have a cockstand for me after his wife had claimed her share. Besides, I’d worked far too hard to become the favorite of the playhouse to put it casually aside.

But for me to continue to take my roles by day and then give my nights to His Majesty was something that had never been done. I was cheered by some for my audacity, denounced by others for my selfishness, and envied by many more; while there in the royal box, Charles himself smiled like the grandest stag of the pack, well accustomed to being the center of so much bawdy speculation. He knew what they  could only guess: that I saved my best performances for him each night.

Scandal was always good for trade, and every play that featured me was sure to earn a full house. Killigrew could not be happier by how our audiences devoured this play within a play. Every line I spoke was studied for an underlying reference to my new position with the king, and each gesture was interpreted for what it might reveal.

Of course I played shamelessly to Charles, sending my brightest, fondest smiles over the pit toward him, and directing my most wicked, witty asides toward him. He loved it most when I played the impudent wanton, the mad, bold wench, and would be so inflamed that he’d claim me, still in my costume and paint, in his coach or even in my tiring-room. It seemed I scarce slept, yet my beauty glowed, and I’d never been happier in all my life.

Even quiet Mr. Dryden became party to our merriment. When he first presented his new play to the company in the end of May, I saw the worried glances among my fellows, the fear that perhaps we’d be pushing the king too hard. Killigrew looked to me to decide; I nodded, sensing so brazen a play was bound to become one of Charles’s favorites.

An Evening’s Love, or The Mock Astrologer wasn’t one of Mr. Dryden’s better plays, and later, it was seldom revived at all. But for that summer, there was not a more popular play to be seen in London, and all London wished to see it.

The role that Mr. Dryden had written for me was another wild, outspoken Spanish jade named Jacinta, who sported and danced about the attentions of a faithless gallant named Wildblood. There was the usual banter and wit and bawdry that made the crowds roar with laughter, but it was one bold declaration by me as Jacinta that made them gasp.

“ ‘I can love no where but above me,’ ” I said to Wildblood, my hands proudly akimbo at my waist. “ ‘Methinks the rattling of a coach and six sounds more eloquently than the best harangue a Wit could make me.’ ”

The reaction from the pit and boxes could have been mistaken for  a great gust of sea wind, so many did catch their breath with titillated surprise. But Mr. Dryden and I had more for them. When Wildblood asked what could be the best a gentleman could hope from me, I smiled.

I looked first to where Lord Buckhurst sat with his fellow wits, holding my gaze there long enough so no one would mistake me, or him, either. It would be a small but delicious revenge for the unkind tales he allowed spoken of me, or had even put into currency himself. Then I looked up to Charles, to signal him as my most perfect lover.

“ ‘To be admitted to pass my time with, while a better comes to be the lowest step in my Stair-case,’ ” I said, climbing upon a pile of boxes set there for the purpose of giving true meaning to my words. “ ‘Then for a Knight to mount upon him, and a Lord upon him, and a Marquess upon him, and a Duke upon him, till I get as high as I can climb.’ ”

By now I stood on the highest box, and there I took a handful of pretty, neat steps. Then with my skirts raised over my ankles, I made a curtsey to Charles, and blew him a kiss from my fingertips.

Though many were shocked by such a speech, Charles found it the wittiest thing imaginable, and later made me climb again in private, to my favorite perch atop the royal scepter.

Oh, aye, as high as I could climb.




Chapter Thirteen

BAGNIGGE WELLS  September 1668

“I vow you can’t catch me, sir,” I taunted, raising my head from the water’s surface only enough so my lips would clear it. “Hey-ho, can’t catch me!”

I gulped as big a breath as I could and plunged deep into the river, swimming low so Charles wouldn’t spy me. Finally my lungs were burning and I could keep under no longer, and I popped up with a splatter, gasping. Swiftly I looked about me for Charles, shoving aside the tangled hair that clung to my face and breasts like duckweed.

All around me was still: the green riverbed, the willows trailing their feathery branches into the water, the few ducks already nesting for the night in the tall grass, their heads tucked demurely beneath their wings. The days were shorter now, making the sky that velvety blue that comes before true dusk, with stars just beginning to spark. The evening mist floated low over the fields beyond the river, softening the horizon. I could hear the first nightingale’s song over the rush of the water, and louder still the racing of my own heart. Our clothes lay remained where we’d left them on the grass, untidy piles of pale linen. On top of Charles’s lay two of his piebald spaniels, curled contentedly, I suppose, in his scent. Not far beyond lay the shadowy shape of my house.

But there was no sign at all of Charles. I turned about in the water, and turned again, not caring any longer if I splashed to keep afloat.

What if somehow he’d suffered some misadventure in the water? From my little hired house we’d come here alone, the two of us; there’d be no servant or attendant to summon for help. What if Charles had drowned, and in my giddy focus on our game, I’d not realized it? What if I were responsible for the loss of the king?

“Sir?” I called, my voice rising with my growing panic. “Sir, where are you? ”

A duck called in sleepy response, a quacking mockery of the voice I wanted to hear.

“Sir, please!” I shouted. “Damn your impertinence, where are  you?”

I heard a splashing behind me, and eagerly twisted about to the sound. One of Charles’s dogs was paddling toward me, his sleek black-and-white head like a seal’s in the water, his long ears drifting behind.

“Hey, pup, hey,” I crooned softly, holding my hand out to the little dog. “Where’s Charles, eh? Where’s the king? ”

I felt his hands grasp around my bare ankles, far below the water’s surface. Before I could pull my legs free, he’d picked me up from my feet and tossed me backward and headfirst into the river. Charles was laughing still when I finally came up, sputtering and flailing and snuffling water from my nose.

“You black rogue!” I shouted furiously. “To think that I feared for you. You foul, sneaking rascal!”

“What was there to fear?” he asked through his laughter. “It was you who proposed the game, not I.”

“You wicked cheat!” I tried to lunge toward him, but he deftly backed away from my reach. He’d the natural advantage, for he could stand here with ease, whilst I, being so much shorter, must keep my hands and feet fluttering to stay afloat. “I should have let you drown!”

“You let me, Nelly?” he asked, laughing so hard he could barely stand himself. “I’d like to see you do that.”

“Oh, aye, I should have!” I shouted, now forced to fend off his blasted dog, as well, who’d decided to clamber onto my floating back  as if I were some convenient island. “Down, Tiger, down, I say. Off, off! I should have let you drown, and let your sorry brother take your crown, and carry us all to Rome and damnation!”

“I wouldn’t do that to England,” he said, and with maddening facility caught me by the shoulders and drew me close, imprisoning me against his chest. “I wouldn’t even do it to you.”

“The hell you wouldn’t,” I gasped, struggling against him as I began to laugh, as well. What a foolish sight we must make, I thought, both of us naked and dripping and flopping about in the shallows, with his excited dogs barking and churning about in the water with us. “The hell you wouldn’t—do what, sir? I’ve forgotten.”

“So have I,” he said, and kissed me, just to confuse me the more.

His mouth was warm, his lips chill from the river, a pleasant, teasing combination on a warm September eve. I looped my arms around his neck so I wouldn’t fall back, and he hooked his arms beneath my knees, gathering me up to carry me, dripping and giggling, from the river. We made wet, slippery love then, lying on my discarded smock, with only the ducks and dogs as witnesses, and afterward lay side by side on the grass to watch the new moon rise.

“I like this place,” I said with a contented sigh. My smock being soaked and stained by the grass, I’d put on Charles’s shirt, which draped hugely to just above my ankles. He’d bothered only with the old, worn pair of linen breeches he’d begun the day in, and nothing else. “Could there be another less like London, I wonder?”

“Keep the house as long as you please,” he said. “I enjoy the quiet.”

“Spoken like a true country lad,” I teased gently. “To a town lass, it’s all a constant racket of birds and beetles and lowing cattle, the river rushing and the trees rustling.”

Yet I was glad he liked this little retreat of ours, here not so far from London as to be an arduous journey—we could come by boat in next to no time—yet not so close that it didn’t seem set apart from the intrigue of Parliament, Whitehall, and the court. We’d come here often during the summer months, whenever we could be spared from our responsibilities in town. Though Bagnigge Wells had curative  springs like Epsom, it wasn’t a retreat of fashion, the wells being hidden away in the ruins of a broken nunnery, and the town nearby being too humble and old-fashioned to offer the taverns, bowling greens, and other amusements necessary for pleasing Londoners.

But that was precisely why I’d liked it so. The house I’d taken was an overgrown cottage, comfortable and plain, with wide hearths and scrubbed floorboards and flowering vines that twined around the window’s sills and shutters. The silent old woman who came in to cook for us was prodigiously skilled with her kettles and grills, and treated us no differently than if we’d been Adam and Eve.

Best of all was the house’s situation on a bend of the Fleet, giving us a private place to play in the water however we chose. I taught Charles how to fish with a hook and a line, a skill (I thought) necessary for any respectable monarch to possess. A creature of the water, he in turn gave me lessons in rowing and sailing a small boat, with often ridiculously wrongful results.

Most of all, however, we were content to lie idle like this beneath the trees, free of the scrutiny of others and the rituals of playhouse and court. It was much as my friend Mr. Dryden did write:A very merry, dancing, drinking,  
Laughing, quaffing, and unthinking time.




For Charles and I laughed much, and loved whenever we pleased, which pleased us to be often indeed, and I doubt there was ever another man and woman more suited to the other’s temper and humor than Charles and I were that summer in Bagnigge Wells.

Now I rolled onto my side to face him and propped my head on my bent arm, heedless of how the oversized shirt slid from my shoulder. He lay with his eyes closed, content and at ease, though I knew he wasn’t sleeping. With fingertips still puckered and wrinkled from the river, I traced the whorls of the dark hair that patterned his chest. Whenever we lay together, his skin always seemed so dark beside mine; even in London, he’d swim in his natural state every day in the Thames if he could, which had browned him wonderfully, though he  also claimed his swarthiness came from the commingling of his French and Italian blood.

“I remembered what it was, sweet,” he said without opening his eyes. “What I wouldn’t dare do to you or to England.”

I still had not the energy for remembering, but jollied him by asking again. “And that was exactly what, sir?”

“Drown and die and leave the country in the hands of my brother,” he said. “I plan to live and rule at least another twoscore years, to spare you all such a fate as King James.”

“Don’t ever make light of such matters,” I said swiftly. “Not even in jest, I beg you.”

I seldom gave thought to the twenty years that separated us, for though his hair was mostly gray beneath his habitual black wig, his body remained as lean and muscled as a stripling, and his energy and enthusiasm could always match my own. But he was a mortal man whom fate had treated harshly in his early days, and such suffering so often took its toll on the final span of a man’s days. I didn’t believe in tempting Fate like this, making jests about death, and I couldn’t bear to think of my life without him in it.

“I must consider it, Nelly,” he said. “It’s impossible not to. There are a good many righteous folk who tell me my sole purpose in this life is to sire another little Stuart fellow to follow obediently after me, with him to do the same after that, ad infinitum. Which, it would appear, I am incapable of doing.”

“Not you, sir,” I said loyally, even though it meant referring to the bastards he’d born with women other than I. “No one can fault you. Haven’t you given proof enough of that? ”

“Alas, as every able farmer can tell you, Nell, scattered seed won’t provide much of a crop.”

I sighed, and struck his chest lightly by way of a reprimand. “There you are, making too light of serious subjects.”

“What else am I to do, Nell? ” he asked, opening his eyes to look at me with the melancholy that was too familiar. “You should know that better than anyone, my little jester. I can weep and gnash my teeth, or  I can acquiesce with grace, and pray that the good woman who is the queen may yet be blessed.”

“Grace won’t save England from Dismal Jimmy,” I said succinctly, using the nickname I’d given to his stolid younger brother. “Neither will praying, unless you mean us all to kneel down in a Romish church.”

He inhaled beneath my hand on his chest, either a groan or a sigh, or something that incorporated the gloomiest aspects of both.

“I cannot cast her off, Nell,” he said, his sorrow palpable in the twilight. “I pledged myself to her before God, and I won’t break my word. She suffers even more her barrenness than I, poor woman, and I refuse to fault her for what is not her doing.”

There was no answer to that, leastways not one I’d venture. As a rule, marriage had never made much sense to me, and the version practiced by the nobility was the most curious of all. Most every lord kept a mistress yet claimed devotion to his lady wife. Gentlemen who strayed were rakes and gallants, but the ladies who played turnabout with lovers of their own, like Lady Shrewsbury and Lady Castlemaine, were cursed as the worst whores in Christendom.

The royal marriage was even more perplexing. Anglican kings could be granted divorces. It would be humiliating and disagreeable, to be sure—the bishops would see to that—but it could be done. For the good of Anglican England, it should be done, as well. Charles needed to put his people at ease in this regard. Having both a Roman wife with a train of priests and a mistress who’d converted to Rome did not help his case. It was widely believed that if James ever became king, he’d not only end his brother’s tolerance toward all faiths, but begin an enforcement of the Romish church and launch the persecution of Protestants, much as French kings had done to the Huguenots. From what I’d seen of James and his stubbornness, I believed it myself.

Yet still Charles adamantly refused to put aside Catherine, citing his sacramental vows to her, an illogical argument at best. How could it be otherwise, when he freely lay with scores of other women (including me, to be sure) beyond that same marriage bed?

With a sigh, I lay back on the grass beside him and let the silence fill the space between us. He was the one who finally turned toward me, though with the falling dusk, both our faces were lost to one another in the dark.

“Tell me, Nelly,” he said, pretending idle conversation, which I did not for a moment believe. “What think you of Monmouth? ”

“Monmouth?” I’d not expected that, not at all. Monmouth was James, Duke of Monmouth, and Charles’s oldest bastard son by a long-dead Welsh lass named Lucy Walter. At Charles’s Restoration, Monmouth had been brought to court, given a title and a rich wife, and because he was as well made as his father and exceptionally beautiful (if rather foolish), he received endless petting and pampering from the ladies. He’d also been raised a Protestant, as pure an Anglican as any could want. But Charles had always made it clear that Monmouth would never be made his heir, or have any place in the succession.

Until now, or so I did wonder.

“What do you wish me to say, sir? ” I asked bluntly. “Jamie is your Protestant duke, just as I am your Protestant whore.”

He didn’t laugh, as I’d expected and hoped. “I mean what do you make of him as a man?”

“He’s comely enough, I suppose,” I said carefully. “He has charm, and he can dance and amuse with more pretty tricks than a rope-dancer at Bartholomew Fair. But as a man he isn’t worth so much as your little finger. Of course, he’s still a greenhorn.”

“He’s the same age as you, Nelly.”

I grinned crookedly in the dark. “But he’s not had the same education as I have, has he? ”

At last, to my relief, he chuckled. “I’d not tell him that.”

“No, you’d best not.” I curled closer to him. “Are you considering—”

“No.” The single word was curt, sharp, brooking no discussion. “But the boy believes it. I have been as direct and honest with him as I can, yet he is choosing to believe the false whispers of others around him, those offering hope where there’s none.”

“Buckingham,” I said, so sure that was who he’d meant that I didn’t stop to consider before I spoke. “That’s who it is, isn’t it?”

He paused, the kind of pause that made me wary. “What has Buckingham said to you, Nell? What has he said about Jamie?”

“You would wish the truth, sir? ”

“Buckingham is my friend, but Monmouth is my son.”

And I, as his mistress, was caught in the middle. But no mind: If truth was what Charles desired, then as his friend, I was bound to tell him. I’d no doubt, either. I’d heard (and overheard) enough at the theatre, among friends in common, in Buckingham’s own house, to know I’d tell the truth.

“When Buckingham realized you’d not accept his plan to put the queen aside—”

“He wished to have her kidnapped,” Charles exclaimed, more amazed than outraged, Buckingham’s plan had been so preposterous, “and carried off to the savages in New Amsterdam!”

I nodded. “I know, sir, I know. He thought it would look more properly like desertion by Her Majesty, instead of the ridiculous scheme that could only have been His Grace’s.”

“So what has he arranged for my son, eh?” he asked, not bothering to mask his bitterness. “To fly him on eagle’s wings to the moon, with a promise of my crown on his return?”

“He has told the boy that you wed his mother,” I said slowly, “and that therefore your marriage to the queen is an imposture, and that he would be considered your son and legal heir by every judge and barrister in the country.”

Charles swore, something he seldom did, terrible, dark oaths that were a blasphemous mix of French, Latin, and English. “You have heard him say this, Nell, heard him yourself?”

“I have, sir,” I said sadly. “And worse. He claims to have possession of the marriage lines from that invented wedding.”

“How in blazes can he possess what does not exist?” he cried, sitting upright on the grass. “What can he show as proof?”

“What does His Grace ever do, sir, but play conjurer’s tricks with the truth? ” I sat upright, too, back on my heels. “In his house he keeps  a black box, bound and locked for safekeeping, that he swears contains the papers. I’ve seen it before, as fine a performance as any at the playhouse. Pledging secrecy, he brings the box out for guests, and sets it on his dining table after the cloth is drawn. He says it holds the future of Anglican England there within.”

“For God’s sake, Nelly, why haven’t you told me of this before?”

“Why?” I sighed, for I’d no real answer to give. “Why. Why, sir, because I’d no notion he’d told Monmouth as well. The whole thing seemed so fantastical that I’d not wanted to trouble you with it.”

“It’s fantastical, yes, and the greatest bundle of lies I’ve ever heard,” he said sharply. Unable to keep still any longer, he now rose to his feet and began pacing back and forth across the grass where, only a few minutes before, we’d been so quiet and easy. “I’ll return to London this night, and demand he make an explanation and a full apology to the queen and to me, and—”

“And it will do nothing.” I sliced my hands through the air. I’d not forgotten how humiliated I’d been to learn the true identity of Mr. Sillveri, or how, when I’d challenged the duke about it the next day, he’d simply made a huge jest of it, as if I were the miscreant for taking offense.

I dropped my hands to rest on my knees. “You could put him back in the Tower again, and it would do even less. His Grace will never change, sir. You understand that far better than I, and perhaps the reasons for it that I never will.”

“I tell you, Nelly,” Charles said, his first anger now fading into something closer to despair, “he has done this to me over and over, under the empty pretense of being my friend, and pretending the greatest fealty to me, and to England. And now this, this.”

I watched his pacing there by the palest moonlight, the silvery blades of grass bending flat beneath his bare feet, the way he no doubt wished to do to the duke.

Now regretting how thoroughly I’d spoiled this evening, I stood, bundling my soggy, stained smock with the rest of my clothes. “It seems to be his nature to be full of the cruelest mischief and lies, and to betray those he claims to care for the most.”

“Yet still he asks for more of me, to be my first minister.”

“He will not change, sir,” I said firmly. “Better, far better, to correct Jamie however you can, then to try to alter His Grace’s ways. Now come, let’s back to the house. Faith, I’m so hungry, I could eat you, if you don’t take care.”

“Stop.” He caught my hand gently, threading his fingers into mine. “That was spoken like a friend, Nelly, the truest friend I may have. Where would I be without you, eh?”

I smiled wryly. “Likely back in London, swiving some other willing slut.”

He drew me back against him, my back to his chest and my bum to his cock. “Can you not be serious for even a moment, madam?”

“Serious and solemn, and grim as a Presbyterian on the Sabbath?” I glanced up over my shoulder at him. I know I was hiding behind my humor, protecting my pride and perhaps my heart with it. How could I not? “That’s not why you want me, sir, or why you come to this place.”

“I want you with me, no matter the place or the time.” With unexpected tenderness, he lay his hand on my belly. “All this talk of babes and heirs, and you’ve never said a word of yourself.”

“I’m not with child, sir, nor ever have been,” I answered, startled he’d make such an inquiry. “Haven’t you bastards enough? ”

“Enough to feed, yes,” he admitted. “But I wonder why with you, I’ve not—”

“Oh, sir, I’ve no complaints,” I said quickly. I was thankful to have no babes to my name, leastways not yet. I’d had so little true childhood of my own, that motherhood held scant attraction for me. Children were a constant trial for an actress, and I’d seen how often they could dampen the interest of even the most ardent gentlemen. Charles was unusual in treating his string of baseborn children with such open affection, visiting them often, if not their various discarded mothers. “My mam says it’s likely on account of me being so small.”

“Your mother,” he said gruffly, knowing full well what manner of woman Mam was. “You’ve not made use of any whore’s physics, have you? I don’t want you poisoned by one of those sinful brews.”

His concern for my person touched me. I realized the other side of this pretty coin, of course, that each bastard he sired with another woman was proof that his lack of an heir was his wife’s weakness, not his. Every man is vain of his potency, it seems, and my dear royal stallion wished to be the most magnificent stud in the stable. Yet still I was honored that he’d want me to bear his child, and not resort to vile herbs to bring down late courses.

I began to turn to tell him all this. But rather than looking at me, as I’d thought, he was instead intent on some distant place or person over my head: Monmouth or Buckingham or perhaps even one of those half-dozen children of his. All I knew for certain was that it wasn’t me, and it would seem impossibly foolish to thank him now for something that had already slipped his mind.

And so instead I kissed him as if that was all I’d ever intended, and turned toward the house and the supper that would be waiting for us there.

 

There were many small ways to observe my rising status with Charles and with the court. Our visits to Bagnigge were but the beginning. Not only did he come to the playhouse as often as he could to watch me, but when I was invited to the palace, it was now as a guest, rather than as part of the hired amusement. Done was my time of wearing costumes borrowed from the playhouse’s wardrobe. Now, thanks to Charles’s generosity, I came to the palace wearing gowns of heavy, rustling silk and trimmed with foreign lace and ribbons, stitched by the same mantua-makers as were employed by the greatest ladies of fashion. As soon as I entered, I’d be welcomed warmly by Charles, as well as all my longtime gallant friends from the playhouse. More soon joined them, eager to be seen in my company to curry favor with the king.

Of course, there were also those courtiers (mostly haughty, virtuous ladies, to no surprise) who considered themselves too much my better to address me, or even to admit to seeing me, their eyes being so consciously overbred as to make the lowly likes of me invisible to them. I didn’t care. They were entitled to do whatever they pleased. I  found myself equally entitled to mimic them and their pretentious ways as soon as their stiff backs were turned to me, and thus provide the most uproarious entertainment for Charles and his friends. I could be rebuffed by every marquis and countess in Britain, and yet so long as Charles bid me dance with him, or sit on a stool beside his chair, I’d be happy.

The most curious part of this, of course, was that the only other person close to my equal at such mocking was Buckingham. I knew that Charles had spoken to him angrily about his influence over Monmouth and the lies about Lucy Walters, and yet once again the duke had apologized with deep contrition, and like any other naughty child had promised better behavior, only to sin again as soon as he could. With me, he was as attentive as ever, jovially calling us the two peas in a pod, a likening that I found more disturbing than pleasing. Why should I wish to share anything with His Duplicitous Grace, let alone the vegetable intimacy of a shining little green pod?

Thus we soon came to the Christmas holidays that would mark the end of 1668 and the beginning of the New Year, through to the final frivolity, Twelfth Night. These holidays had been banned during Cromwell’s time, and thus were now celebrated with feverish enthusiasm. At the playhouse, we were deep in rehearsals for a new revival of  Cataline’s Conspiracy by the old writer Ben Jonson, featuring lavish new costumes and settings costing nearly five hundred pounds, paid for by the king. Yet I still found time to be much at the palace and elsewhere with Charles.

Who would wish to miss such revelry? There were balls, entertainments, and musical performances almost every night. Greenery from the parks bedecked the Banqueting Hall and other great halls and parlors, and even more wine—claret, sherry, canary, and Rhenish—was drunk than usual. We climbed to the roof of the palace to watch fireworks in the night sky and illuminated barges on the river, and to admire the bonfires set in the streets throughout the city.

One night the amusement was a troop of acrobats from faraway Florence. A handsome, swarthy lot (even the women were darker than  Charles), they preened and pranced about in their bright satin costumes, hung with tiny jingling bells to great effect. They strung their ropes from one tall window in the Banqueting Hall across to the others, dancing over our heads and calling to one another in their brazen lingo. With Charles as our willing interpreter, I asked them to share several of their clever steps with me, and in exchange offered my English versions to them, a merry time.

Afterward, my face gleaming and my hair frizzled from dancing, I found myself on a bench against the wall to rest and drink a glass of sweet canary. To my surprise, young Monmouth came to sit beside me, bringing with him a small saucer of sweetmeats for us to share.

“You dance as graceful as a fairy, Nell,” he said, holding the saucer for me to make my choice. I’ll grant that he had elegant manners, for he’d been polished at the French court by his grandmother, the old queen Henrietta Marie. “Those scraping foreign jackanapes can’t hold a candle to you.”

“Thank’ee, Your Grace.” I plucked the nearest sweet, wickedly licking the dusted sugar from one side. “Though you might not be so quick to call them foreign jackanapes, since you’ve a fair share of jackanapes blood to you, too.”

He frowned solemnly, reminding me again of how often a comely face is no match for the empty skull behind it. “You mean because Father’s grandmother was from the Italian town called Florence?”

“I do,” I said cheerfully, so as not to give offense—not that I suspected he’d understand it, anyway, the poor dim lamb. “And she was, leastwise so your father tells me.”

He nodded, offering no notion of exactly how much he comprehended. He was laboring hard to keep his expression aloof, the way he must believe a duke’s should be. His face was sweeter than Charles’s, with melting dark eyes and rounded cheeks instead of Charles’s heavy-lidded, guarded melancholy, yet still he did all he could to increase the resemblance to his father. His clothes were cut along the same lines (though of much more ostentatious cloth, often shot through with gold or silver thread), his dark beaver hats blocked the  same way, and he wore his black, curling hair to echo the long wigs that Charles favored.

“It was generous to show them a caper or two,” he said. “They can tell everyone back home in—in that town of theirs—that they danced with the famous Mrs. Gwyn.”

“Oh, aye, as if that will carry any water back there,” I said, popping the sweetmeat into my mouth and briskly dusting the sugar from my hands. “Mind you, I don’t speak their cant, but I recognize cursing in any tongue, and guessed we English and our snowy winter and all our low, whoring mothers and grandmothers were being damned and sent to the devil, too.”

“Then send them to the devil, too!” He flushed and laughed loudly, as if this were the wittiest piece of business ever. “I say, there’s Lady Castlemaine with Arlington again. What are they plotting, I wonder? ”

I followed his gaze to where this unsavory pair was, in fact, engaged. Though she must be over thirty by now, she was still shockingly beautiful, especial at a distance like this. No one would ever say that of Lord Arlington, whose gaze always seemed cross-eyed on account of the large black plaster he wore across his nose to cover an old sword wound. But while he’d win no prizes at the fair for his face, Arlington was reputed to be the most cunningly learned man in London, able to cozen the prayer book from a saint in five different languages. Charles respected him, if he didn’t entirely trust him, well enough that he’d let Her Grace arrange a profitable marriage between one of her royal bastards and Arlington’s daughter.

Ah, but there were so many characters for me to learn!

“I’ll wager they’re talking politics,” I said, watching the pair. “His Majesty says Her Ladyship has a plum in every pie that Lord Arlington bakes.”

But Monmouth was thinking of other matters. “She’s the most wanton jade at court, you know. Maybe in all London.”

I raised my brows with amusement, imagining what Charles would say to hear his son speak of Lady Castlemaine so, or how his own wedded wife, a brisk young Scotswoman far his superior in rank  and fortune, would box his ears for the same offense. “And how exactly would you know that, Your Grace?”

“Everyone does,” he said blithely. He set the saucer on the bench beside him, and with considerable deliberation, put his hand on my knee, giving it a mighty squeeze through my skirts. “Everyone.”

Pointedly I looked down to my knee, then glanced at him, then back to my knee.

“Well, aye, that’s true about Her Ladyship,” I agreed slowly, “but then Dame Everyone knows a great deal at this court.”

“Yes,” he said. “I’ve had her, you know.”

“Have you indeed?” His hand clung to my knee like a limpet on a stone, and about as seductively, too. I knew he’d cut a swath through the younger ladies of the court, the sighing maids of honor who were easily dazzled, but Lady Castlemaine was of a far different rank. I would have heard of it if she’d dabbled in that particular pond. We all would have. Though Charles’s visits to her rooms were precious few these days, even she wasn’t so reckless as to seduce his son.

But Monmouth’s hand on my knee showed a hope that I’d be more inclined. I wasn’t, not at all, and it was time to end his mooncalf notions of conquest.

“So you’ve had Her Ladyship,” I said, musing. “Now, I have had your father, who has also had her, while she has had Charles Hart, who has had me. So there you are, round and round the maypole we go.”

His face knotted with confusion over that, exactly as I’d intended. While he considered, I gently prized his fingers from my knee, turned his hand upright, and slipped mine inside, in the companionable manner of friends, not lovers.

“You see how it can be in this place, Your Grace,” I whispered, leaning my head close to his so that none would overhear. “Everyone’s so busy having everyone else, that there’s no time left for any thing  else.”

“That’s why Father likes you,” he said grudgingly, concentrating on our clasped hands instead of my face. He’d not moved his fingers at all, leaving them stiff and self-conscious against mine. “He says that’s  why you’re not just another miss. Is it true you taught him to bait a hook with a worm for fish? ”

“I did,” I said, laughing. It was strange to realize we were the same age in years, since in so many ways he seemed a boy, and I much older, if not wiser. “His Majesty wasn’t a very proper fisherman in the beginning, but he did learn. You might be better.”

“I vow I would. You’d see, too.” At last he gave my fingers an answering squeeze, though his face remained aloof. “I give you leave to call me James, Nell. Jamie, if you wish. That’s what Father calls me.”

“Jamie it is,” I said. “Thank’ee, Jamie.”

“My pleasure, Mistress Gwyn.” He rose and bowed. I watched him go, reaching for another of the sweetmeats he’d left behind. I was glad he’d felt in need of a friend, for faith, in that palace, I felt the need, too. He should have felt naught but contentment in his life, yet there was an air of constant disastisfaction to him, of always yearning for more, that I feared would keep him from lasting happiness.

“Nelly, Nelly,” Lord Buckingham said, appearing from next to nowhere in his usual way. “Don’t you know how to please young James!”

“Fishing, Your Grace,” I said. I felt as if I’d be betraying Monmouth to tell Buckingham more. “That was all we spoke of. Fishing.”

He winked slyly. “Can’t I guess what you used as bait.”

“ ’Od’s blood, but you do make everything come out tawdry,” I said tartly. “I offered him my friendship. That was all. Not that you’d understand.”

“That’s powerfully clever of you, Nell,” he said, more of a real compliment than I’d ever expected from him. “Give the whelp his head; let him believe he’s the master.”

“The only master’s His Majesty, Your Grace,” I said staunchly, watching Monmouth make his way through the crowd. “God willing, he’ll be so for a good long while, too.”

“Oh yes, God save the king and all that, but even the bishops advise us to look toward our places in the afterlife.” He puffed out his cheeks to make them fuller, like Monmouth’s, and put on the younger  duke’s stiff-mannered voice. “God save the king, which should be me, by rights, and Lucy Walters.”

“Enough, George,” Charles said, coming from behind to join us. “I do recall warning you more than once in that regard.”

Without the slightest show of guilt or remorse at having been caught, Buckingham only bowed with an extravagant flourish and a charming, world-weary smile.

“Your Majesty,” he murmured, “Mrs. Gwyn. Pray excuse me, if you will.”

He sauntered away toward Lady Castlemaine and Lord Arlington, a dark knot of deceitful wickedness if ever there was one.

“He’s incorrigible,” Charles said with a sigh.

“He’s a false, cocksure, son of a dog-and-bitch whoremonger,” I said, fuming. “He tries to tar everything with his own foul stench.”

Charles slipped his arm around my waist, meaning to calm me, I suppose, though the duke had set me well beyond calming.

“What was he saying to you, Nelly?” he asked. “What of Jamie?”

“The usual rubbish, sir,” I said. “He wants to make me his tool, and I’ll not have it.”

“That’s my lass,” he said, nodding with approval. He glanced back to Buckingham, his expression hardening. “I saw you with Jamie, too.”

“Aye,” I said, laying my little hand over Charles’s at my waist. “We spoke of fishing.”

“Fishing.” He sighed again. “I hope he has more of a gift for it than I had.”

That made me smile at last. “He has to, sir.”

“He does indeed.” Yet Charles didn’t smile. “Will you be there to steady him? Could I ask you that, Nelly?”

“Of course, sir,” I said, slipping my fingers into Charles’s hand the way I’d done with his son. “You need not even ask it.”

“My dear Nelly.” The old sorrow was there again as he, too, watched his son across the room. “I only pray he’ll never need that knowledge to fish for his own supper.”




Chapter Fourteen

NEWMARKET, SUFFOLK  April 1669

“Can you see them yet, Maria?” I asked, leaning over the railing of the beribboned pavilion for my first glimpse of the horses. “Can you see them? ”

“Show some patience, Nell,” Maria said, though she also leaned over the railing, holding her flat-brimmed hat to keep it from blowing away.

Maria Knight was an old acquaintance of mine, a singer who’d begun in taverns and risen much like me, to sing in playhouses and by invitation at the palace. Blessed with the sweet voice of an angel and a face to match, she’d also passed a giddy fortnight in the king’s bed, but that was so long ago as to be as nothing to me now.

She’d come down from London here to Newmarket to watch the horses run in the spring meetings, the same as Charles and I, and by my invitation had come to sit beside me now in Charles’s small viewing pavilion on top of the hill, overlooking the course. The gentlemen were all busy below with the horses and jockeys, and though there were perhaps a thousand more crowded about on the grass to watch, none of the true ladies would be seen sitting with me. Thus I was mightily glad of Maria’s company, for herself and for good cheer.

“You know how long it takes to get a skittish nag into line,” Maria continued. “It must take ten times as long to settle a string of horses before a race. I cannot imagine how the grooms do it.”

“Better they do it than I,” I said, squinting up into the afternoon sky. Even beneath the pavilion’s striped awning, the sun was bright and warm, and because I was so fair with my red-gold hair, I had to take care not to burn or turn spotty. “Whenever His Majesty takes me through the stables, I never leave his side, I’m that terrified of the horses. Huge snorting beasts! They’d trample me if they could, I know it.”

Maria laughed. “How His Majesty must tease you, delighting in horses as he does.”

“Oh, he does, he does,” I assured her merrily. Like all the Stuarts, Charles loved his horses nearly as much as he did his dogs. One of his first projects upon his Restoration had been to bring back the sport of horse racing that the Protectorate had banned and refurbish the royal stables, at the royal sum of eight hundred pounds. Charles had told me once that in the royal mews he’d fifty coursers and sixty hunters, and that he spent close to two thousand pounds a year feeding them straw and hay.

He journeyed here to Newmarket three times a year for the races, staying three weeks or so each visit. As a new country retreat, he’d recently bought Audley End, the nearby house of the Earl of Suffolk, for fifty thousand pounds. If there were any further proof needed of how much he loved Newmarket, he was also improving a new, small palace, designed by Christopher Wren, in the town of Newmarket itself, with another house across the street for my use.

Now, I know that this was exactly the sort of expense that made the grim-faced men in Parliament grumble and draw their purse strings tight, and urge the king to retrench and economize for the good of the country. There were many, too, who argued that such vast sums might be better spent rebuilding the neighborhoods in London still in charry ruins from the fire, and that Christopher Wren might likewise be more usefully employed there, than in contriving houses for horse racing.

Yet I could not agree. Anyone who watched Charles ride, masterfully taking his horses leaping over fences and brooks, would realize that there could be no greater symbol of the English crown than the king astride a handsome steed, and so I told them, too.

But that was not precisely the mount I’d in mind now as I winked at Maria. “He teases me for being a land-bound plodder, aye, until I remind him that I can tame any frothing charger if I set my mind to it, and that generally pulls him to a halt.”

“ ‘A foaming charger!’ ” repeated Maria with her gurgling laugh. “Tell me, Nelly, are you a jockey with a light touch with the whip and spurs, or do you ride your stallion hard and fast? ”

I whooped at that, rocking back against my chair as I held my sides with laughter. “Oh, Maria, pray, don’t begin! Don’t! One of the favorite horses in the royal stud is called Old Rowley, and Rochester sang me the wickedest new song last week, about the loves of Old Rowley.”

“Are you in it?” asked Maria archly. “A trim little mare named Nelly? ”

“Maria, there are so many verses, with so many mares, that likely you are in it somewhere as well,” I said. “Oh, I wish I could recall it now! You’re sure to hear the song, anyway, for His Majesty was so taken with it that he sings it day and night, in that rumbling flat voice of his, until—oh, the trumpets and drums, Maria! Here come the horses!”

I jumped from my chair, the better to see. The score of horses came thundering toward us, their riders crouched close to the animals’ necks, urging them on. The races were long, four miles, and the horses were nearly spent by the time they’d come so close to the finish, their muscled flanks flecked with sweat, driven by emotion and will to win. As always, I’d wagered a small sum on Charles’s horse to make the race more interesting, and now I added my bellowed encouragement to those that roared around us, all urging our favorites onward.

Yet as thrilling as the race’s ending was, my gaze wandered from the finish to the horses running alongside the course. While the steeds in the race were ridden by jockeys, the most accomplished (and most reckless) of the gentlemen present would display their own talent by riding alongside the course, cheering and shouting like wild red savages in this race beside a race.

In this group of devil cheaters was Charles, riding as if his very soul depended on the outcome. My gaze found him at once among the others: riding bareheaded in his shirtsleeves and vest, worn breeches,  and boots with shining silver spurs. Just as he was the tallest and the strongest among the other gentlemen, so was his horse the greatest of the lot, the kind of raging black mount that required the most seasoned and confident rider.

I watched Charles now, his white shirt billowing around his sun-browned, lean body as he guided the powerful animal beneath him, so perfectly synchronized to move together that I sighed from the purest poetry of the sight. Only the crashing sounds of the trumpets and drums that celebrated the race’s winner jarred me from my dreamy adoration, and reminded me, sheepish, that I’d no notion of who’d won.

“That’s your horse that won, isn’t it, Nell? ” Maria asked, far more alert beside me than I. “The chestnut?”

“Aye, that’s Fleetfoot.” I drew off my wide straw hat and waved it over my head. “Hey, hey, Fleetfoot!”

“Nelly, here!”

I shaded my eyes and looked down to where Charles, still on horseback, was calling up to me. “Come down, Nell. You role here is to give the plate to the winner.”

“But you are the winner, sir,” I protested. “Leastwise, Fleetfoot was. Giving your plate to yourself doesn’t seem proper.”

“Then you’ll give it to the jockey, along with a buss on the cheek,” he said. “You’ll make him the happiest man in Newmarket, save me. Come, everyone’s waiting.”

“Now, sir?” I asked uncertainly. I had agreed to this, aye, but the prizes were given on the other side of the course, and beyond the teeming sea of hundreds of half-drunken men. “How? ”

“With me, Nelly.” He grinned, his teeth very white beneath his mustache, and patted the horse’s neck. “You can ride with me.”

Now, this struck me as a very poor bargain indeed. I was not daunted by the man (never Charles!) but by the horse beneath him. I’d been perfectly serious with Maria. Horses did frighten me, with their size and power and unpredictability. This was inconceivable to Charles, a natural horseman, and he’d tried repeatedly to teach me to ride. But my dancer’s agility always deserted me, and I was too stiff, too clumsy, too ill at ease to do more than cling pathetically to the  horse’s mane, with my legs dangling away from the stirrups in a way that made Charles laugh ungallantly.

“Come along, Nelly,” he called again, even as that huge black dragon of a horse pranced and steamed and snorted beneath him.

“Go on, Nell,” Maria urged, misreading my fears. “I’ll be well enough with one of these other gentlemen. You can’t keep His Majesty waiting.”

Still I hesitated, and at last the king said the single word certain to make me agree. He grinned with pleasant cheer, raised one hand from his reins in salute, and called it out to me.

“Coward!”

“Coward?” I gasped with indignation, my fears forgotten in a trice. “Coward? ’Od’s blood, sir, but I’ll coward you!”

I bunched my skirts to one side in my fist and clambered down the pavilion’s ladder. He wheeled the horse about, making it as easy as possible for me to mount before him. He held out his arm to me and half lifted me across his thighs and the saddle. He circled his arms around me, so I wouldn’t fall, but that was the least of my concerns. I tried to settle myself with my side against his chest, struggling to find a position that was both comfortable and secure; clearly an impossible task. Oh, I’ve seen those paintings, too, with the dreamy lady riding before her noble knight. But I am sure that if the painter had been forced to experience for himself a saddle’s pommel bumping beneath his bum, he would have drawn it otherwise.

Far too soon, Charles was off, my legs dangling like a broken puppet’s and thumping against the horse’s side, while my skirts fluttered freely up over my garters. Both the horse and Charles smelled ripely from their exertion, with male and equine sweat mingled with damp leather and the woolen blanket beneath the saddle.

Yet as we crossed the course, slowly cutting through the throngs of men, I forgot my discomfort. The men were cheering and waving their hats and shouting Charles’s name, and I even thought I heard a few garbled snatches of the Old Rowley song being sung. It was as if I were being borne along not on the bumpy neck of a horse, but on the goodwill of all these men, Charles’s subjects. I realized, too, how much  he in turn trusted them, to ride among them like this, alone, without guards or attendants, not like an omnipotent ruler, but simply as another man who adored horses as they did.

What surprised me the most, however, was how often I heard my own name shouted, too, as if I were taking my bow in the playhouse. A good many of these men must also attend the King’s Theatre, to recognize me, and twisting about in Charles’s arms, I did my best to wave in return.

At last we reached the winning horse and jockey, and a small group of waiting race officials. Eager hands helped me from Charles’s horse to the ground, and someone else thrust a heavy silver plate into my grasp. The jockey stood beside the winning horse, with a pair of grooms holding the animal’s head. The jockey was even smaller on foot than he’d seemed on the back of the horse, not much larger than I, and blushing so furiously he could scarce lift his gaze from his boots to look at me.

Charles heartily shook the jockey’s hand and clapped him on his sweaty back. I put the plate into his hands, hoping in his nervousness he didn’t drop it, and kissed him first on one cheek, then the other, while the crowd around me roared. A small girl thrust a posy of early flowers—primrose, daisy, lady’s smock—into my hands. I pulled one of the blooms free and tucked it into the winning horse’s bridle, and would have kissed him, too, if I’d more courage. But I was as unable to resist winning over this audience as every other, and as all watched me, I tossed my hat off into the crowd and danced a quick little jig that made them all shout their approval.

Laughing at my boldness, Charles scooped me up and set me back on his horse before he swung himself up into the saddle. With the cheers to buoy me, I scarce felt either the fear or the discomfort now, and I was giddy still when we reached Charles’s quarters.

“Come to my chambers with me, Nelly,” he said when I began to leave for my own lodgings. “I wish to speak to you.”

I nodded, unsure of what would follow, and let him lead me up the staircase to his rooms. I sat cross-legged on the edge of his bed with the bouquet of flowers in my lap while servants flurried about him, pulling off his soiled clothes, washing his body with scented cloths, draping a  dressing gown over his nakedness. I’d still not grown accustomed to so much tending by servants; for the most part, I’d rather do all such little tasks by myself, for myself, but then I was not a king.

At last they left us, bowing from the room, and I toppled backward on the bed—invitingly, I thought.

But for once, Charles had other matters on his mind. “You know, Cromwell banned racing because he believed the meets were used to plan seditious plots,” he said. “After watching you today, I believe the old villain might have been right.”

“Oh, a pox on your seditions,” I said, lazily turning my head to watch him. “How could I be this seditious when I’m not even sure what that means?”

“It means you’re plotting rebellion against me,” he said, coming to sit on the bed to one side of me. He wore a black brocaille dressing gown with nothing beneath it, his bare chest most distracting to me. “I shouldn’t consider it a compliment.”

“I shouldn’t consider it because it’s not true,” I said. “You know that, sir. I’m the most loyal of all your subjects, and completely, absolutely your servant in every way.”

“I know,” he said softly, and the way he smiled down on me proved that he did. “Of all the lot of them, I think you are my truest friend.”

“Oh, sir.” Tears swelled in my eyes, a rarity with me, and I could say no more. “Oh, sir.”

It wasn’t just that I’d been struck dumb from joyful surprise, though that was part of it. There were so many limits to loving a king. There could never be any lasting promises of devotion, or a future shared beyond tonight’s pleasures. I could harbor no expectations, nor make any demands of him. Just as I could lie with him in perfect wanton abandon, without restraint or physical restriction, yet could never call him by his Christian name, so, too, I knew I should keep the walls set high around my heart. At best, I would always be one among many in his inconstant world. Likewise, I understood the bitterest irony of my lot: that I, who earned my bread by playing lovers, could never love or expect to receive love in return.

But I’d not counted on Charles himself. He’d offered no grand  assault on my heart, no impassioned declarations or cunning, calculated gifts. Rather, he’d demolished my defenses stone by stone, with kindness and trust, but most of all with the laughter we shared, and that had bound me to him as surely as the heaviest chains. I knew better than to speak of love between us, or to expect to hear it. Such love had no place in a royal court, nor in my playhouse, either.

Then had come this moment, all the sweeter for being so unexpected. For Charles to call me his friend, to declare such a fine, fine sentiment to me—to me—ah, I’d never even dreamed of hearing such words.

“Don’t cry, sweet,” he said gruffly. “I meant to please you.”

“You did, sir,” I whispered, letting the tears slip unchecked from my eyes. “Please me, that is. For you are and have been my dearest, dearest friend in all this world.”

“I am glad,” he said, and though he smiled, I saw the discomfort flicker behind his dark eyes. “But I’ve slighted you, sweet. I’ve kept you too much to myself.”

“How’s that?” Anxiously I searched his face, not understanding. Did he really believe himself at fault, or had I been the one who’d sinned, by speaking too much? “I’d keep you entirely to myself, sir, if I could. I wouldn’t wish for less.”

Idly he took up the posy from where it lay on the bed beside me, running his fingertips over the flowers’ petals. “What did Killigrew do when you grew more popular with the rascals in the pit?”

“He gave me better parts,” I said cautiously. “Bigger roles, with more lines. But I do not see how—”

“My people like you, Nell,” he said. “The grooms, the jockeys, the cartmen, the footmen, and the drovers. They like you for the same reasons I do: your honesty, your generosity, your wit.”

“They don’t like me for how I sit a horse.” I’d hoped he’d laugh.

He didn’t. “I’m serious, Nelly.”

“So am I,” I said. “They like me because I’m Protestant and won’t coax you to Rome by way of your cock.”

“True,” he said, smiling. “Though the bishops might phrase it differently.”

“It would mean the same,” I said firmly. “And I’m not too proud to remember that I’m the daughter of a soldier and a whore, and that I came from Coal Yard Alley. And they like you, sir, for liking me for what I am, despite that selfsame beginning of mine.”

“True, all true.” He leaned down to kiss me, upside down, so that his mustache tickled my chin and made me chuckle. “Is it any wonder that I like you as much as I do? ”

I raised my chin toward his and smiled. “None, sir.”

“Then there’s no wonder, either, that I wish to keep you with me as much as possible? ”

Happily, I shook my head, and reached up to draw him down upon me, but he shook his head and sat back.

“Let me finish, Nelly. I’m heeding Killigrew and giving you a bigger role.” He drew one of the flowers from the posy, and slowly began to trail it along my face, my throat, my shoulders. “My own country lass. The days we’ve spent together at Bagnigge and here—you’ve made me happy, Nelly, as happy as I can ever remember.”

He teased the flower lower, over my breasts. “And I don’t want to give that up.”

“Nor do I, sir.” I’d not even realized there was a question of that, and my heart lurched.

“Good.” He smiled, raising the flower up to his nose to smell its scent. “When we return to London, I want you to move to a house, where I can come to you when we both please. Something fine, of your choosing. No more of this low skulking over taverns. You’d like that, yes? ”

“Oh, sir, a thousand times yes,” I whispered. I could scarce believe my good fortune. It was not only the house he offered, but what such an offer meant. Everyone knew of Lady Castlemaine’s house in King Street, the dinners she hosted there for Charles and his friends, the way he used her parlor and dining room as a less formal version of Whitehall itself. Politicians met there, and ambassadors from other countries would first call at King Street, knowing Charles would likely be there instead of Whitehall.

For years, Her Ladyship had been his hostess, his partner, a witty  surrogate queen, and now—now I would be, too. This was what he was offering me, and not just a tidy pile of mortar and bricks.

“I’m making a number of changes, Nelly,” he said with deceptive mildness, as if the changes he meant were as unimportant as ordering a different wine. He pulled another daisy from the posy and, one by one, he began to drop the flowers around me, the white petals like snow. “Lady Castlemaine will soon be made a duchess.”

I caught my breath. Titles granted like this were not honors so much as farewells, a reward offered for leaving the king’s bed without an unseemly fuss. Could I be destined to take her place? My head seemed to spin with dizzying possibilities.

“That is but the beginning, sweet,” he said softly. “I’m weary of letting Parliament rule me, instead of my ruling England. They will not agree, I am sure, but that will change, too. How I live, how I rule, whom I trust and whom I don’t.”

“Tell me more,” I begged with excitement. “Tell me everything!”

“I can’t,” he said sadly, but with a finality that warned me not to beg further. “It’s too soon. But you must trust me, Nelly, that it will all be for the better. For you, for me, for England.”

And when he kissed me, I believed him.

 

Alone, I sat to one side of the playhouse stage, watching the others rehearse their scene. I was eager for my turn and gave no care to how the other players kept apart from me, from respect or shyness or envy; it could have been any of those. I’d been so rapt with Charles that Killigrew hadn’t given me a fresh part since January, when I’d done the revival of The Sisters. It was now May, four months later, but the wait had been worth my while.

Mr. Dryden had written a splendid new play, Tyrannick Love, or The Royal Martyr, with an equally splendid role for me as Valeria, the daughter of the Roman Emperor Maximin. True, it was a grand tragedy, a history piece full of speeches and heroics instead of my usual comedy, but so well written that I knew it would be hugely popular. I even had the good fortune of stabbing myself to death on stage, dying in a great spurt of pig’s blood. Murders, suicides, and  martyrdoms always played well with audiences, who relished the sight of such edifying gore. A saint as well-known as Catherine of Alexandria, and the name saint of the queen, would only help our profits the more.

While I waited, I repeated my lines silently to myself to make sure I knew them. My memory had always been good; one or two readings by another to me was generally enough for the words to stick in my ears. This new play reminded me of my first speaking part in another of Mr. Dryden’s plays, The Indian Emperor, where I’d also portrayed a royal daughter. Only five years before, yet when I considered how far I’d come in those five years, it might have been a lifetime.

The scene ended, and I rose and lifted my head to a regal angle, ready to make my entrance. But instead Killigrew came toward me, clearing his throat in a self-conscious way that should have been a warning to me of what was to come.

“I’m sorry, Nell, but we’re going to move ahead to the next scene,” he said. “We’ll come back to yours in a bit.”

“ ’Od’s faith, Killigrew,” I said, more disappointed than angry. “You’ve always said before that we must practice the acts in orders, so we learn to judge our timing and costumes.”

“That’s the preferred manner, yes,” he said, and shook his head. “But there’s little use in continuing without Mr. Hart to play his role opposite you.”

“He’s not here?” I don’t know why I asked. I knew where he must be, and so did everyone else.

“Mr. Hart remains in his room.” Killigrew shrugged, to indicate that there was nothing more to be said or done. “He is, ah, engaged.”

“You mean he’s oiling the notch of a certain lady countess.” I sighed with resignation; there would be no refusing Lady Castlemaine. “Poor Hart! I trust he’s taken his physic today. I only wish Her Ladyship would not feel the itch during our rehearsals.”

Killigrew made a slight, droll bow of acknowledgment, and too late I realized how the other members of the company had fallen silent or dawdled where they were to eavesdrop on our conversation.

“Agreed, Nell, agreed,” he said. “And how interesting to consider  that Mr. Hart has made much the same observations of His Majesty and you. Ahh, Dryden, come to watch the rehearsals, have you? ”

He turned toward the playwright and away from me, pointedly leaving me alone to stew however I wanted. Yet all I did was fold my arms over my chest and listen quietly. I’d remain placid, unconcerned, and I would not give them the satisfaction of behaving in a foolish, impassioned tumult, shrieking and breaking crockery. That, along with Charles Hart, I’d leave to Lady Castlemaine.

“I’ve the announcements for the play.” Mr. Dryden opened his leather case and pulled out the proofs from the printer’s, and carefully spread the oversized sheets on a nearby table. “They were ready sooner than I’d expected. If there’s no error, the fellow said he’d run them tonight.”

I looked over Mr. Killigrew’s shoulder and made the proper murmurs of approval, along with the others. It was the usual gibberish to me, with some lines bigger, some smaller, but which was which I couldn’t say. I did recognize my own name—Lord Rochester had taught me that one afternoon, more for his own amusement than to teach me—by the shapes of the letters, but nothing more.

“I was especially grateful that they could add the dedication,” Mr. Dryden was saying. “His Grace the Duke of Monmouth will be most pleased.”

“Monmouth?” I asked with surprise. “I thought you were dedicating the play to Her Majesty, on account of St. Catherine.”

“I’d considered that, yes,” Mr. Dryden said, tapping his forefinger on the page for emphasis. “But Lord Buckingham persuaded me that His Majesty’s son would be the better choice.”

“Buckingham!” I exclaimed with dismay. I remembered how he’d tried to meddle with Monmouth before, putting wrongful ideas into his head, and I remembered, too, my promise to Charles to help watch over his son. “Why should you be persuaded in such a matter by His Grace the meddlesome Duke of Buckingham? ”

Mr. Dryden blinked, perplexed as a startled owl. “Why should I not? His Grace has been most generous to me with his favor, and has offered to press for me to be named the poet laureate.”

“I’ll tell you why not,” I declared. “To dedicate a play about some villainous ancient emperor to a young gentleman in the position of Lord Monmouth—why, ’tis too cruel, too cruel by half.”

“Forgive me, madam,” Mr. Dryden said, in the gingerly way of people confronting a mad dog. “But might I ask, too cruel to whom? ”

“Why, to His Majesty, of course,” I said, squaring my hands at my waist, “and though less so, to His Grace as well. To mention their names at once with wicked old Mr. Maximin; you can hardly call that kind, can you? ”

“Nelly, my girl,” Killigrew said dryly. “We’re players. We’re not meant to be kind. Or have you forgotten? ”

One of the girls behind me tittered, though whether her intent was to sweeten Killigrew or to vex me, I couldn’t tell.

“I remember that I’m an actress, sir.” I drew myself up, proud to stand upon that stage. “I hold this company too dear for it to be otherwise.”

“I never thought you’d forgotten us, Nell.” Killigrew smiled gently at me. The truth was, I knew now that he (who’d known Charles longer than I’d been alive) was right. Though the lines between the playhouse and the palace might soften and blur, we players must take care to keep to our roles as gadflies, else lose our treasured art.

And as uncertain as my own place here might have become, I still wasn’t ready to abandon it, not just yet.

“No, Killigrew, I haven’t forgotten, and I won’t,” I said, letting my voice ring out so it could be heard in the highest galleries. “Because when I’m here, I’m not Nell in the king’s company, but Mrs. Eleanor Gwyn of the King’s Company. Nothing more, nothing less, and a pox to any lying blaggard who’d dare say otherwise.”

Killigrew’s smile spread slowly across his face. He raised his hands and began to clap them together, the sound echoing in the empty house. Behind him, Mr. Lacy began to clap, too. Another player joined him, and another, and another, until the entire company was applauding me.

I flushed with pleasure and triumph, and emotion, too, for what more honorable prize could I ask from my peers?

Yet another was to come. As the day of the opening for Tyrannick  Love drew closer, Killigrew began to fear how my gallants in the pit would react to seeing my character die instead of triumph merrily, as I usually did. Therefore he and Mr. Dryden contrived an epilogue for me to give, tailored more to me than to the tragic martyrs elsewhere in the play.

On our opening night, I dutifully killed myself, as was written, collapsing in a lurid heap in the last act to add to the play’s general carnage. But as the emperor’s guards began to bear away my blood-sodden corpse, I popped up in my coffin, peering over the side as I ordered them to stop:Halt, you damned confounded dogs!  
I am to rise, and speak the epilogue.




Rise I did, too. I made sure that I showed a handsome length of leg as I climbed from my coffin, and I added a quick little dance to prove how happy I was to be alive. As the audience roared their approval, I skipped to the front of the stage, held up my hands for silence, and spoke the most delicious epilogue ever writ for me.

I come, kind Gentlemen, strange news to tell ye,  
I am the Ghost of poor departed Nelly.  
Sweet ladies, be not frightened, I’ll be civil,  
I’m what I was, a harmless little Devil  
For after death, we Sprites have just such Natures  
We had, for all the World, when human Creatures.  
And therefore I that was an Actress here,  
Play all my Tricks in Hell, a Goddess there.  
Gallants, look to’t, you say there are no Sprites  
But I’ll come dance about your Beds at nights . . .  
To tell you true, I walk because I dye  
Out of my Calling, in a Tragedy.  
O Poet, damn’d dull Poet, who could prove  
So senseless! To make Nelly dye for Love.  
Nay, what’s yet worse, to kill me in the prime,  
Of Easter-Term, in Tart and Cheese-cake time!

I’ll fit the Fop, for I’ll not one word say  
T’excuse this godly, out-of-fashion play,  
A play which if you dare but twice sit out,  
You’ll all be slander’d, and be thought devout.  
But farewell, Gentlemen, make haste to me,  
I’m sure ’ere long to have your company  
As for my epitaph when I am gone,  
I’ll trust no Poet, but will write my own:  
Here Nelly lies, who, though she lived a Slattern,  
Yet dy’d a Princess, acting in St. Catherine.


Tyrannick Love ran for fourteen nights in a row, with the house sold through for most every performance. If what was said was true, that my epilogue alone was the reason for the play’s success, then leastways I was wise enough to keep my peace and not agree. I’d reached that most rare and perilous place in an acting career, and become more important than the play itself. Yet because I aspired to larger glory, I considered my success a sign that I was ready to shift to the bigger stage of Whitehall.

Charles saw Tyrannick Love three times himself, declaring it to be the best the company had offered in years, and mine the best epilogue ever given. And if, as I’d warned, seeing such a religious play so many times had made him scandalously devout, why, I never saw the proof of it.

But what I did see was Charles’s growing devotion and attachment to me, and likewise my own feelings for him increasing by the day. I saw people crowd in the street for a glimpse of me, and heard them calling my name wherever I went. I saw all London at my feet, my willing slave, a circumstance that made me laugh with amused delight. I saw my life at nineteen as being as close to perfection in this life as was possible.

And why, really, should I ever have looked for more?




Chapter Fifteen

WHITEHALL PALACE, LONDON  May 1669

“Oh, aye, more canary, you jolly fellow, more canary.” I waved my hand over my empty goblet with breezy assurance to the serving man who held the decanted wine. For all that he should have been honored to serve here at His Majesty’s table, the rogue had been slyly brushing his arm against mine every chance he’d had, and winking at me, too, as if he’d believed I could be coaxed away from the table to meet him in some kitchen garden. It was fortunate for him that he was a bold, handsome fellow, and thus I did not call him out for his impunity as I might his uglier brother. “More canary, if you please, because I please, and if pleased, I in turn please His Majesty.”

Charles laughed and leaned closer to me. “Is this rascal insulting you, Nelly?”

“ ’Od’s fish, no,” I said grandly, for we’d all had the exact amount to drink as to make us very grand indeed. “Rascals like him must provoke me far more to be insulting to me. So long as he keeps the wine flowing about the table, he could drop his very breeches and waggle his hinder-quarters for all I’d care.”

“Such a model of ease!” Across the table from me, Cosimo de’Medici, the Prince of Tuscany and heir to the Grand Duke of that place, rose unsteadily. He lifted his own substantial, satin-covered hinder-quarters from his chair only an inch or so, but it was more than sufficient to honor me with his upraised goblet.

“Such a woman, Your Majesty,” he said, beaming at me. “Such a jewel! In Florence, our theatre cannot approach such magnificence, such quality, such amusement as you possess here, embodied in this lovely creature. Ah, Mrs. Gwyn, Mrs. Gwyn, your wit is eclipsed only by the sublimity of your beauty.”

I smiled and bowed my head at this pretty compliment, as I’d been instructed earlier to do. To be sure, the prince was a mighty, omnipotent nobleman in his own lands, and deserving of far more obsequious tributes from such as me. But he was traveling through our country for his own pleasure and amusement, and meant to be incognito (a fine foreign word for someone in purposeful, mysterious disguise). He’d begged no ceremony from his cousin Charles or anyone else. Of course, being a large, jolly, swarthy, foreign gentleman with a heavy accent to his words, journeying about in his own private coach with a retinue that included a secretary, an artist, a cook, and a Romish priest or two, besides the usual gaggle of servants, the prince did not exactly go unnoticed, either by plain English folk or his distant cousin Charles.

Of this I was most wonderfully glad. For if Cosimo had not come to London, or called upon Charles, or honored Charles with so many costly gifts (including a set of carved and polished marble stairway columns!) that the king had felt obligated to fete him, and squeeze him into his box at the Theatre Royal to see Tyrannick Love, or been so taken with my performance—why, if all those things had not tumbled together and happened, then I’d not be sitting here now. Yet they had, and here I was, dressed in green and pink satin and parchment lace, at a supper of state at Whitehall, drinking fine canary wine with the Prince of Tuscany and the King of England and a slew of other highborn noblemen.

The queen was said to be ill in her rooms, and there was no sign of Lady Castlemaine, either. I could scarce believe my good fortune. For the first time, I was the one at the king’s side, a role that surely I’d been born to play.

“I told you my Nelly was a clever lass,” Charles said, freely doting upon me, his arm around my waist. “Her wit’s her own, too. She doesn’t need Dryden to put the words into her mouth, do you, sweet?”

“Not a one, sir,” I said, though as I smiled at Charles’s heavy-lidded,  knowing face, I could wantonly think of one or two other things I’d wish the king might slip between my lips, and my legs, too. Beneath the cover of the table, I reached for the front of his breeches and his cock within, hoping to inspire the same inclinations in him. Charles was of such a lusty temper and so desirous of my person that it usually took little to tempt him.

But before my nimble hand could make much progress along the royal thigh, Cosimo the prince finally was able to lurch upright from his chair.

“Your Majesty, if you’ll but excuse me, I believe I shall now engage in a brief walk,” he announced, his eyes glassy as he grinned at me. “I fear my acquaintance with this fine canary is not as felicitous as that of you English.”

“We are prodigious drinkers, aren’t we?” Charles said, proudly standing at once to prove how unaffected his constitution was, and likewise making every other at the table lumber to their feet with him. “But come, I’ve just the manner of exercise that will cure you: a brisk walk about my garden gallery. Then I’ll take you to my cabinet, as I’d promised, and show you my curiosities.”

“Oh, sir, not the curiosities.” I groaned. Though few would expect it of a king, Charles had leanings toward astronomy and physical science and who knows what other scholarly bents. I had been invited into his private cabinet once, and I’d no wish to return; it was that crowded with so many strange stones and skeletons and spyglasses and dried beetles that it would be better suited to some blasphemous wizard than a king. If the poor prince and his canary-filled belly were taken to the cabinet now, to confront a two-headed snake preserved and drifting for all time in foul-smelling spirits, why, I would not go along, not to witness the sad results.

Charles knew it, too. “You’ll join us, Nelly?” he asked with more polite hope than real expectation that I’d agree.

I shook my head, reaching again for my goblet. “Thank’ee, no,” I said, and winked, a promise for later. “You’ll have a much more agreeable time without my company, sir.”

“That could never be, Mrs. Gwyn,” the prince said gallantly, but  with a certain panic in his voice, too, as Charles swept him from the room and toward the curiosities.

I raised the goblet in salute to their backs. “Good night, sweet prince, and flights of angels sing thee to the monkey bones and fool’s gold.”

“Shakespeare, Nelly?” Lord Buckingham asked, coming to stand beside me. “And here I’d believed all you knew was Dryden’s tedious tomfoolery.”

“There’s much you do not know of me, Your Grace,” I said, my smile guarded. I set my canary down, knowing I’d do well to keep my wits about me in any conversation with Buckingham. “You do not wish to join His Majesty and His Highness?”

“I wish nothing remotely like that,” he said wryly, “much as you do yourself.”

“That is true,” I admitted. “The king may love his rubbish, but to me it’s no more agreeable than the dried blood and entrails in holy relics that send Papists into such a righteous frenzy.”

He laughed, though I suspected he’d likely laugh at anything I said now, to put me at my ease. Gallantly, he held out his crooked arm to me. “Come, Nell, walk with me, so we might talk.”

I glanced down at his arm without taking it. “Forgive me, Your Grace, but I was planning to retire.”

“Oh, not yet,” he said cheerfully. “The king will be so busy displaying his oddities to the poor prince that he won’t be requiring you for at least another hour. Come with me, Nell. I vow I will not bite, or even nip.”

“Faith, Your Grace, don’t try me,” I grumbled, and reluctantly took his arm. If I were to take my place here at court, I couldn’t go on avoiding Buckingham forever. He was too close to Charles for that, and besides, it was likely better to keep my eye upon him than to turn away, and let him do his mischief behind my back.

“I don’t know why you dislike me so, my dear,” he said with a heaving sigh as we began to walk, I guessed toward the same gallery where Charles had taken the prince for air. “We’re really much the same, you and I. A pair of wicked scamps who keep our places in the king’s heart by doing or saying what others don’t dare.”

“ ’Od’s blood, that’s a pretty face on it,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “ ‘A pair of wicked scamps’! Why not call me a mongrel bitch and be done with it? ”

“If you’re a bitch,” he said easily, “then I’m a cur. Not so very far from the mark.”

“You Villiers are a snapping pack of wild dogs,” I agreed, thinking not only of him, but of his cousin Lady Castlemaine.

He looked down his nose at me, a nose that, now that I considered it, did have a certain long and houndish cast to it. “Is that the reason you dislike me, then? ”

“Don’t mistake distrust for dislike, Your Grace.” We stepped through the door at the end of the hall, into the gallery. This was a long stone-covered walk, open on one side. Through a row of carved arches, one could glimpse the privy garden below. Pale in the moonlight, the paths of crushed stone divided the garden into neat geometric divisions, each centered by a luminous marble statue carved in the classical style. I peered over the wall from curious interest; the garden was often the spot of moonlight trysts, and who knew whom I might glimpse in some amusingly illicit congress?

“Distrust versus dislike,” he said, “countered by disagreeable disdain, even disgust, yet all disarmed by disavowal.”

I winced, my face turning picklish. He could go on in this vein all night if I let him. “A distasteful display, that, Your Grace. I’m disenchanted.”

“Why, yes, so am I,” he said wryly, “though I’d not much time to polish my wit. But how clever of you to have learned the difference between distrust and dislike, and proof that you’re already mastering life here among us low, sinful creatures at Whitehall. You’ve done well for yourself, Nell, and without any help from me, either.”

I smiled up at him, not bothering to hide my triumph. “There’s a precious fine compliment from a master like you.”

He laughed again, this time with a ring of sly truth to it. “It’s all but a game, my dear, all but a game. Which is why I want to share with you the latest word from our friend Lord Rochester.”

“You’ve heard from him, Your Grace?” I asked eagerly. I’d not, which  was no surprise; he did not like writing to me, since he knew I’d needs share his letters with whomever I asked to read them aloud. I’d seen him last at Newmarket (for he’d a weakness for horses and racing, too), the week before he’d sailed. “How was his journey? How does he find Paris?”

“Rochester finds Paris to his liking, for who does not?” he said. “But he finds Paris fails to return the admiration. King Louis has refused to see him, citing that regrettable contretemps before the Dutch ambassador.”

“Oh, pish, that was nothing—nothing.” This latest misadventure of Rochester’s had seemed like nothing to me, anyway, though it had shocked a great many other folk. In February, the king had brought several of his Gentlemen of the Bedchamber to dine with him at the house of the Dutch ambassador. The party was a merry one, with much wine and mirth, as usual with these gentlemen. But during the meal, His Lordship took peculiar, violent offense at some jest by Tom Killigrew (my old friend and master from the playhouse), and struck him upon the ear. How often do such squabbles occur amongst friends in the middling and lower ranks, in taverns and ale shops every day in London, with no lasting import beyond a bruise or two to either of the parties?

Yet such was not the case among noble gentlemen. Rochester’s antagonism was considered a most grievous insult not only to Killigrew, but to the king and his larger authority. Rochester had been instantly remorseful and apologetic, blaming his action upon the wine (sadly, too often the case with him).

But the damage, as they say, was done. Though Killigrew forgave him, and so did Charles, it was strongly suggested that Rochester go abroad for a while. Charles had softened the exile by giving it a diplomatic cast—a common practice for disgraced courtiers—that Louis now seemed disinclined to accept.

“That French king has his own ass in the air, to refuse to admit Rochester,” I said, indignant on my friend’s behalf. “Our Majesty had already pardoned him. Why wasn’t that good enough for His Fine French Majesty, I ask you?”

Buckingham sighed. “That’s exactly why, Nelly. To prove what was good enough for our Charles isn’t nearly fine enough for their Louis.”

“Sweet God, but I do hate the French,” I said with mighty conviction. “They do nothing but look down their noses at us English, for no other reasons than that we’re not them. I’d wish them all to their Romish devil, if I could.”

He stopped, halting me beside him. “You don’t say that to the king, do you? ”

“I do, if he asks me.” To me, a dislike of all things and persons French was an admirable emotion of long tradition, and one I shared with most Englishmen and -women.

“Then I cannot believe he asks you,” the duke said, self-importance seeming to puff out the breast of his amber velvet waistcoat. “He doesn’t share the common aversion to the French. Far from it. His mother was by birth a French princess, his favorite sister is wedded to a French prince, brother to the French king. In his heart, he is much more in sympathy with things sweet and French than things dour and Dutch.”

I set my hands on my hips. “Why are you telling me this now, Your Grace?”

“Because I thought it would intrigue you, my dear,” he said with a slight, maddening shrug. “If you wish to play among these royal gardens, you might need to know which blossoms to sniff, and which to set aside.”

“A pox on your puzzles,” I said, irritated as much by how this made as much sense to him as it didn’t to me. “Speak plain, Your Grace, or not at all.”

But Buckingham had never spoken plain in all his life, and he wasn’t to begin now. “Louis may not have received Rochester, but Minette did.”

Minette was Charles’s pet name for his sister Henriette, Duchesse d’Orleans, fourteen years younger than he. As the perennial babe of the scattered Stuart family, she remained an unrivaled angel of perfection in her brother’s eyes, no matter that he’d not seen her in years. Likewise, Charles had always favored Rochester, for the sake of the earl himself as well as his long-dead father.

“Of course His Majesty would send Rochester with a letter to his sister,” I said, “just as of course she’d receive him.”

“Oh, of course, of course, of course,” Buckingham said, his voice  fulsome with mockery. “That’s the obvious intent, all genteel politesse. Rochester will understand and do whatever is asked of him, I am sure of it, just as Minette will do whatever is in her power to help her dear older brother. She may sleep beside a French husband, but her heart will always be English. She understands how the game is played, yes? But you, my dear. Haven’t you considered there might be more? ”

“More how, Your Grace?” I asked cautiously. For Buckingham to speak in so many queries and riddles could only mean that we were gliding into some murky waters indeed, waters that I wasn’t entirely sure I wished to visit.

“Why . . . more.” He made a small, dismissive flourish with his hand, the lace of his cuff falling back from his palm. “A way that our poor beggar king might dip his hands deep into all those lovely louis d’or and livres and pistoles that his cousin has in such superfluity.”

“Oh, pish,” I scoffed. “Not even old Louis has so much gold that he’d give it to his rival for nothing like that.”

“I didn’t say there wouldn’t be a price,” he said. “Our king agrees to keep England at war with the Dutch, and remain an ally of France. Louis would like that. I’m sure there are other small, obliging favors that Charles could offer that would be worthy of a French reward. A loan, a gift that’s kept within the family, one cousin to another, and behold! Our king now has a path to freedom from the niggardly misers of Parliament.”

“Faith, he can’t take gold from Louis,” I said, frowning, for it still made no sense to me. “How could you mean such a thing? ”

“I mean more gold for people such as ourselves, Nell, people who must depend upon the king as the king, in turn, depends upon his allowance from Parliament.” He smiled, and I thought of how the sinful serpent must have smiled down from his tree at innocent Eve in the Garden. “Meaning that if Minette can serve both her brother and her husband with some tidy arrangement between the two, she could well succeed where Arlington and Sir William Temple could not.”

I’d no knowledge of this Sir William, or how or why he’d failed. I guessed it must be some sort of treaty or agreement of great importance, for Lord Arlington was a sleek, contriving, dangerous gentleman, an  intimate associate of Lady Castlemaine’s. I’d also believed him one of Buckingham’s own, which made my head spin with confusion to hear him scorn Arlington in this fashion now.

And yet, too, I recalled what Charles had said to me at Newmarket, how he’d hinted at wonderful plans in the making that would change everything. Could this have been what he’d meant? Could he truly be intending such an arrangement with cursed France?

“You’re silent, Nell.” Buckingham chucked me lightly beneath the chin, forcing me to look up and meet his gaze. “That’s not like you.”

I pulled my face away from his touch. “I’ve nothing to say, Your Grace, not to this.”

He narrowed his eyes a fraction, watching me. “He’s spoken to you of these matters, hasn’t he? ”

“Of choosing to take money from the French king in exchange for these ‘favors’ of yours?” I was appalled that my face had betrayed so much. At least we were alone, far from any others hearing us say such shocking, treasonous words. “Of the king betraying English confidences to Louis so he’ll have more money to squander on Lady Castlemaine? Of him agreeing to some sort of treaty of Her Highness’s contrivance in return for French gold? ”

“You understand.” His eyes glittered with satisfaction, or perhaps only greed. “He’s explained it to you, then.”

“He has explained nothing,” I said, fair spitting the words at him. “Nor would I listen to such trumpery if he had.”

A twitch of one eyelid, irritation at being crossed. “You forget yourself, my dear.”

“Nay, it’s myself I’m remembering,” I said warmly, “and my country, and my king, and my loyalty to both. I’m remembering, Your Grace, and I don’t mean to forget any of it, no matter what manner of lies you cast before me.”

“Oh, please,” he said, with a little cluck of disgust. “There are few things more ludicrous than a whore with principles.”

Furious, I barely bit back my retort and the oath that would come with it, though it made me shake to swallow them both. I grabbed my  skirts in my hands and curtseyed, my back stiff with anger. “If you please, Your Grace.”

“Go,” he said, pointedly turning away from me. “Leave me. I don’t want you like this, anyway.”

Left him I did, and even if he’d not given me leave, I doubt I could have remained in his company. I ran blindly away from him and from what he’d said, my head bowed and filled with anger and confusion, and did not see the king until it was too late.

“Here now, Nelly, what’s this?” Charles said, catching my arm to pull me up. He’d several other gentlemen with him, though the Tuscan prince was not among them. “What has happened? ”

I used all of my actress’s will to try to compose my emotions before I looked up at him and attempted an unsteady curtsey. “Nothing, Your Majesty.”

“Nothing,” he repeated, clearly disbelieving me. Still holding me by the arm, he nodded to the other gentlemen to dismiss them. Not far behind us lay a door that he now unlatched and opened, drawing me with him into a small, dark chamber, scarce more than a closet or cabinet. There were many such in Whitehall, tucked in odd places for storage or for use by palace guards or servants. The only light came by the moon by way of a high, small window that must overlook the garden.

Yet all that mattered to me was that we were alone, and I could speak to him freely of what Buckingham had told me.

“Oh, sir, I am so glad to be here with you now, alone,” I cried softly, throwing my arms around his waist to press my face to his chest. I wanted the reassurance from him that what the duke had said had been base lies, that my world was still the place that I’d believed it to be. “You cannot know, you cannot guess—”

“But I can,” he said, gathering me more closely into his embrace. “Where’ve you been, eh? I came back to find you, and they said you’d gone off with Buckingham.”

“I did,” I said, feeling safe with him in this small, dark room, his heart beating beneath my ear. “But now I’m with you.”

“Yes,” he said, such satisfaction rumbling through him that I  knew he’d disliked being parted from me, as well. “All the time I was with that Tuscan prince, the rascal could speak of nothing but you, Nelly, about how you were the most delicious creature he’d seen in his travels, and how he envied me for having you.”

He bent to kiss me, his mouth unerringly finding mine. He kissed me hard, possessively, as if he wished to mark me as his against the Italian prince’s desire. In the twilight of the little chamber, it seemed as if my other senses had grown stronger, and I reveled in his taste, his touch, his scent, even the subtle way that his breathing had grown faster. This was for me, I thought with pleasure; the king felt this way for me. Yet still the doubts that Buckingham had raised lingered like cobwebs in the corners of an ill-swept room, dulling my pleasure in the moment.

“What I heard unsettled me, too,” I began in a whisper, not daring to speak any more loudly. “Such wickedness, sir, such—”

“I’ll show you wickedness, Nelly,” he said, his words rough with his wanting. His hands moved from my waist to my bum, fondling me with a purpose I could not mistake. “Here now, lass, make me ready.”

I knew what was expected. Though ardent still, he was not the young lion he’d once been. I dropped to my knees before him and unfastened the front of his breeches to serve him in the French manner. He groaned with delight, his fingers clutching and tangling into my hair as I laved him with my tongue and lips.

“That’s it, Nell, prime me, prime me.” Abruptly, he pulled me upright, raising and setting me on the edge of a nearby shelf that placed me at an advantageous height. He shoved aside my skirts, and I eagerly parted my legs for him, curving my thighs over his hips. With a quick thrust, his royal sword was buried to the hilt. Just as I’d tended to him, he now served me so well that I spent twice before he did, crying out as I writhed against him.

“Thank you, sir,” I said afterward, showering him breathless kisses of devotion.

“The prince should have seen that, eh? ” he said proudly, as pleased with his own performance as with mine. “Let him ogle you all he  wishes, Nell, so long as I’m the one who gives you what your sweet little quim wants.”

“Aye, sir,” I said, every bit as pleased as he. “There’s no other in England like you.”

“Nor in Tuscany, I should think.” He laughed, tucking his cock back into his breeches while I put my own clothes to rights, as well. “I told you we’d find wickedness together.”

“But that wasn’t what I meant, sir,” I said, pausing with a hairpin in my hand. Troubled, my pleasure swiftly forgotten, I struggled how best to explain. “It was—it was something that Lord Buckingham said to me.”

“Oh, Buckingham.” He groaned, and set his hands lightly on my hips. “You of anyone should know that man speaks naught but rubbish to a pretty woman.”

“This wasn’t like that,” I said softly, almost sadly. “This was about—about other matters.”

“Sweet Nelly,” he said, brushing his fingers over my cheek. He was often like this after we’d fucked: affectionate, almost playful, with a rare tenderness that would make any woman in his realm sigh with love. “You can come to me with any trial or secret, you know. If you cannot trust me, then who?”

“That is true, sir,” I said, and for me it was. Who in my life could I trust more than my king? “His Grace spoke to me of things that should not be said, sir, dreadful, treasonous things. Forgive me for repeating them, sir, but he said you and Her Highness the Duchess d’Orleans were contriving some sort of secret agreement between you and Louis against the Dutch, and that Louis, as your cousin, would give you money, and that then you’d stop heeding Parliament and your people, and—and—and oh, sir, such lies!”

“Buckingham spoke of these things to you?” he asked slowly, incredulous. “Of my sister and France and Louis’s gold? ”

“He did, sir,” I said. “And—and it grieved me mightily to have to listen, and I refused and left him.”

“He did.” He sighed. “That was wrong.”

“That was what I told him, too, sir,” I said. “That he’d no right to speak so of you.”

“You’re a loyal little creature, Nell,” he said, and from the heaviness now in his voice, I realized I’d shifted my burden to him.

Impulsively, I took his hand and raised it to my lips, to kiss it with both love and fealty. “Whatever you wish, sir,” I promised. “I’ll do or say whatever you wish.”

“Then keep away from Buckingham’s intrigues,” he ordered sharply, “and any others who try to tangle you in their affairs. Keep free of all of it, understand? You will promise me that? ”

“I will, because you wish it,” I said, taken aback by his forcefulness. “But, ’Od’s blood, sir, you make it seem as if I were the one to fault.”

“I didn’t intend that, Nelly, not of you.” He sighed, sounding both restless and weary at the same time. “I’ve rogues enough around me in this place to scheme and intrigue, sweet, but I treasure you most because you’ve none of it. You never have, and I pray you never will. You please me beyond measure as you are, and you make me laugh, and so long as I can look to you for that, Nelly, then I’ll never want anything more.”

He kissed me, a kind of pledge that made my eyes fill with tears. With contentment, I took his arm, and we returned to the others to pass the rest of the evening. I was happy; why shouldn’t I be, to have had him say such doting, dearling things to me?

It wasn’t until much later, when he lay asleep beside me in his enormous royal bed, that I realized that he hadn’t denied any of Buckingham’s infamies or accusations. Not a single one.

And where did my little promise stand beside that?

 

The summer continued onward, a time of comparative peace and contentment. The king’s birthday (he was thirty-nine, though he vowed he felt as fit as a man of half those years) was celebrated in grand fashion at the end of May. At the services in honor of the day, I sat among the court, and though it was the queen who’d the place beside Charles, I was within full view of him, where I could gaze upon him, and he at me, and thus I was happy. Mr. Henshaw, the Bishop of Peterborough, preached a long and tedious sermon that had many of us dozing where  we sat, but the birthday anthem, by one of the singers of the Chapel Royal, a Mr. Pelham Humfrey, was so rousing and fine that all promptly awakened. For myself, I made certain to offer a humble, private prayer to my maker, to thank Him for sending so fine a gentleman as the king into my life, and to beseech Him to grant Charles many more years to his span on this earth.

The greatest part of the celebration came later. The Prince of Tuscany was still in residence in London, a guest at the house of the Duke of St. Albans. To return the king’s continuing hospitality, he promised a fantastic display of fireworks in the Italian manner. The king, his court, and seemingly thousands of his people crowded into Hyde Park to watch the display. The fanciful skyrockets were launched by way of an elaborate machine, and countless squibs that chattered and popped, a satisfying racket that made the ladies shriek and skitter about.

But what truly pleased the crowds was the prince’s final gesture in honor of the day, when he ordered casks of Italian beer and wine freely distributed among the people. After that, I do believe he could have been elected to any seat in the House, Italian or not, if he’d but wished it so.

For me, the summer went at a merry pace, spent mostly in Charles’s company, which pleased me much, and less and less at the playhouse, which, in turn, saddened me. If I could have discovered a method to do without sleep, and toil cheerfully throughout the night, I would have done so. Since even I could not, I chose to spend my hours with Charles and take fewer new roles.

The Duke of Buckingham danced about me all the summer, but never again singled me out to speak of France. I didn’t know if this was because Charles had chided him for meddling with me or if he’d simply decided I wasn’t worth the bother.

When Lord Rochester was permitted by the king to return from France in July, in time for the christening of his first daughter, I asked him as well for the truth behind Buckingham’s tales, for if anyone would tell me, it would be him. He only shrugged and called Minette an odd little bird that seemed more like a fragile doll than flesh and blood. He knew nothing of any plots between her and the king, and showed far more interest in complaining of how one night in Paris  he’d been robbed of his new periwig and twenty pistoles whilst riding in a sedan chair on the Pont Rouge. Though a hazardous inconvenience and a loss to the earl, this seemed to be the extent of the foreign intrigue that I’d so feared.

Nor did Charles himself ever raise the subject again to me. Whether there was never any truth to Buckingham’s suspicions at that time or Charles chose to shield me from them, I never learned. All I knew was that Charles seemed untroubled by it, and that was enough for me to put my fears aside, and from my thoughts. I didn’t know then that such quandaries involving great countries like France and England were seldom so easily settled, or that there were folk in both places who cared too much to let the matter fade away unresolved, and instead were pushing it busily along like ants with a too-large crumb of bread.

Besides, I’d a sizable crumb of my own to cherish and husband along. Charles had kept his word to me, and early that summer I moved my lodgings to a trim little house in Newman’s Row, on the north side of the open square of land of Lincoln’s Inn Fields. It was an excellent neighborhood for me, not so far from Drury Lane by Great Queen Street to the King’s Playhouse, and closer still to the Duke’s Playhouse across the Fields on Portugal Row.

Though mine was a modest place by comparison to what Lady Castlemaine had managed to wring from Charles, it still pleased me immeasurably, being the first house that I could properly call my own. With my sister, Rose (now wedded into respectability to her Captain John Cassels), I happily puttered and planned my new lodgings like any other goodwife, making sure the chimneys drew and the windows latched, and the man who brought my firewood didn’t cheat me.

At first my neighbors (fat merchants and their families from the City) were scandalized to find me in their midst; an unmarried young woman as head of her own establishment, an actress, and worse, in keeping, too. But before long they realized that the gentleman keeping me was the first gentleman of the realm, and the excitement of having the king’s carriage come driving down their little street soon made them forget their pinchbeck morality.

But what delighted me was how often Charles came calling, more  like a besotted suitor than a wedded king. That summer, he visited me nearly every day, happily trading the formality of Whitehall for the mad airs of my little household. As soon as he’d enter, he’d shed his coat and his waistcoat, and his wig, as well, and come to my table in his shirtsleeves. If the day were warm, we’d take the table outside to the garden, and sit there by the hour, drinking wine and punch and eating pigeon pie and eels caught that morning in the river. With his dogs sprawled beneath the table, we’d laugh and sing and make merry, then repair up the stairs to my bedchamber whenever the spirit caught us. We acted as if we’d not a care in all the world, and there in New-man’s Row, I don’t believe we did.

When I look back to that summer, I realize it now for the golden time that it was. With Lady Castlemaine as good as done as a mistress and the queen more occupied with her devotions than with the frivolities of the palace, I had Charles as much to myself as I ever would. I was his favorite, his Nelly, and wherever we went, I basked and gloried in his attention. I never looked beyond that morning, that afternoon, that evening. Why should I? I was nineteen, as mad and wild as the sprites I’d always played, and I believed that these merry days would follow one after another forever, like a strand of shining pearls without an end.

But even the longest string of pearls must finally be linked to its tail to be of any use, a circle if not an ending. By the middle of August, I found I’d lost the fire to dance until the moon set. Instead I was content to sleep and sleep, some days scarce rising from my bed at all, to Charles’s great amusement. My breasts, which had always been round and firm as fruit on the vine, now seemed to ripen and grown rounder still, and more tender, too. It was at last Charles, Old Rowley the sire himself, who finally recognized the signs that I’d chosen to ignore myself.

One morning as I was drowsing in my bed, he lay beside me and rested his palm across my belly, his fingers easily spanning the cradle of my hips. He looked up at me and smiled. That was all, the warmth of his hand on my skin, and the shared knowledge of what we’d created between us.

I was already six weeks’ gone with the king’s child, and the joy of my summer was complete.




Chapter Sixteen

NEWMAN’S ROW, LONDON  April 1670

There are some women who reach the full zenith of their beauty when they are swollen with a man’s child. Their grace increases with their girth, their skin seems to glow as if with a candle from within, and they achieve that serenity that both poets and apostles praise so highly. It is in honor of these fortunate women that the Papists so venerate the Virgin Mary, and invest motherhood and childbirth with such a holy veil of honor. My old rival Lady Castlemaine was one of these, her tall stature and long legs displaying a pregnant belly to such advantage that she had even had herself painted while carrying one of her numerous children by the king.

I, however, was not so favored. My pale skin was now always flushed, and my red-gold curls, unruly at best, seemed to double in quantity, until my very hair seemed bound to overwhelm me. But the worst lay below. My small form was so overburdened by the child within my womb that it looked for all the world as if my belly were carrying me, and not the other way round. I suppose it was to be expected, being so slight a woman bred to so large a man as the king, but it made me loath to go abroad, for fear that if I toppled over in the wind, I’d be unable to rise again.

I worked as long as I could, until Killigrew took me aside with a long face and told me I’d grown too large to play mad girls and maiden princesses. At least I was still welcome at court—most welcome, really,  for Charles delighted in having me about as the obvious proof of his still-rampant virility.

Nor did I mind the attention I received for waddling about the palace as I did. At this court, there was no shame to a bastard, especially if that bastard had been fathered by the king. It was also the one sure way to keep Charles’s lasting attention and regard. He was unusually conscientious about his by-blows; he’d provided well for all his children, and he’d rewarded their mothers, too, for their travail. All of Lady Castlemaine’s sons had been made peers, and her daughters given fat dowries and betrothed to other lords. I could dare hope for the same for mine.

But by the middle of April, I was simply too large and ungainly to dress and appear at the palace. It was up to Charles to come to me, which he did with such regular devotion that some days I openly wept (being in that overwrought state so common in women with child) to see him.

On one such morning, he came early while I was still abed, with an oversized posy of yellow flowers beneath his arm and a basket of the new-baked buns, marked with sugar crosses, that were my especial favorites. I admired the flowers, giving them to my serving girl to put into a pitcher of water, but I fell upon the buns like a woman famished, eating them directly from the basket beside me on the bed.

“You do know how to please me, sir,” I said, smiling contentedly with the white sugared icing glistening over my lips. I was in my smock with my hair loose over my shoulders, propped up against a hummock of pillows, with my legs crossed beneath my great belly. I broke away the corner of another bun, and leaned forward to where he sat in the chair beside my bed, to pop the morsel into his mouth. “My dancing days may be done, but my feasting days are in their prime.”

He laughed, holding my hand steady to kiss my sticky fingers. “You’ll dance again, Nelly. I’ve no doubt of that. You’ll dance on the stage, and on my cock, too. Faith, how I’ve missed lying with you!”

“And I with you, sir,” I said, and slid my fingers suggestively between his lips. I had missed him, too; that wasn’t base flattery. But though it soured me to think of it, I was certain he’d not been constant  to me while I’d been banished to my bed alone. London was too full of pretty, willing sluts of every rank to tempt him.

He nipped at my fingertips, then turned my hand to kiss the inside of my wrist, there where my heart beat beneath the skin. “By summer, I’ll wager you’ll be as nimble as ever again, for jigs and for swiving.”

I wrinkled my nose and rested my hand on my belly. “Take care of your words, sir. You’ve given this fellow the notion to dance now.”

“Show me,” he said softly, and I hiked my smock around my waist. The child within me had grown so great that his (for I was convinced it was a boy, from his size and from his determination to vex me so) motions were apparent through my tight-stretched belly, shifting this way and that. Fascinated, Charles watched, finally laying his hand gently over the moving babe to feel it for himself. “A lively little rogue, I’d say.”

“He takes after his father,” I said with a sigh. As much as it pleased me to see Charles’s affection for our unborn child, I was so deuced uncomfortable that I’d be much happier when I could finally place the swaddled child onto his lap, instead of holding it wriggling inside mine. “A wanton, willful sprite.”

“Exactly like you, then,” he said, grinning wickedly.

“I’ve half a mind to clout you for that, sir, indeed I do.” I reached for another bun, philosophically pulling a fat raisin from the side. “Leastways I’ve not much longer to wait. The midwife says that because the babe’s so large and I so small, my time could come soon.”

“I’ll be glad when you’re safe delivered,” he said, his expression turning somber. “I fear for you, Nelly, you and our babe both.”

“Oh, sir, don’t,” I said bravely, though his solicitude touched me. “I’m young and stout and never ill. I’ve every intention of surviving to dance and swive again, just as you say.”

But in truth I was afraid. I’d every right to be. Childbirth was a perilous journey for mothers and babes alike, and I’d seen too many of both who’d died not to take my coming trial seriously. I’d already made the usual precautions. I’d had my will prepared, and signed it  with a shaky cipher. While Rose and my mother had delighted in ordering the new babe’s linens, I’d grimly ordered a new winding sheet for myself, too, in case I perished. I’d dictated a letter to my unborn child, commending him to his father the king and to God, if that should be my only blessing. I’d even paid dearly for a true eaglestone, claimed from that bird’s nest, to place beneath my bedstead and help ease my pains.

But because my role as Charles’s mistress was to amuse him, not to give him the sorrows of a wife, I told him none of this, nor did he ask it. I simply smiled as winsomely as I could, as if I’d no further care than to please him.

“Brave lass,” he said, and kissed me on the cheek, his lips as sugary as my own. “I only hope you can bear to wait until I’m returned from Dover.”

“Dover?” I asked with surprise. “Why ever would you go to Dover, sir?”

“Why, to see Minette, of course.” He smiled as if this were the most natural thing in all the world, but I knew him so well I could tell he wasn’t giving the entire truth to me, and my uneasiness grew. “D’Orleans has finally agreed to let my sister come to England to visit me, if I’ll make the journey to Dover to meet here there, and not carry her back with me to London. God knows I wish I could.”

“When will you go, sir?” I asked, though I suppose I already knew. The posy, the sweet buns, the show of concern—all had been leading to this moment.

“As soon as all can be arranged,” he said. “Most likely early May.”

“In May.” Suddenly chilled, I pulled the sheet up to cover myself, keeping my hands protectively around my belly and my child. Journeys and meetings like this one were no small event to royalty. Likely Charles had known of this for weeks, even months, especially since it involved his sainted sister.

“Nelly, Nelly, pray, don’t be sad,” he said, taking my hand back into his. “You said yourself you could slip your babe any day now.”

“I could, aye.” I’d no right to expect him to dance attendance on me in childbed. Not even the most righteous of husbands were  expected to do that. “Or I could wait until June. No midwife’s reckoning is perfect.”

But he was thinking, instead, of his sister. “Do you know, I’ve not seen Minette for nearly ten years? ” he marveled. “Ten years! Ten years she’s been mired on French soil on account of that overbearing blaggard of a husband.”

“Then it’s well past time the painted old cocksucker let loose her reins,” I said, exactly what Charles himself wished to declare aloud. I’d long heard naught but ill of Madame’s husband, from Charles and Buckingham and everyone else who’d had the misfortune to meet the man. The loathsome Monsieur was a bullying catamite who made a great show of maintaining his marital rights to his wife, even as he spent his nights amongst his twittering male lovers. “I know how you’ve missed Her Highness.”

“She understands me like no one else, Nelly,” he said with the fervency he reserved for this sister. “It’s not just the sweetness of her nature, or her wit, or the natural bond between sister and brother. She was the last of my father’s children, you see, the last of us born before—before everything changed for us. I cannot begin to explain it.”

No, I thought sadly, he couldn’t. Minette was his sister, and I understood the bond with sisters. I’d Rose, hadn’t I? But his ties to Minette went beyond blood. There were times when I was certain that Charles and I were so much of a mind and a humor that we couldn’t help but be lovers, no matter what Fate had planned for us. Yet when he spoke of what had happened to him and his family so long ago, during the wars and even earlier, I felt as if we scarce knew one another at all. If he was so close to this English princess raised and wed in the French court, a woman as renowned for her learning and delicacy as for her sheer beauty, then where did that leave me? Where could it leave me?

He sighed, unaware of my thoughts. “It’s a pity you cannot come with me to meet her, Nelly. She’d like you, and you her.”

“Aye, sir,” I said faintly, not so sure of that at all.

He heard that faintness, and smiled at it. “I mean it, sweet. I’ve written much of you to her, and she likes what I’ve written. She likes that you make me laugh.”

“I can make you do many things, sir,” I said, more wistfully than I wanted. “Whatever pleases you.”

“You know me too well, Nelly.” He laughed, as if to prove it. “As much as I wish to see my sister, I’ll miss the time apart from you, even if it’s only a fortnight. Not even Louis could make his wretched brother grant us more.”

“Louis?” I asked, surprised by the nonsense that went on among these royal folk. “It took word from the French king for your sister to be permitted to England?”

“It did,” he said, amused. “If Louis hadn’t stepped into this, I don’t think his brother would have finally agreed. A strange lot of cousins, aren’t we?”

Suddenly I remembered that night with Buckingham in the gallery, and the tales of a plot that I hadn’t believed, of Charles and Minette and Louis, of my king choosing the French king’s gold over his own country, and how Charles hadn’t denied it, either.

I remembered how often in the last months the French ambassador, Colbert de Croissy, had pursued Charles from Whitehall here to this little house, determined to meet with him even if it had been in my parlor. I’d imitated the ambassador’s fussiness afterward, mincing about the room with my wrists arched and Charles’s wig sitting crookedly on my head, and made Charles laugh so hard that tears had streamed down his cheeks. A target for my raillery; that was all the Frenchman had meant to me. But now—now I wondered if I’d only been willfully blind.

And I thought of how Charles’s temper had seemed to improve so much these last weeks. Selfishly I’d believed my pregnancy had brought him that happiness. Now I realized that it was more likely due to this plan to see Minette. But was it only a simple visit between brother and sister, or something more complicated? Were Buckingham’s whispers finally grown into ominous fact?

“Are you unwell, sweet?” Charles asked with concern, rising briskly from his chair to lean over me. “You’re pale. Is it the babe? Is it time? ”

Frightened, I seized his face in my hands, drawing him closer to  me so he couldn’t look away. “Please, sir, please, tell me you’ll do what’s right!”

“Of course I will, Nelly,” he said, sitting beside me on the bed to take me into his arms, holding me like a child against his shoulder. “You can trust me, sweet. You know that. Now hush, hush, no more of this. It’s not good for you to be so troubled.”

But I shook my head, unable to find any comfort in his words. “It’s not just me, sir, but for England and the English and Protestants and—”

“For everything, Nell,” he said, his voice firm and deep with conviction. “I vow I’ll do what’s best for it all.”

He held me like that, and I closed my eyes and told myself to believe him. He was the king; he was my Charles, the father of my child. I must trust him to do what was right, and avoid the wrongs that would bring disaster to England.

Yet still I prayed with all my heart that he knew the difference.

 

“Bear down, madam, bear down,” the midwife urged. “You’re almost done. Another good push and your labor will be done.”

“ ’Od’s blood,” I gasped. “You’ve been promising that to me this last hour!”

Again I wrestled with a new wave of pain. I was sure I must by now be torn asunder, sure that my only release would come with my own death. In the stifling, sealed room, I could glimpse the faces of the other women gathered around me, their faces washed yellow by the firelight and made blurry by my suffering. I’d always liked an audience; were they here now to witness my child’s entrance or my last scene?

“Heed her, Nell.” Rose’s face came sharply into focus before me, her hand gripping mine. Beside her wept my mother, though I could not say whether her tears came from fear for me or from her drinking too deeply of the sherry wine I’d laid out for the midwife and her attendants.

“The babe has crowned,” Rose continued, “a thatch of black, curling hair. One more push, and you’ll see for yourself, and all this will be done.”

Black, curling hair, I thought feverishly, black hair like Charles’s. I’d please him. I’d give him what he wanted. As soon as he returned from Dover, he’d see what I’d done for him. I felt the first swell of another pain and braced myself against its onslaught.

“Now, Nell, now,” Rose coaxed. “Bring the child forth!”

With my eyes squeezed shut, I marshaled what remained of my dwindled strength and bore down, crying out from the pain and the force of it. At last I felt the babe slide from my body into the midwife’s waiting hands, and the sudden relief that it was done.

“Well done, madam, well done,” praised the midwife. “What a handsome child!”

I struggled weakly to see for myself, instinctively reaching out for my babe.

“A son?” I croaked. “A boy? ”

“Oh, aye, a boy, and a fine, lusty one, too,” she said with great approval. Carefully she laid the babe on my now-diminished belly, working to sever the final ties between us. I touched him, felt his life, heard his first querulous cry, and let the tears of joy and wonder course from my eyes.

“He’s the king’s get, Mrs. Gwyn, that’s for certain.” One of the blurred faces had separated and cleared into Mrs. Chiffinch, the wife of the page of Charles’s bedchamber and his most trusted personal servant. I smiled at her approval, for she was there to give official witness to the birth and swear to all propriety surrounding it, so that there’d be no later doubts or questions. “The hair, the color, the little fellow’s size: oh, aye, he’s the king’s, no mistake, and what a brave woman you are to have brought him forth!”

“Charles,” I whispered. “His name shall be Charles.”

Mrs. Chiffinch smiled, her eyes disappearing above her rounded cheeks. “Charles it shall be, for what’s more proper than that? He’s His Majesty’s seventh son, madam, a most fortunate sign.”

I gazed down into my son’s wizened, small face, his little fists trembling in infant impotence and his eyes blinking and squinting as he tried to make sense of this strange new world around him. He might be Charles’s seventh son, but he was my first, and I’d never felt the sweet draw of love as strongly as I did then.

“My dear little rogue,” I whispered, circling my arms around him. “My own little man!”

I know that wise women will say it’s not so, but I swear that at that moment my new son smiled at me, and my heart was his.

 

“So tell me, Nell,” Lord Rochester said, tapping his long ebony walking stick idly on the floor before his chair. “Do you intend now to play mad mothers, or only mothers driven mad by their wayward offspring?”

“I’ll play a mad fishmonger if that’s the part Dryden writes for me,” I said cheerfully, my hands looped around my bent knees. “Faith, it’s been so long since I’ve been on the boards at the playhouse, he can set me to the back as a handmaiden and I’d be content.”

“You content as a handmaiden, Nell?” he asked, his brows arched with incredulity. “I’d not realized that the telling of lies had become part of a lying-in.”

I laughed, and why shouldn’t I? This was the part of the entire childbirth rigmarole that I liked the best: my lying-in, like every other lady of fashion. It seemed the world would grant me a good month of doing nothing but receiving my guests and the praise and gifts they wished to heap upon me and my new son. The first sennight had not been pleasant, for I’d been so sore and worn by the birth that I could scarce find a comfortable position to lie or sit. I wept copiously, my breasts ached from the binding to stop my milk, and as I healed within, it seemed as if I’d had the last nine months’ worth of courses pressed into a single week.

But now, as May wound away, I felt more like my old, merry self. I still sat in my bed, true, but I wore a feather-quilted silk bedgown over a new smock trimmed in Belgian lace, with pearls around my throat and my garnets in my ears. My hair was artfully dressed with ribbons each day, and I took care to make sure my tiny feet in their high red Morocco slippers were on display, peeking from beneath the coverlet. I kept the windows to my bedchamber thrown open to gather the spring breezes within, and the flowers sent by my well-wishing friends were arranged in blue and white Dutch porcelain vases along the chimneypiece.

Best of all was the steady procession of my friends, from the playhouse and from Whitehall. We ate and drank as freely as if my house were an open tavern, and in exchange I gobbled every scrap of gossip and scandal they could offer. If I’d been a gray-bearded holy man in some distant Scottish cave, I couldn’t have felt more deprived of the news of the world, nor as eager to receive it once again.

I was especially desirous to learn what was happening at Dover between Charles and Minette. Was it the happy reunion they’d both craved? More importantly, was it strictly a pleasure junket, or had the meeting been a mask for the diplomatic intrigue between England and France that I’d feared?

Who better, then, to tell me all I wished to know than my favorite wit and ancient friend Lord Rochester? Rochester and I were neighbors now, at least when he was in London and not in the country at home with his wife and infant daughter at Adderbury. He’d taken lodgings across Lincoln’s Inn Fields from mine, in Portugal Row, in the house besides the Duke’s Playhouse. This was convenient for me, of course, given that I’d already a great many friends in the Duke’s Company as well as my own. But it was also a useful location for the earl to be so near to the theatres, since he’d continued in his weaknesses for actresses as mistresses, and always seemed to have one or another of them wafting about.

Now, however, I had him to myself, or as much to myself as we each were to anyone. I leaned on my bed in splendorous state, while he had the largest armchair. He was dressed with his usual extravagance, his coat and waistcoat of mottled green brocade, reaching to the middle of his thighs, the cuffs of his linen fluttering over his hands, and his curled and frizzled periwig so lush as to likely require a groom and stable of its own.

Yet as fine as his costume might be, my friend’s face told another story. I worried for him. He looked worn and spent, his eyes rheumy and nose in constant need of blotting with the lace-edged handkerchief he’d tucked in his sleeve for the purpose.

Not that it seemed to have slowed his wit. “I’ve heard that Dryden’s planning another assault on the well-worn state of Granada, just as I hear there’s a prime part for you.”

“There is,” I said, beaming. “He came to read the speeches for me earlier this week. I’m to play Almahide, the Moorish queen, and it’s a devilish fine role.”

“Oh, indeed, for Dry-den does love his ponderous queens,” he said, making sure I didn’t miss his punning emphasis on the aridity that he’d placed on the playwright’s name, there lately being no love or regard lost between these two gentlemen. Once the earl had been the playwright’s patron, ensuring that the king had named him poet laureate. Since that time, however, they’d squabbled over what separated good poetry from ill, with Dryden speaking more from his heart than was wise to so sharp and fickle a gentleman as Lord Rochester.

“But that is not all,” he continued. “I hear he’s also planning a droll little prologue for Mrs. Nelly.”

“He is?” I cried. “You dog! How did you hear of this before I? ”

He made a gracefully dismissive wave of one hand. “I’ve a source within the playhouse,” he said. “A most charming and delectable source.”

I gasped with delight, for this was exactly what I’d missed most. “Has Elizabeth finally tumbled for you?”

“The lovely and lascivious Mrs. Boutell?” He smiled slyly. “Nell, Nell! And here I believed your interest lay only with old Dryden’s Conquest of Granada, not my conquest of Mrs. Boutell. Better that I tell you of how all of this relates to the doings of Dover than my petty affaires de coeur.”

“Affaires de cock is more true for you, my lord,” I said, leaning forward with excitement. “But what has any of this possibly to do with Dover and the king? ”

“Much, my dear, and with you, too.” He poured more wine into his glass, the fourth time he’d done so since he’d joined me, and sorry I was to see it, too. I couldn’t miss how the canary quivered in his glass from the unceasing tremor in his hands, a trembling fit more for an elder of seventy than a blade of twenty-four.

“You know the king took a small troop of players with him to Dover,” he began, “planning on making an entertainment there for the French grandees dancing attendance on his sister.”

“I know, I know, I know, and how I wish I’d been among them!”

“I hear that Nokes took your place well enough,” he said, naming James Nokes, a clever young fellow with a gift like mine for drollery. “The play was The Cautious Coxcomb, and I hear he played Sir Arthur Addell to mocking perfection, wearing a costume with a flopping cartwheel hat to ape the Frenchmen so that even they couldn’t help but laugh. While the king—but ah, you know how he loves such amusements at the expense of the righteous.”

“I do, and he does.” How much I longed to have been there to prance beside Nokes! “But where do I—”

“I hear that Dryden’s already contriving a prologue for you to mock the mockery,” he said. “I hear the king himself suggested it.”

I clasped my hands to my chest. “Truly? Then he has not forgotten me?”

“Mrs. Gwyn, you’ve just given the king another son,” he said. “How could he forget you? I’ve heard he speaks of you to all who’ll listen, boasting of this new babe, and your wit and cunning beauty. They say that even Madame la duchesse is sending you gifts for the babe. Silver cups, coral rattles, amber beads, those sorts of gimcracks.”

“She is!” I fell back against my pillows, overwhelmed with joy. I didn’t give a fig for the gifts (very well, not much of a fig), but for the acknowledgment. Charles must have spoken most highly of me and us and our child for his sister to have recognized me in this way. “Oh, my lord, that is rare news!”

“You can’t do better in Charles’s eyes than to have Madame’s blessing,” he said, using the common title for Charles’s sister Minette. “He trusts her judgment in everything, perhaps more than is wise.”

“Her judgment.” Of a sudden I remembered my fears for the real reason for this little journey, the old doubts planted by Buckingham. “Tell me, my lord. Have you heard any whispers of private meetings in Dover, between the king and his sister and the French ambassadors? ”

“Why, the usual tedious ones, I suppose,” he said, frowning a bit as he racked his memory. “There’s much discussion of a new treaty between England and France that will cut into the Dutch influence at  sea. Louis wants the Nether-lands, while Charles wants the Nether-waters.”

He smiled, waiting for me to applaud that dreadful jest, but I was too anxious to flatter him over so pitiful an effort. “There’s no talk of Louis sending money to Charles?”

“Sweet faith, no,” he said, with such amazement that I knew it to be true. “Wherever did you hear that?”

“Buckingham,” I began. “He told me that—”

“Nelly, sweet, darling Nelly,” he said with a groan. “Haven’t we settled this before? Buckingham would tell you there were curling-tailed wild apes in the towers of Westminster if he thought it would serve him. I’ve never known a man so adept at taking the merest wisp of a fact and breathing and puffing it into a great, raging conflagration. If Arlington told you, I’d believe it, but not Buckingham.”

I felt suddenly foolish for my worries. “So there is no plot between the king and his sister? ”

“I’d not go so far as that,” he hedged, “for I never know such things for certain. But I do know that Charles is far too wise to trust such secrets to a braggart like Buckingham, nor would Madame confide in him, either. Especially not Madame. Did you know that before she was wed to Louis’s brother, Buckingham tried to seduce her? ”

“You’re daft,” I scoffed, laughing, for that sounded preposterous even for ten-year-old tattle. “The king would never permit that.”

“I’m not sure he ever learned of it, else Buckingham would have found himself in the Tower again, and without a pardon, too.” He paused, musing. “Madame is so unlike her brother, you know. A pale, frail lady. It’s a curious bond between her and Charles; he loves her more dear than any other, yet she is the one woman he can never possess.”

“My lord, she’s his sister,” I said, for once truly shocked. “To lie with her in such supreme wickedness—he never could do that.”

“Nor am I saying he would,” he said mildly. “Only that his attachment to her, and hers to him, goes beyond that of ordinary sisters and brothers.”

“Then pray do not speak of it again,” I said. “It—it’s not right.”

“No, it’s not.” He sighed and tapped his walking stick lightly on the floor between his legs. “I spoke of it only to show the power she has over him, and thus, by having her now as your ally, that you have, as well.”

I nodded, agreeing and accepting. Faith, how complicated these court intrigues were!

He lifted the end of the stick, barely enough to point the tip at me. “You’ve done well for yourself, pet. But you should make as much of this as you can, whilst you can. When Charles returns, he must be made to give you proper lodgings in the palace.”

“But I like my house,” I protested. “I like to be away from the court, and so does the king.”

“Keep the house, Nell, but demand rooms at the palace, as well,” he advised. “Castlemaine will be leaving hers soon enough. Stake your claim. Mark your territory, like the fine little cat that you are, before some other chit pushes forward to steal what’s yours by rights.”

I ducked my chin, studying him with unease. “What do you know? What have you heard? ”

“Only that the king was much taken with a maid of honor in his sister’s household,” he said, a forced lightness to his voice that was more worrisome than anything he was saying. “A plump, sugary sweetmeat of a girl named Louise de Kéroualle, they say, of some noble old French line. There’s likely naught more to it than that, for Old Rowley sniffs fresh mares on every breeze. But still, it’s best to be aware and advised. Ah, is this your new whelp, then?”

The nursemaid had appeared to stand at the door, presenting little Charles for admiration, the way she did by my orders for every visitor. He’d proved sturdy and handsome, though so very dark that no one could question his father. Now he stared out at Rochester from beneath the point lace of his bonnet, his expression scowling, stern, and cross, as babies often are.

“What a fine fellow,” Rochester said, beaming at my son with far more interest and doting indulgence than I’d ever expected of him. He held his finger up to brush his cheek, and grinned when the child pursed his lips in response. “I left my lady wife with child again in the  country. Please God that this time she bears me a son and heir that’s even half so fine as yours.”

I held my arms up to the nurse, who passed the babe to me. He was wrapped and swaddled, as was proper to ensure the straightness of his limbs and back, a neat-wrapped bundle for me to rest in my lap. Better to think of him than to worry over some highborn French miss, I told myself fiercely. I’d borne the king’s son, hadn’t I? I gazed down at the solemn little face before me, and felt the pride and love swell in my breast.

“There’s your true treasure, Nelly,” Rochester said softly beside me. “There’s your future.”

“I know, my lord, I know,” I said happily. “What a joy to have been blessed with such a jewel of a son.”

“I meant his value to the king.” Now there was no sentiment at all to his voice, only cold, hard, heartless reason. “As long as you have Charles’s son in your possession, you have power over him.”

Instinctively, I held my little boy close to my chest, so tightly he whimpered with surprise. “I love him for who he is, my lord, just as I care for his father.”

“Love,” Rochester said with weary, sorrowful disgust. “Better to guard that babe as if your life depended on him, Nell, because a day may come when he will be the only card you have left to play.”

 

Charles came to me the same day he returned from Dover. Proudly I led him by the hand to show him his son, asleep in his cradle as the sweet June sun dappled the floor around him.

“You did well, sweet,” he whispered, instantly as besotted as I. “What a fine, handsome lad!”

“The servants say they’ve never seen a babe with a sweeter temper,” I said, which would have been boasting had I not been a mother. “Only the wet nurse complains of his lustiness at suck.”

“She complains? ” he asked slyly.

I chuckled softly. “To me, sir,” I said. “I doubt she would to you.”

“Women seldom do.” He slipped his hands around my newly  narrowed waist. “We must have him baptized, with a gathering afterward. So fine a boy must be celebrated, eh? ”

“Thank you, sir.” I rested my head back against his shoulder, more pleased than I could say to have him once again in London with me. “You approve of him being called Charles?”

“He is my son,” he said grandly. “He’s entitled to share my name.”

“And mine, too, being a bastard,” I said, wryly if not wisely. I hoped he’d ennoble our son as he’d done his other bastards, with a name and title of his own. “Master Charles Gwyn is all he’s a right to claim.”

“He shouldn’t be ashamed of that combination,” he said with careful mildness, pointedly ignoring my broad hint. “There’s plenty of other children brought before God with less.”

I answered nothing, acquiescing with my silence. I’d not let it go, of course. My son deserved no less than had been granted to Castlemaine’s brats, and I meant to see that the king agreed. But for now, I’d be content with this baptism he proposed. With highborn friends of the king’s choosing to act as our son’s godparents and a festive gathering afterward that would be noted by all at court, it would be start enough for now.

But on this afternoon, Charles had other beginnings on his mind.

“I’ve missed you, Nelly,” he said, his hands sliding from my waist over my hips. “It’s been too long.”

He pulled me back so I could feel his hard, demanding cock press against my bum. I’d missed him, too. It had been a long time since he’d last had me, two months before the birth and three weeks since, yet still I wasn’t sure if that were time enough for me. He slipped his hand forward, covering and fondling my quim, and instead of the eagerness I’d always felt before at such a caress, I felt my body tense with dread that it might still be too soon.

Yet as kind as he’d always been to me, I must never forget that he was the king. For the sake of our son, I couldn’t afford to shrink from  him now, not with that sweet-faced French chit that Rochester had described still fresh in his thoughts.

Nor, really, did I wish to. He was the king, aye, but he was also my lover, my dearest sir, and my single closest friend, and his absence while he’d been away had left a frighteningly large hole in my life. The hurt he might cause my body was nothing compared to what he could do to the rest of me if, through this small hesitation, I lost him.

With a low groan of desire, he filled his hand with my breast. “Come, Nelly, don’t keep me waiting.”

“No, sir.” I turned round to face him, my arms around his shoulders and my mouth turned up to his, with the breathless show of willingness he’d expect from me. “No, sir, not a moment longer.”

 

There was no grand baptism for my son.

Death comes suddenly, without warning or preparation for those who perish, and worse, for those who must survive the loss and endure. On the second of July, an exhausted courier from the French court threw himself at Charles’s feet. His message was short and unbearably painful: On the twenty-seventh of June, Madame la Duchesse de Orleans—Charles’s dear sister Minette—had taken ill, and after a night of horrifying agony, she had died. Louis’s physicians said she had succumbed at last to her delicacy. Knowing the villainy of her husband Monsieur, everyone else at the French court believed she had been poisoned. No one would ever know for certain.

The news so shattered Charles that he collapsed and had to be half carried to his bedchamber. There he lay, alone in the dark, overwhelmed by grief for his lost sister. Of his eight brothers and sisters, now only he and his brother James remained, and this loss seemed for him the hardest to bear.

He did not send for me, nor for the queen, nor any woman. The only gentleman admitted to his melancholy chamber was Lord Rochester. To many others at court who knew the earl only for his rakish ways, he seemed a peculiar companion to offer succor in the king’s affliction. But I had seen the kindness behind His Lordship’s flippant facade, and understood both the king’s choice and his need for the  solace that the more private Rochester could bring. And it was His Lordship, too, who noted with sad accuracy how universally Madame was mourned, both in England and in France, and how since her death, dying had been much in fashion.

With so much gloom and death to trouble my thoughts, I felt it wiser not to wait any longer, and to have my son baptized and his soul given over to God’s care. I’d no wish to tempt cruel Fate, and wait for his royal father and a more ostentatious baptism. On a rainy summer morning, I carried him to the local parish myself. With Rose and her husband to stand as godparents, I saw him christened as Charles Gwyn, son of Mrs. Eleanor Gwyn. The place in the registry for a father’s name was left empty, nor did the rector press me to fill it. He knew my son’s sire. Everyone did.

And for now, that would be enough.




Chapter Seventeen

NEWMAN’S ROW, LONDON  September 1670

There were those who believed that Madame’s death changed Charles forever. They say the lighthearted spirit that had shone so bright during the first decade of his reign was lost with his sister, that his temper became more serious, more determined.

To me, he did not seem changed so much as grown, the way that any man, humble or highborn, grows with age. He was forty now, a goodly age, and if, with the thoughtfulness that comes with the years, he seemed more willing to rule rather than simply to sit upon his throne, then that was to be expected.

He took new interest in the details of the government, in how the country’s moneys were spent and by whom. He opened the new session of Parliament in state, a motion that many of the members found disquieting, even threatening, for the impression it gave of the king sitting in mastery of Parliament. He was similarly faulted for taking his seat in the House of Lords. Though this seat was of course his by right and birth, the lords did not like it, feeling much like the chickens with the fox among them. Not that Charles interfered or tried to push his will upon them; rather, it was his presence alone that acted upon their (likely) guilty consciences, and made them suspicious of what might be coming next.

Those who looked closely saw another unwelcome sign of change, too. Since his Restoration, Charles had been in favor of religious  tolerance of all faiths. This was, in theory, an agreeable thing, but to many of his people, the only faith Charles was seen to be protecting was the Romish Catholics, specifically the French Papists. Grumbling English Protestants could point to the number of Papists among the king’s closest family (his late sister, his brother, his sister-in-law, his queen, his mother) as well as his nearest friends (including Lord Arlington and Lady Castlemaine), and wonder why the English king could not put his Anglican subjects before all others.

There was, perhaps, some merit to their concern. As I came to learn much later, it was at this time that Charles had begun to receive gifts of gold from Louis, exactly as Buckingham had predicted. It was done in great secrecy, with the bearers escorted from the river by Chiffinch up the same backstairs to Charles’s bedchamber that had been used by so many willing slatterns over the years. The money was then scattered and buried in the books of the privy purse and other complicated accounts, and spent without any real reckoning.

I never knew the exact sums, or what Charles conceded in return. It’s surprising that I even came to learn as much as I did, considering who I was.

There were plenty of rumors, to be sure. Some said he’d simply agreed never to become allies with the Dutch, but others claimed that he’d sworn to convert to the Roman church and abandon Protestant-ism entirely. Those same evil rumors said he’d even agreed to give over England to Rome, and persecute all those Anglicans who refused to convert with him to the Catholic faith. This was rubbish, of course, hateful, mean-spirited rubbish, for Charles would never agree to such a dreadful fate for his people.

But while Louis’s gold wasn’t enough to buy all of England outright for the French, it was sufficient to make Charles independent of the whims of Parliament. He no longer needed to request them for funds, to beg them to fund his building projects or his refurbishment of the navy, or even for money to grant a living to me. He was at last free to do as he believed to be right, not what he must.

Fortified with this new confidence, he also began to make certain changes in his own house. First, he finally broke with Lady Castlemaine,  granting her the titles of Duchess of Cleveland, Countess of Southampton, Baroness Nonsuch. These were the last signs of favor she would receive, for he also removed her for good from her lodgings at the palace and to Berkshire House, across from St. James’s Palace, where he could still visit his children without seeing their mother.

To everyone’s surprise, the next to be sent away was Her Majesty the queen. Finally conceding that no child would ever be born to him from her womb, he had either let her retreat with grace from most of her responsibilities at court to tend to her devotions and to nurse her fading health (if you believed the explanation that Charles himself endorsed), or was finally sent away as a prelude to being officially put aside to make way for another, more fertile queen (the version that Buckingham still insisted was true). Regardless of the reason, she was now likewise gone from the daily bustle of Whitehall and installed (some said entombed) in Somerset House, far down the Strand and overlooking the river.

So where was I during this tumultuous summer of 1670? For the first time in my life, I allowed myself the luxury of doing next to nothing, which was to say I did a great deal. I dandled my lovely baby and spoiled him as thoroughly as I could. I entertained my old friends from the playhouse, and learned to sing pretty two-part catches with Maria Knight. I played cards with my sister, basset and ombre.

But most of all, I was with Charles whenever he wished me. My little house was his sanctuary when he wanted to escape the jabbering fault-finding of Parliament or the backbiting of the court. He came to hold our little son on his lap and smile proudly at every milky bubble he blew. In my company, he could do whatever he pleased, even if it were no more than to doze on the willow chaise in my garden.

Primarily, he came to me each day and many evenings to forget, in my merry company, his troubles and grief. I made him laugh when he’d feared he’d never be able to laugh again. I took care never to rage like a fury or make demands; he’d had enough of that with Lady Castlemaine. Laughter had always been my greatest gift, and my greatest weapon, too. I knew in time I’d be rewarded, my son and me both, and that there’d be great changes for me at Whitehall.

In September, they came. Only they weren’t the ones I’d expected, or the ones I’d desired, either.

 

“Where are we going, sir?” I poked my head from the carriage window. Two young rascals, likely apprentices, called to me by name, one pressing his hands over his heart. I grinned and waved (for it was pleasing still to be recognized, even though I’d not appeared on the stage for over six months now) and blew a kiss from my fingertips before I dropped back onto the seat beside the king. “You said we were bound for home, yet this is the Strand, not Queen Street.”

Charles smiled, pleased with himself to have fooled me. We’d left the Duke’s House after watching a fine play there, and I’d thought we’d return to Newman’s Row for supper. Leastways that was what I’d ordered my cook, but now it seemed he had made other plans for us.

“I’m surprised you noticed, Nelly,” he teased, “considering how busily you’ve been saluting your gallants.”

“ ’Od’s blood, sir, don’t be jealous,” I protested. “It’s been so long since I’ve played on the stage, I wonder that they can even recall my face at all.”

“Pray, why should I be jealous of you?” he said, feigning amazement of his own. “Let them harangue you in the streets instead of me.”

“They don’t harangue you, sir,” I scoffed. “They never have and they never will, so don’t pretend it’s so just to gain my sympathy.”

“Sympathy.” He sighed so deeply it was nearly a groan. “I’m always in need of sympathy.”

“Oh, pish.” I curled up onto my knees on the seat, the better to wag my finger at him. “How could anyone ever deny sympathy to a king who feeds the ducks and pelicans in the park, and speaks kindly to every little child who’s there to do the same? Your people remember Cromwell, that warty old stick, too well ever to scorn you.”

He chuckled, taking my hand into his to kiss it. “I should send you to Parliament, to tell them the same.”

“Hah, they’d like that, wouldn’t they?” I cocked my hands on my waist and puffed out my chest, and deepened the timbre of my voice  to be ponderous and manly. “All you foolish fellows, you attend here, attend! Pray hearken to Mrs. Eleanor Gwyn, the Member for New-man’s Row, who will inform you precisely how you must act in regards to His Majesty.”

“Fine, most fine,” he said, laughing. “Except that you’ve named the wrong constituency. ‘Mrs. Gwyn of Pall Mall’ has much the better ring to it.”

“You’re daft, sir,” I said, giving his arm a playful shove. “I know what I am.”

“Do you, I wonder?” He leaned forward to be able to see out the window himself. The carriage was slowing, finally coming to halt before a tall brick house, shaded by elms that had just begun to turn for autumn. “That’s a handsome house, almost new built. Have you any notion who lives there?”

“The Earl o’ Scarsdale,” I said, wondering at these foolish questions. It was a handsome house, all brick, its front divided into four bays and each centered on the first two floors by windows so tall that I could have stepped through them without bowing. It sat at the most fashionable end of Pall Mall, with gardens that backed upon the King’s Gardens at St. James’s Palace (where the Duke of York lived with his wife and daughters) and a view across the park of the jumbled towers and roofs of Whitehall.

“Everyone knows who lives along here, sir,” I continued, “on account of these new houses that Harry Jermyn’s building being so fine and costly. The next house, there, belongs to Sir William Coventry, and the one across the way is the property of Sir Hugh Cholmley, which you most likely know yourself, sir, so don’t pretend otherwise to me. The whole of London’s come to gawk at one time or another.”

“They’ll have another reason soon,” he said thoughtfully. “Once it’s known that you live here, then there’ll be no peace about the place.”

“I?” I stared at him, dumbstruck. “I am to live here, sir? ”

“If by ‘I’ you mean ‘you,’ then yes,” he said, delighting in my surprise. “It’s yours now, Nelly.”

I jutted my head and shoulders from the window to see more, still  too shocked to be able to accept my great good fortune. “But what of Lord Scarsdale?”

“Scarsdale was persuaded to give over the lease without much of a fuss,” he said with breezy disregard for the earl. “I thought the house would suit you much better than he, anyway.”

I gazed up at the great house before me, my mouth agape. To think that I’d risen so high as to live in a house such as this, and more, that Charles loved me well enough to give me such a gift—ah, ah, it was almost too much for me to bear, and tears of wonder and happiness filled my eyes.

But Charles misread my silence. “You do like it, Nelly, don’t you?”

“Oh, sir, how could I not?” I popped back inside the carriage, letting him see my tears as I curled onto his lap to lavish kisses upon his face. “ ’Tis perfection. Aye, and so are you, sir. You, my dearest sir, are my own perfection.”

“You exaggerate, sweet,” he said gruffly, even as he pulled me closer. “But I’ll accept it. Because it’s you, Nelly, I’ll accept it.”

 

I didn’t move to occupy Scarsdale’s house at once. Although it was only a few years old, there were many things I wished to change, improvements I wanted to have done to suit me. With His Majesty’s credit behind me, I chose to let the undertakers work without me underfoot. But because Charles was still impatient to have me and our son closer to the palace and to him, in August I removed myself to another house in Pall Mall, formerly occupied by Thomas Sydenham, a physician of considerable fashion.

This was not so grand a residence as my new one, to be sure, but still another rung higher than Newman’s Row, and new built, too. It seemed that since the Great Fire had destroyed so much that was old, the whole city had gone mad for new building and development. There were plenty of folk who fussed and complained that, before long, there’d not be a scrap of grassy field left within a mile of the river. I didn’t join them. Having spent so much of my childhood in houses that were sad and ramshackle with decay, I found the clean, fresh  scent of a carpenter’s shavings and a plaster’s lime to be sweeter than any perfume, and could scarce wait for my elegant new home to be ready.

But Charles had been right about how many folk would come to ogle this handsome brick-and-stone proof of his affection and regard. Even though I’d not move my belongings to the larger house until the New Year, it was already known as mine, and Lord Scarsdale’s ownership forgotten. For every person who thought I’d done well for myself, there seemed a score of others who envied me, and despised me as being unworthy of both the king and his generosity. In Parliament and at Whitehall, I was derided for being the boldest jade who dared aspire above her natural station. The birth of my little Charles combined with my new house was not only damned for being impudent, but dangerous to the very state.

I knew all of this, as did Charles. Together we could laugh away most of these sour fault-finders, and ignore the rest. But sometimes the cruel words did find their mark with me, and the sting was grievous hard to brush away.

Thus one morning in early autumn, my lady’s maid, Poll, stood before me in my bedchamber. Her plain country face twisted with as much anguish as if I’d held her upside down by her heels from my window, rather than asked her to read the broadsheet she held clutched in her hands.

“Go on,” I said. “Read it.”

“Oh, madam, I cannot,” she wailed. “ ’Tis too cruel, to you and to His Majesty. I cannot do it!”

“Aye, you can,” I said, my patience with the girl beginning to fray. In most ways she was a perfect servant, trustworthy and honest and full of industry. But her loyalty could take curious twists when she sought to protect me, and this was one such occasion.

“That’s why I hired you, Poll,” I said, striving to be more kindly, “because you can read better than a barrister. As for this Mr. Marvell being so barbarous hateful to me and His Majesty, why, it’s only words he’s flung my way. If he’d a cudgel in his lily-white hand, then I’d a  right to worry, but otherwise, I doubt there’s any new slander he could hurl at me that I’ve not heard before. Now come, read it.”

“Very well, madam,” she said, her voice still a-tremble with emotion. “If I must.”

I braced myself, composing my face to receive the worst. The more favor the king showed me, the more libels and slanders I’d have to weather. I’d heard of this Andrew Marvell before from my friend John Dryden, among others. Though Marvell considered himself a poet as well as a member of Parliament, he was no wit, but a priggish old Puritan who’d tutored Cromwell’s nephews at Eton. How could such a man have any love for me?

At last Poll took a deep breath and began to read:And now behold a Common Drab become  
The glorious Mate for th’English Monarch’s Bum.  
Nor was it long before the Artful Slut  
Had got the length of her Great Stallion’s Foot.  
She knew so well to wield the Royal Tool  
That none had such a Knack to please the Fool.  
When he was Dumpish, she would still be Jocund  
And Chuck the Royal Chin of Charles ye Second.  
“Come, Dear,” quoth she, “I hate this Melancholy”—  
Then out She lug’d the Handle of his Belly—  
And with her Heels lock’d in the Amorous Cully,  
Thrice happy Nell that hads’t a King so gracious  
To poke for Princes in thy Dust and Ashes.  
And well done Charles, when thou can’st get no Heirs  
To stock thy Peerage with St. Martin’s Peers  
And stain the Lines of all thy old Nobility  
With Scoundrel Whores, and Cinder-dram’s Fertility.




I swallowed back the bile that rose in my throat and made myself smile. “ ’Od’s blood, is that all? ”

Poll stared at me, bewildered. “Aye, madam.”

“Then I’ve naught to worry, do I?” I sipped at my morning tea, as passing genteel as any lady. “This Marvell’s a damned poor poet, Poll, but he doesn’t say a word of me that’s not true. I am a whore. I do cheer His Majesty when he’s sorrowful, and I do please him, too.”

“But, madam, what’s said of His Majesty!”

“Is likewise true, Polly,” I said firmly. “He hasn’t gotten an heir with the queen, whilst I, the Cinder-dam, have given him a fine son. The words were writ to hurt, aye, but so long as I hold my head high and pay them no heed, they’ll have no power.”

“Yes, madam,” she said, but with more obedience than conviction.

“I’ll tell you the same that Master Killigrew told me at the playhouse,” I said fiercely, “that once you set to live your life before the world, then you must let them judge you as they please, but know that it signifies nothing more than a pile of dung. Nothing, mind?”

I grabbed the paper from her hand and crumpled it into a tight ball, then threw it as hard as I could into the grate. It nested against a burning log, glowed, then burst into bright flame.

“There, Poll, you can see their short life for yourself,” I said. “Now that is all.”

She curtseyed and left me. I stood before the fireplace for a long while afterward, watching the paper burn to wisps of gray ash and finally fall to bits. The hateful words had vanished, but what I felt for Charles, and he for me, would surely last forever.

And that was all.

 

“So there’s the French girl, Nell, the great prize,” Rochester said, standing beside me. “What do you make of her, eh? ”

“Hah.” I held on to his arm for support, craning upward and balancing on my toes for a better look across the room. A small group of us were gathered at the palace tonight, ostensibly to hear some overwrought singer from Paris trill and flutter her way through a pack of nonsensical songs. That was what the invitation had been, but for most of us, the real reason was to witness the first official appearance of Louise de Kéroualle at Charles’s court.

By now everyone knew her story (except, perhaps, the queen). The chit had first come to notice as one of the maids of honor in attendance to Charles’s sister Henriette last spring, when the brother and sister had met for the last time in Dover. Charles gave Madame a casket of rare jewels as a gift in parting, and in return he’d slyly asked for her maid. Knowing her brother’s inclinations, Madame had refused, saying the girl was too young (no more than a year younger than I!) and too gently, too delicately raised to leave France for the bawdy wilderness of her brother’s court.

King Louis had had no such qualms, and Madame was scarce laid in her grave before he’d offered Louise and her virginity to Charles, just the sort of gift royal cousins exchanged, I suppose. For propriety’s sake, she would be given a place in the queen’s household, but no one with half a wit (least of all me) was fooled.

In early September, then, Charles had sent Buckingham, ready as always to play the royal pimp, to collect the chit as well as Madame’s Stuart jewels. I never could learn exactly what happened next, though it seemed that, even for him, the duke grossly bumbled his errand. Rochester had sworn to me that his notorious mistress Lady Shrewsbury, now hugely great with Buckingham’s bastard, had summoned him rushing back to England by claiming the child was imminent; though I cannot countenance that story, or that the duke would ever care so much for another, even his lover. Whatever his reason, he abandoned Louise in Dieppe, sailing home to England as if he’d quite forgotten her (and, apparently, his head, too, to so foolishly tax Charles’s goodwill). Lord Arlington had instead rescued the girl, fetching her from France in his private yacht, and now, at last, here she was.

“ ‘Hah’ is not a judgment, Nell,” Rochester said beside me. “Not the sort I expect from you, anyway. Come, pet, silence has never been your suit. Tell me what you think of the lady.”

I glanced up at him sideways. “She looks very—very French, my lord.”

He laughed. “I trust you don’t mean that as a compliment.”

“I’m English,” I said, and shrugged to show how careless I was of  all things French. This Louise’s looks did not please me, regardless of whether she’d been born French, English, or Hottentots. Her eyes were small and dark as raisins, her hair black, her lips set in a babyish pout. She was dressed in the French fashion, too, stiff and unyielding, with far too much gold lace for a maid of honor. To watch her beside the queen, sitting so straight-backed on her tabouret, she might have been the queen rather than the attendant.

“You’re English, and she is French,” he said, teasing me, I know. “What of it?”

“Because you are English, too, my lord,” I said, appealing to logic. “Mark her for yourself. Even from here, you can see that her face’s as round and white as a bowl of rising dough, and with as much spark as that, too.”

“That is to the French taste, yes,” he conceded, sipping at his ever-present wine. “But you must grant that she has a certain grace.”

“Grace!” I exclaimed. “ ’Od’s blood, how can you tell? I’ve seen kindling sticks that show more life than that! Look how she moves, my lord. Is that what the French mistake for breeding? Stopping and posing and freezing her gestures for admiration, as if she’d been carved from white stone? ”

“The king doesn’t think so,” Rochester said softly, and unnecessarily, too. As we watched, Charles made his way to where the queen was sitting. He bowed and smiled to her: a sorry thing to see how that poor, plain lady still blushed with pleasure at her faithless husband’s attentions. Yet as grateful as she was, he squandered only a handful of minutes on her before moving on to the new mademoiselle, who in turn puffed and preened as he greeted her.

“I cannot abide a jade who simpers like that!” I said, fuming. “Does she believe this king has never smiled upon another woman before? ”

Not that my friend had anything of comfort to add to that. “They say that both Arlington and the French ambassadors have tutored her well in what pleases the king. Recall how long Frances Stuart was able to keep him nibbling from her palm, by the simple art of refusal.”

“Virgins,” I said with disgust. “Faith, but I do hate them.”

“As do I,” Rochester agreed, resting his arm over my shoulders in his familiar manner. “A nuisance, all around. But the creatures are such a rarity at this court, and the king has such a taste for the hunt, that surely he’s tempted.”

I watched them together, desperately trying to convince myself that the king’s attentions were only him playing the genial host.

“I’ve already contrived a small epigram to be pinned to the lady’s door,” the earl said. “When the time is ripe, of course.”

I raised my brows with expectation. Rochester’s poetry was famously barbed, and I thought him the best wit of the lot.

He smiled, as always pleased to recite. “ ‘Within this place a bed’s appointed/For a French bitch and God’s anointed.’ ”

“Hah, that’s most fine!” I laughed, and clapped my hands together. “You must post it on her door at once.”

“In time, in time,” he said with a languid turn of his hand. “The king will be amused. The lady will not.”

“Hang the lady,” I said tartly. “Or as you say, the bitch.”

“Indeed,” he said. “But if I were you, Mrs. Gwyn, I’d take care to look after myself.”

“What have I to fear from this pasty-faced Carwell?” I blustered, purposefully turning her name to English. “What does that scrap of French maidenhead have do with me? ”

“Oh, there’s no fault with you, Nelly,” he said, not unkindly. “She reminds him of Minette.”

And as I watched Charles smiling down on the French girl, the interest and desire was so clear in his dark eyes, even here across the room, that I felt my heart drop through my belly. I’d never expected him to keep constant to me, nor had I any right to. Nor, to be truthful, had he; it wasn’t in his nature.

But I’d no wish to stand witness to such a scene as this one, either, and in those few moments I realized I’d grown lazy and complacent where the king was concerned. With my new house and my curly-haired son, I’d let myself trust too far. I’d never been afraid to work for what  I’d wanted in my life, and if I wished to keep my place in the king’s heart and ensure a good life for our little Charles, I’d do well to set myself to doing so again.

By the time Charles finally came to me (for no matter in how much favor I was, nor how daring I wished to be, I couldn’t approach him with such familiarity before the queen here at court), I’d already made my plan.

“How handsomely you are dressed this night, Nelly,” he said as he kissed my hand, his smile so warm that I could almost forget how he’d just granted the same beneficence to the French chit. “But then, you know my tastes, don’t you?”

“Aye, sir, I do.” I smiled sweetly. I was dressed well, though, in truth, to my own tastes, which had, I suppose, become his as well. I’d chosen a gown of bronze lutestring which turned my hair more gold than copper, and emerald green petticoats, all trimmed with the same ribbon rosettes and scalloped pinking that I’d always preferred in my costumes.

In the way we’d often done before, he raised my hand to spin me about as if in a dance. I turned on my toes, my skirts fluttering outward. This was, of course, the usual goal of this exercise: to display my legs in their bright yellow stockings and my tiny feet in green-and-gold lace shoes for Charles to admire. But this time, when I finally came to stop before him, I’d puffed out my cheeks and narrowed my eyes to imitate Louise de Kéroualle.

“Oooh, oooh, monsieur le king, monsieur le king, you are kind to  petite me, oui?” I said in the foolish, high-pitched accent that we always used on the stage to mock the French. I pouted outrageously, and simpered exactly as she had. “Oooh, oui, oui, bonjour, bonjour.”

The king’s expression froze, and for one horrible moment I feared I’d misjudged. Then beside him Rochester guffawed, and at once Charles relaxed and laughed, too, and more: I could almost vow that he blushed, to be so caught.

“You’re a wicked little creature, Nelly,” he said fondly. “You shouldn’t jest about that poor lady when she’s only just arrived among us. My sister held her most dear, you know.”

With my palms turned outward, I shrugged with Gallic extravagance. “Me no understand-ez, oui? ”

“Oh, you understand, sweet, and so do I.” Charles curled his arm around my waist to pull me close to his side. “Come, walk with me a bit. I’ve had enough of this singer’s antic warbling for one night.”

He led me outside toward the nearest gallery, where we could see the full autumn moon rising orange over the city’s steeples and rooftops. The evening was warm, and I was snug, anyway, tucked against his side with his arm around me. I wouldn’t be surprised if he soon pressed me into the shadows and against the wall, for we both enjoyed a sudden, impulsive coupling like that. But before his thoughts sank to his breeches, I’d things I’d wished to say, and I stepped free, turning to face him.

“I’ve decided to be in Dryden’s new play, sir,” I said. “Considering how he wrote the best part and the prologue specific for me, I could hardly refuse him.”

“So soon? ” he asked, surprised. “Little Charles is only a month or so old, isn’t he?”

“He’s nearly five months, sir,” I said, wondering how as attentive a father as Charles could still be so unaware of his son’s age. “It’s time.”

He sighed unhappily, answer enough.

“I’d always planned to return to the playhouse,” I said, coaxing him. “And I gave Killigrew my word I’d be back as soon as I could.”

“Killigrew would let you go.”

“If I wished to be freed, aye,” I said delicately. “But I don’t. You knew I’d go back, sir.”

“I know, I know,” he said, heaving another great sigh. “I knew. But I’d thought with the new house and the boy—our boy—that you’d be content enough.”

“It’s not a matter of contentment, sir, but of who and what I am.” I came back to stand close before him, resting my hands on his chest as I gazed up at his face. “I’ve always wished to amuse you and to make you laugh. What better place for me to do so than your playhouse? ”

“But you’ll be rehearsing.” He slid his hand from my waist to  beneath one of my breasts, holding it there. “You’ll be with Killigrew and the others. I’ll miss you.”

“I won’t be far, sir.” I placed my hand over his, urging him to caress the soft flesh he’d captured there, and I sighed my pleasure. “You’ll always be able to find me.”

He’d now grasped my bum, needing no further encouragement. “What part will you play, sweet? ”

“Almahide,” I whispered, my voice turning husky. I’d make him forget that French Louise. I’d make him forget everything but me. “Queen of the Moors, a paganess torn between twin passions for her husband and the man who can save their country. I’ve already seen my costume, spangled and sewn from the spotted skins of leopards, with a plumed crown for my head. My arms and legs will be bare, save for bracelets that twine like snakes around my limbs.”

“I like a good paganess.” He kissed me, hard and demanding, and pushed me back against the wall. “They are great sport to tame, and to master.”

I laughed, breathless, helping him shove my skirts aside. “I should like to see you tame me, sir.”

“Wear your costume for me,” he said, “and I will.”

I gasped as he entered me, my eyes closed with delight. “I will,” I whispered. “Oh, sir, I will.”




Chapter Eighteen

BUCKINGHAM HOUSE, LONDON  November 1670

For all that the king’s devotion and ardor toward me seemed only to increase in the last months of 1670, he still showed a most distressing inclination toward the new French maid of honor. Perhaps if I’d lost a sister as dear to me as Henriette had been to Charles, then I would understand the complicated attraction that Louise de Kéroualle seemed to hold for him.

As it was, I could not fathom it, not at all. She was placid as a sheep, demonstrating no wit whatsoever, and her beauty (such as it was, for I was blind to that, as well) was without animation. She treated the queen not as a mistress, but scandalously as an equal, yet was not rebuffed or chided for it. She put on more airs than an entire legion of peeresses combined, and just as she praised everything that was French, she likewise faulted everything English. She was petty and demanding, given to hysterical bouts of weeping and tantrums that I’d not tolerate in my infant son, let alone in a grown woman purporting to be a lady. She was most likely a spy for Louis. With blatant calculation, she mentioned Madame’s name and memory in conversation as often as she could, always reducing poor Charles to the gravest melancholy with her.

She was French. She was a Papist. I never could pronounce her name. She should have been an enemy of the Crown and the state, and  yet my darling Charles behaved like a simpleminded, besotted mooncalf in her presence.

Sweet merciful heaven, she made me want to retch and puke.

Hatred can make just as peculiar a bedfellow as love. For me, though I’d never have thought it possible, this meant that I became tenuous allies with the Duke of Buckingham. Louise loathed His Grace for having abandoned her at Dieppe, like any other waterside whore. I loathed Louise, simply for being Louise. Yet, in turn, both the duke and I loved the king. Therefore, that autumn His Grace and I put aside our past differences and forged a bond of tenuous friendship between us.

All of which explains how one night in November, I came to be in Buckingham House, sitting in a tall-backed, old-fashioned chair across from the duke, who sat in an identical chair. Before us was our audience of friends and acquaintances, a makeshift pit of gallants, nobles, and sparks, with only a sprinkling of women, and no ladies, save the duke’s wanton lover, Lady Shrewsbury.

Sir Charles Sedley, Sir Henry Savile, and Lord Buckhurst, my old cronies from Epsom; Tom Killigrew from the playhouse; and Sir George Etherege from the Duke’s Company: all of those whom that sour face Andrew Marvell had branded as the Merry Gang, and a good many others besides, were there. Lord Rochester had come late, during supper, trailing a sloe-eyed young man of exceptional beauty after him. His Lordship had confessed to me that, after Paris, he’d begun experimenting with more libertine ways and the Turkish manner of love, and this languid puppy on his arm was, I suppose, the proof.

The hour was late, very late, and the entire company had drunk so much wine that there was not much we wouldn’t do. Yet I cannot lay the blame upon that. The sting of Charles’s attentions to Louise goaded me onward, making me turn toward jesting as I always did, and besides, I liked an audience too well to resist any chance to perform, even as unwisely as this.

I’d dusted my face all over with flour (fetched from the kitchen for the purpose) to resemble Louise’s deathly pallor. Someone had thoughtfully produced an oversized Romish crucifix, which I clutched  to my breast with Louise’s French fervor, keeping my other hand free to hold one of the napkins from dinner as an enormous handkerchief. Opposite me, Buckingham had shifted his usual ginger-colored wig for a black one, much like Charles’s, and he, too, held a napkin stretched between both hands. Simplicity itself, as far as our costumes and properties, but our audience never doubted for an instant who we meant to portray.

“Oh, what your sister-saint would-ez say!” I wailed in my best French manner toward the ceiling, my napkin-handkerchief pressed to the corner of my eye to catch my tears. “Oh, mon Dieu’s blood, what she would-ez do!”

“Minette, Minette, Minette!” cried Buckingham, sobbing along with me. “Why don’t you gaze down from among the other saints in heaven, and tell this cursed teasing minx to grant me what I want?”

I shook my head and wept all the harder, burying my face in my handkerchief to blow my nose with a goose’s trumpeting inelegance.

“What’s your price, mademoiselle?” begged Buckingham. On his knees, he made his way clumsily toward me, holding a basket heaped with paste jewels and beads before me. “A carriage, jewels, a title, even my Protestant soul for Louis and the Pope. Tell me, mademoiselle, and it shall be yours, for I must be the first to claim your virgin quim for England.”

He dumped the jewels in a tangled pile in my lap. I dropped my handkerchief to the floor, forgetting it in my greedy delight, and avariciously began to paw through the jewels. When Buckingham dared to walk his fingers over my knee, I remembered my pose, dropped the jewels, and began to sob again.

Our audience roared with amusement, shouting the lewdest of suggestions and advice, as can well be imagined.

“Me no bad woman!” I cried, even as I began stuffing the jewels down the front of my gown, between my breasts. “Me no whore!”

“But Louis swore to me you were,” Buckingham exclaimed, still crawling about on his knees and weeping most pitifully, though now from thwarted lust. “He promised me upon his most Catholic soul  and a whole pack of bloody relics that you’d do whatever I wanted, once we’d settled the fair market price.”

“Non, non, non!” I wailed. “I would sooner cut-tez me throat before be your whore!”

With my handkerchief on the floor, I reached down and pulled up the hem of my skirt to wipe my eyes, drumming the high heels of my yellow silk shoes on the floor and flailing my petticoats around my legs. It was so pretty a piece of business, and so perfectly captured Louise’s petulance, that Buckingham himself forgot he was playing the king and bent double with laughter, resting his cheek on my knee to support himself.

But I never forgot my part, even as I gloried in the waves of uproarious laughter that flowed toward me. That laughter, that pleasure that I could give to others, returned to me tenfold. Was there any sweeter balm for my wounded heart and pride? Was there any better way to soothe the indignity I must suffer for the sin of being born no more than lowly Nelly Gwyn, and make myself forget that all the love I shared with the king would never be enough to make me a true lady?

There was not, there was not; and the joy of it floated around me all through the night as I slept, and was with me still when I was awakened the next morning by Poll shaking my shoulder like a dog worrying a mutton bone.

“Wake, ma’am, you must wake at once,” she exclaimed frantically. “His Majesty’s carriage is in the street below, before your door!”

I struggled to rouse myself, my eyes heavy and my tongue thick from the excesses of last night. “Now, Poll? Th’ king’s here now?”

“Oh yes, ma’am, yes, he’ll be at the door at any—”

But he was here already, throwing open the door to my bedchamber as only a gentleman of his height and strength could do—especially a tall, strong gentleman full of displeasure.

“Poll,” he said curtly. “Leave us.”

My poor girl made a quivering curtsey and backed from the room, closing the door after her. Given the king’s humor, I guessed a curtsey  might not be a bad way to begin for me, either. As swiftly as I could, I pushed my tangled hair from my face and began to slide from the bed.

But Charles wasn’t going to wait for such niceties. Instead he crossed the room with quick, angry strides and yanked the window curtains open, flooding my bedchamber with bright, sunny light.

“ ’Od’s blood, sir,” I exclaimed, squinting and turning my face away from the unexpected brightness. “That’s precious cruel.”

He didn’t choose to reply, coming instead to stand beside the bed and gaze at me, his eyes hooded and his mouth turned down beneath the arc of his mustache. It was not an expression I favored, nor was my position at that moment an enjoyable one. Dressed in his usual dark, rich clothes, he seemed to loom over me in somber judgment, an effect I was certain he’d intended. I’d no doubt of how I’d drawn his ire, either. I could have drunk an entire tun of wine myself and still remembered the merry mockery that Buckingham and I had contrived between us.

“I hear you offered a pretty entertainment last night,” he said. “The town is speaking of nothing else, and it’s not even noon.”

“Who, sir?” I demanded, my heart racing. “Who told you?”

“Why, I believe it could have been any one of a score.” He rested one arm against the far post of my bed, tapping his fingers lightly on the bulbous carving. “Surely you cannot expect either complicity or silence from the sorry pack of rogues we call our friends.”

“They laughed, sir,” I said, blunt in the truth. “All of them.”

He smiled, but not with any particular amusement. “I’ve a reason for everything I do, sweet. Surely you must know that of me by now. I leave nothing to chance or impulse.”

I lowered my chin a fraction. “Including Louise? ”

“It is useful to me,” he said with careful indifference, “and to England, to keep such a winsome gift from my cousin.”

I had to look away from him, down to my fingers and the bed-sheet pinched tight between them. I knew that there was much more behind those simple words, that their very simplicity was deceptive. I reminded myself once again (oh, how many times must I do such  reminding!) that my Charles was no ordinary man, but a king, and that with kings, nothing was ever easy.

I tried to think of the complicated affairs that always seemed to attach themselves to this king like cockle burs to woolen stockings: how he’d taken money from Louis to free himself from begging to Parliament; his careful balance of the Dutch with one treaty and the French with another, while the ambassadors from both countries scrambled endlessly to undermine the other; his insistence on religious tolerance when both Papists and Protestants around him alike fought for his soul.

I tried, aye, I tried, yet my stubborn head kept returning instead to Louise’s petulant face, her plump lips parted with fawning adoration as she gazed up at Charles, and I wondered sadly, sorrowfully, how that could be of any use to England.

“Look at me, Nelly.”

Steadfastly I did not. How could I, when I didn’t dare trust myself to look up and let him see what must surely be in my eyes?

“Nelly.” He sat on the bed beside me, the rope springs creaking beneath him. Gently he turned my face toward his, so I’d no choice but to meet his gaze.

“I’d expect as much from Buckingham,” he said, “for he cannot help himself. Or from that charming knave Rochester. But not you, Nelly. Not from you.”

His disappointment hurt far more than if he’d struck me outright with his hand.

“Maybe,” I began, “maybe I couldn’t help myself, either.”

“Is that it?” he asked, surprised.

“Maybe I’ve never been able to do otherwise, sir,” I bravely confessed. “Maybe that’s only me, and I’ll not be able to change, no matter how much I should.”

“Oh, Nelly,” he said, more tenderly than I’d any right to expect. “Who said you must change? ”

“I make people laugh, sir,” I said, my voice softening to match his. “I make you laugh. That’s my trade. It’s who I am. And if I am to stop—oh, I don’t believe I’d survive, sir. You could put me in the  Tower, and I’d pull long faces and dance a jig to make my gaolers laugh.”

“You would, too.” He sighed and smiled at me with such kind indulgence that I could have wept from it. “Nor would I ever wish you otherwise.”

“No?” Full of fresh hope, I raised my gaze to meet his, and dared a wobbling smile.

“No.” He ran his fingers lightly along my jaw. “Make them laugh, sweet. Just don’t make them laugh at me.”

“Aye, sir,” I said. “I will.”

Now, if I’d been born a wiser woman, I would have stopped there. I would have kissed him, and accepted that as the forgiveness I’d likely not deserved.

But because I was who I was, I smiled and tipped my head to one side so my curls fell across my dimpled cheek, a beguiling trick he never could resist.

“Tell me, sir,” I said, teasing. “Might I still make you laugh at yourself?”

“You impudent little baggage,” he said, drawing me close. “No wonder you’re so dear to me.”

And finally, he laughed.

 

“Here, I’ll give you a kiss for luck, lamb.” James Nokes, my male counterpart among the comedians in the King’s Company, daintily lifted the brim of my ridiculous hat to kiss me on the cheek, making such a jest of it that everyone else backstage laughed, only to be crossly shushed by the prompter. I laid a coy finger across my lips to signify silence, but popped my eyes and aped such surprise when his lips touched my painted cheek that the smothered laughter began all over again. I scarce could wait to be back on the stage, and as soon as the opening music was done, I’d be there, all by myself, to deliver the prologue to Dryden’s new play.

Eagerly I hopped from one leg to the other and took deep breaths to steady my nervousness, like a runner ready to take charge of the race. The play itself—The Conquest of Granada by the Spaniards—was  a tragic history of the sort that Dryden loved to write, and audiences loved to see, full of noble keening and bloodshed. Though I played the Queen of the Moors, I didn’t even have the best part, which belonged to the two actresses (my old companion Beck Marshall as Lyndaraxa, and Elizabeth Boutell, one of Lord Rochester’s past mistresses, as Benzayda) who specialized in tragic roles.

But Dryden had contrived this prologue just for me, a rare bit of foolishness that had nothing whatsoever to do with the rest. A prologue’s entire reason for being was to coax the critics and the audience into a jolly, agreeable mood for what followed, like a sweet lemon ice prepares the tongue and belly for the rest of a weighty supper, and this one was the lightest and sweetest imaginable.

To this pleasing end, I was dressed in a version of the same costume that James Nokes had worn in The Cautious Coxcomb, the play that had so entertained the king, his doomed sister Madame, and the rest of the party at Dover. With a huge cartwheel hat and wide waist belt over a short, flounced doublet, James had brilliantly mocked the fashions of the French gentlemen and diplomats.

Now I’d taken his costume even further, crowned by a hat with such a monstrous brim it threatened to overwhelm me, much like some great mushroom cap swollen after a damp spring rain. Beneath it I wore a curling wig tied into a dozen beribboned lovelocks, full, short silk breeches, and black velvet patches daubed over my face. On my small self, the French fashions looked even more foolish, more preposterous—which was, of course, the entire point.

But for me, the prologue, and my costume with it, was like a sputtering firecracker in my hand: either poised to make a most brilliant show or to explode in my very face to mark my demise. I was confident that the audience would laugh, laugh as it hadn’t since I’d left the stage earlier that year. But would Charles laugh as well, sitting there in the royal box with the queen on one side and his brother on the other? Would seeing me dressed like Nokes remind him too painfully of his sister, or would it recall only happier times? Would he applaud my mockery of the French styles of dress and farce, and cheer the honest English tastes that I represented instead? Would he embrace the amusement of my delivery and my jig, or would he take the side of Louise, sitting smugly somewhere among the other maids of honor, and watch, grim-faced and sober with royal disapproval?

“On your way, Nelly,” James whispered, applying a friendly swat of encouragement to my silk-covered bum. “There’s your cue.”

My cue; ah, are there any sweeter words to an actress? I raised my face, set my hands upon my hips, and pranced out onto the stage, the great hat flapping over my head. The laughter and applause began before the whole house had even spied me, waves and waves of boisterous amusement so loud that I had to stand a full fifteen minutes in the center of the stage before I’d quiet enough to begin to speak my piece. True, I coaxed them onward by making a show of peeking out from beneath the hat, feigning great surprise to find them on the other side, and then, once sure of their favor, posing and preening like the most foppish French gentlemen, taking the daintiest pinch of snuff from the back of my wrist only to have it knocked away by the outsized brim of my hat. And when I finally began to speak, the laughter started all over again, to be muffled only by giddy anticipation for my next words.

This jest was first of t’other house’s making,  
And, five times tried, has never failed of taking;  
For ’twere a shame a poet should be killed  
Under the shelter of so broad a shield.  
This is that hat, whose very sight did win ye  
To laugh and clap as though the devil were in ye.  
As then, for Nokes, so now I hope you’ll be,  
So dull, to laugh, once more, for love of me.  
“I’ll write a play,” says one poet, “for I have got  
A broad-brimmed hat, and waist-belt towards a plot.”  
Says t’other, “I have one more large than that.”  
Thus they out-write each other with a hat!  
The brims still grew with every play they writ;  
And grew so large, they covered all the wit.  
Hat was the play; ’twas language, wit, and tale;

Like them that find meat, drink, and cloth in ale.  
What dullness do these mongrel wits confess,  
When all their hope is acting of a dress!  
Thus we two, the best comedians of the age  
Must be worn out, with being blocks upon the stage:  
Like a young girl, who better things has known,  
Beneath their poet’s impotence they groan. . . .  
Henceforth, let poets ere allowed to write,  
Be searched, like duellists, before they fight,  
For wheel-broad hats, dull humour, all that chaff,  
Which makes you mourn, and makes the vulgar laugh.  
For these, in plays, are as unlawful arms,  
As, in a combat, are coats of mail and charms.


It seemed as if I felt the laughter almost before I heard it, the rising swell of approval and appreciation washing over me as I took my Frenchman’s bow. But as I rose, I’d a mind for only one opinion in that entire full house: my Charles, there before me in the royal box. I sought him and found him, laughing so hard that he’d leaned upon the rail for support. I’d done it once again: I’d pleased him and I’d made him laugh. Across the crowd, our gazes met, and for that instant it was as if none others existed in all the world save the two of us.

Filled with relief and joy, I could now unashamedly bask in my success, beaming and doting and blowing kisses on my fingertips to my favorite gallants in the pit. But my sweetest kisses, my warmest smiles, and all of my love were reserved as always for my king.

 

All that Christmas season, Charles was in fine, jolly spirits, which meant the rest of us in his court were as well. Why shouldn’t we? In the last days before Christmas, the delicate negotiations with France that had begun before Madame’s death concluded with the signing of a new treaty cementing an alliance between France and England for a new war against the Dutch. Charles was to supply fifty ships and six thousand soldiers to this cause, while Louis would contribute thirty ships and whatever other soldiers were wanting.

The timing of this war was unspecified, which struck me as a good thing, leaving open as it did the possibility that it might indeed never come to pass. I’d not forgotten the grief of the last disastrous war, and I wondered why God had fashioned men (and kings, too, being men) in such a bellicose mold that they’d only remember the glory to be had from war, and none of the ruin or death—which musings, of course, I did keep to myself.

For Charles, who always loved his navy above all else, the best part of this alliance was that English admirals and ministers would direct the war at sea. Though the precise amount of French gold that would come to England was not known beyond the ministers who signed the paper, rumor declared it to be a great sum indeed, many millions of French livres that were Charles’s to do with how he pleased, without the interference of Parliament. Because Charles himself told me, and proudly, too, I knew for a fact that most of this gold went straight to the building of those ships for war, as fine a Twelfth Night gift as Charles could ever wish. Everyone knew of this gold, which was of a great relief to me. I’d come to realize that I’d no real taste for the secrecy of diplomacy, or the constant fear of revelation or betrayal that came with it.

Much of the detail of this new treaty I heard from Lord Buckingham, too, who’d led the group of English lords (a self-satisfied lot, if ever there was one, this Cabal—lords Clifford, Arlington, Buckingham, Ashley, and Lauderdale—though I’d needed Rochester to explain the pretty conceit of their alphabetically designed name) signing the treaty. Buckingham’s vanity, a most prodigious thing, even among peers, had been stroked and petted to a fine glow by Louis. He claimed he’d been treated as well as a prince of royal blood at the French court, and showered with as many honors.

I was not alone in suspecting that Louis had chosen the most malleable of the lords to flatter. Though Buckingham was once again in tenuous favor with Charles, he was still much at odds with the rest of the court over his bastard son by Lady Shrewsbury. It was not the babe’s birth that summer that had been so scandalous, for as I knew myself, there was precious little sting to bastardy in that court. No,  what had caused such a furor of righteousness was the duke and the dowager countess bringing their ill-gotten son into Westminster Abbey for baptism as if he’d a rightful place among the peers and bishops there. Of course Louis heard of this (the scandal was so great, it was likely being discussed as far away as the moon, let alone Paris), and used it to his advantage. He’d generously acknowledged His Grace’s attachment to Lady Shrewsbury with a pension of ten thousand gold livres a year, just for her, and Buckingham had crowed as if he’d been the one to hatch the gilded egg himself. The rest of us, including the king, had merely sighed and thought of how accurately Louis had chosen his gullible pawn.

Thus, then, began 1671, the twenty-first year of my life. I’d made my glorious return to the playhouse. My grand new house was nearly ready for me to occupy. My son was as fat and happy a babe as could be, and my love was likewise as happy as any monarch, and, of greater importance, thoroughly happy with me. I believed my contentment was complete, and that I could never wish for more.

But, oh, preserve me, I was wrong, as I learned to my sorrow by the end of the year.

Miserably, horribly wrong.




Chapter Nineteen

LONG ACRE, NEAR ST. GILES FIELDS, LONDON  February 1671

“Are you warm enough, Mrs. Gwyn?” Master Sir Peter Lely paused behind his easel, his brush in his hand. “I can have the fire built higher if you wish.”

“I’m well enough, well enough,” I said cheerfully, “though I thank’ee for asking. You’ve already built your fire so high, I can almost forget it’s February, and not balmy June. Faith, but this posing is easy work!”

He laughed. “Of all the ladies who’ve sat for me, you must be the first to say so. Most whine and fuss, or even weep, and call me the greatest ogre for making them sit still.”

“Well, now, then that’s where they’ve erred,” I said, taking care to move only my lips and my eyes. “They should lie about, like me, and not sit.”

He laughed again, but he did not disagree. He was the principal painter to the king, a pensioned position at court. In his long career he’d painted everyone of note from my Charles and his father to Cromwell, from great admirals and clerics to highbred whores like Lady Castlemaine. Now, at last, he was to paint me, an honor that nigh stunned me.

Yet still I now laughed merrily with him, to imagine all the highborn ladies whose portraits he’d painted arrayed as scantily as I. Not for me the drifting satin draperies and festoons of false pearls that  marked a duchess playing at being Juno, or the martyr’s wheel and waving palms for a pretend St. Catherine, albeit of Whitehall Palace and not old Alexandria. Nor would I have myself shown with sudden coyness, a single roguish nipple bared as if by accident.

No, I’d chosen to worship my own particular deities: Venus herself, and my own namesake, that beauteous ancient Helen of Troy. To honor both of them, I’d dispensed with most every false, masking scrap of cloth, and gleefully instructed Master Lely to paint me as nature had first fashioned me.

I was posed lying naked across a satin-covered daybed, with a classical landscape behind me and a scarlet curtain in the front, as if suddenly drawn to reveal my charms. Only the merest swath of white silk was draped over my privy parts, more to save embarrassment to Master Lely (an older Dutch gentleman, and very distinguished), than to me, I believe, for I was long past such illogical shames. Instead I reveled in the beauty of my body, which Charles assured me had only increased in womanly lushness since our son’s birth. Master Lely was painting two of this pose at once: one for my new house, and one as a birthday gift to the king. Our little son would soon be added to the composition, too, portrayed as an impish, winged Cupid at my side.

“You say you’ve already a place to hang the picture when it’s done, Mrs. Gwyn?” Master Lely murmured. The artist squinted around the edge of the canvas at me, paying more heed to his work than our conversation. “Your bedchamber, perhaps?”

I laughed, scarce remembering to keep still. “Nay, I’ve far better than that! I’ve had the front hall of my house hung all around with looking-glasses, and I mean to hang it there in the middle of them. Everywhere my guests will look, they’ll see me a hundred times over.  All of me, all over, every which way.”

I’d caught his attention at last, and even he couldn’t keep from laughing with me. “That I should like to see, madam.”

“Then you shall, sir,” I declared. “The king’s birthday is at the end of May, and my house should finally—finally!—be ready then, if I can only coax those knavish carpenters and plasterers and undertakers and overseers to oblige me by keeping their promises. Then I’ll have  the grandest party imaginable, Master Lely, and I’ll invite you, too, as the one respectable gentleman in the lot.”

“I should be honored, madam.” He gave a slight, courteous bow, but his eyes were bright with amusement in his worn, old face. “You’ve told me so much of your taste in appointments that I’d be most curious to see them for myself.”

“Oh, but I haven’t told you the best!” I exclaimed. “Only this week I’ve found a glazier who will mark every pane in every window with an E and a G. That’s for my name, you see, for Eleanor and for Gwyn.”

“I do see, madam,” he said absently, frowning, I suppose, at some painterly nicety. “That’s most original.”

“It is,” I said with no small satisfaction. I might not be able either to read or write beyond making my mark at the bottom of tradesman’s duns, but I recognized my own initials, and took great pride in the cipher they made. If Charles could have his CR for Carolus Rex  stamped on everything he touched, why, then, so would I have my EG engraved upon my silver spoons and plate, painted on the doors of my carriage and my sedan chair, and embroidered on my smocks and pillowbeers. “I’ll be sure to send you the invitation when I’ve set the specific—”

“Nell, Nell, my darling Nell,” called Lord Rochester as he paraded grandly into the studio with Sir Charles Sedley with him, as jolly a pair of rogues as ever can be imagined. “How does the Venus of Drury Lane? ”

“My lord, Sir Charles!” Forgetting my careful pose, I scrambled upright on the daybed to wave gaily in greeting. “Oh, how vastly glad I am that you remembered to join me today!”

Belatedly, Master Lely’s servant, a heavyset Dutchman, came puffing and huffing into the studio. “His Lordship, the Earl of Rochester comes, sir. Also Sir Charles Sedley, sir.”

“Aye, they do,” I said, laughing, “and as often as they can contrive it, too, whether with duchesses, whores, or linkboys, ’tis all the same to them.”

Sir Charles widened his eyes with mock alarm, touching his cheek  with the tips of his gloved fingers, even as he freely ogled my charms. “Why, Mrs. Nell, how you shock me.”

“Yes, Nell, such rubbish you talk,” Lord Rochester said mildly, helping himself to the wine that Sir Peter kept for the visitors to his studio. “You know it’s only purest jealousy that makes you speak so.”

“A pox on your foolish jealousy, you lying knaves,” I said, laughing still. I sat up on my knees, smoothing my unbound hair behind my ears so it rippled down my back. I gave no thought to my unclothed state before them. Though I hadn’t lain with either of them (nor would I, despite how often it was whispered that I had), they’d both seen me often enough disrobed in the playhouse’s tiring-room as well as in my own chambers. “Here, be civil gentlemen for once in your wicked lives, and keep my company.”

“Madam, if you please,” Master Lely said wearily. “I should like to continue our session whilst the light still favors us.”

Contritely, I dropped back into my pose on the daybed, readjusting the length of white silk back over my hips. “There now, you dogs, see what you’ve done. If this picture is to be done in time for His Majesty’s birthday, then I must obey, and do exactly as Master Lely bids.”

“If Master Lely can make you obey, my dear,” said Sir Charles, flipping back the skirts of his coat as he sat on a nearby bench, “then he has accomplished something that no other mortal man has been able to do.”

“Hush, Sedley, and don’t lose sight of our purpose,” the earl said. I knew from the spark in his eyes that what was coming next would be a rich jest indeed. “We’ve espoused a noble cause, Nell, and we can’t let ourselves be deterred.”

“It’s not only noble, but tragic, too, or at least it has that very potential, if we do not act at once.” Sir Charles nodded solemnly, his hand over his breast. “We have sworn to save the dildos from the farmers.”

I burst out laughing, as can be perfectly understood, earning a scolding stare from Sir Peter.

I recomposed my expression as best I could. “Dildos, Sir Charles? From farmers?”

“It’s not a subject for mirth, Nell,” Rochester said, shaking his head as he stared dolefully at the dregs of the wine left in his now-empty goblet. “We are in perfect earnest. A select shipment of fine leather dildos from Italy was recently confiscated in this very port, and is being held by the farmers as lewd and prohibited goods.”

“Farmers being customs officers,” explained Sir Charles. “Base Philistines who are threatening to burn these most noble devices.”

“But pray consider how divine that bonfire would be, Sedley,” the earl said, musing as he filled his goblet again. “Why, all of London would turn their noses to the air to breathe in the delectable fragrance of spending gigs, like infidels do their incense.”

“But the dildos are still virgins, Rochester,” Sir Charles explained patiently. “That’s the real tragedy, and why we must rescue them from the farmers’ warehouse.”

“Truly?” I asked through my laughter, though I was already certain they would. It was exactly the sort of prime bawdy prank that they warmed to, and the sort, too, that would delight the king later in the telling. As much as Rochester swore he loved above all things to be in the country with his wife and his children, he could no more resist this manner of witty tomfoolery with his friends here in London than he could pass by a bottle of canary, as his trembling hands and pallorous face could too well attest. “You’ll dare beard the farmers in their lair? ”

“We will,” Sir Charles vowed. “This very night, if it can be arranged. We’d ask you along, Nell, to represent the ladies, but I fear the risks will be too great. For poor Signor Dildo to burn and sputter without ever having brought one lady to pleasure—oh, such a sorrowful waste.”

“A lamentable one, especially to the ladies of the court,” Rochester agreed, and slyly looked back to me before he began to recite:That pattern of virtue Her Grace of Cleveland  
Has swallowed more pricks than the ocean has sand;  
But by rubbing and scrubbing so large does she grow,  
She is fit for nothing but Signor Dildo. 




“Oh, my lord, but that is hugely fine!” I whooped with delight and clapped my hands, for surely such amusing poetry was worth a moment’s broken pose—especially when it skewered my old rival. I heard an indignant sigh of disapproval from Sir Peter behind me (for the Duchess of Cleveland had long been one of his favorite subjects, even before she had been made Countess of Castlemaine and was no better than plain Mrs. Palmer), but I cared not. “Is there more? Come, come, speak it out!”

“Of course there’s more,” Sir Charles said happily. “Rochester’s muse never stops at a single verse. Why, he must have told me at least a dozen others in the carriage alone.”

“I’ve twenty so far,” the earl said, not modest in the least. “Which is not to say I won’t write more, so inspired am I by this noble subject.”

“Have you writ one of Carwell?” I demanded eagerly. “I should like to hear that one.”

“Have a care, Nell,” warned Sir Charles, “else he’ll include you, too.”

“Oh, fah, as if His Lordship hasn’t already put me in a score of his foul verses,” I scoffed, unperturbed. I knew Rochester far too well to be offended when he had writ me into his satires before, for he did it more with the teasing naughtiness of an errant schoolboy than with any real malice. Besides, I was in truth no better than the earl in regard to such genial mockery. The laughter to be earned by a jest was everything. The only difference between us was that he wrote his pieces whilst I acted them, with much the same amusing results.

“Or mayhap he’s already written me into these lines, as well,” I continued, happy to tease along. “Have you, my lord? Not, of course, that I’ve any need of this Italian fellow, not with His Majesty in my bed, but since when has the truth interfered with your poetry? Am I to be in your poem, too, along with the good signor? ”

“What signor, Sedley?” asked the king, appearing seemingly from nowhere, as he did on occasion, with no ceremony beyond a half-dozen of his little flop-eared dogs trotting around him, and Sir Peter’s servant again hurrying to follow. “Who’s this Italian fellow consorting with Nelly? ”

We all rose at once so we could bow as was proper, though it’s precious difficult to curtsey with any grace while naked. Not that Charles objected at all. Far from it: he came directly to me, raising me by my hand as if I were the queen herself to kiss first my fingers and then my mouth.

“Forgive me, Sir Peter, if I haven’t yet admired your work on the easel,” he said, smiling down at me, “but I am too distracted by this beauteous example of nature’s art at her most perfect.”

I smiled back, then winked broadly. “I do thank’ee, sir, for that sweet-smelling shovelful, steaming fresh from the stables. What have you been about, sir, to try to bury me with that, eh? ”

He tipped back his head and laughed at being caught out, his teeth white beneath his black mustache. The other gentlemen laughed, too, more from relief than from amusement. My bold words weren’t so grave a risk as they seemed, for I knew my Charles as well as any woman in his realm. He’d promised to come to me here in Sir Peter’s studio two hours ago, as he did for most every sitting. He was at heart such a punctual man, always checking his pocket watch against church bells and clocks (he’d seven in his bedchamber alone), that I’d guessed that being so late would be gnawing and worrying at his conscience. I’d guessed, and I’d been right, too.

“So what’s the wench’s name, sir?” I asked coyly, my hands on my hips and my fingers drumming on my bare flesh. “Was she so very fair that you’d squander two hours of your Nelly time with her? ”

I didn’t really expect him to answer, and he didn’t, instead stepping away from the truth as neatly as a dancing master might.

“As I recall, Nelly,” he said, admonishing me with a raised forefinger, “I’d asked you first the name of this Italian rogue you’re taking to your bed. Don’t deny it, now. I could hear Sedley and Rochester both speaking of a signor when I was on the stairs.”

I clapped my hand over my mouth, while Sir Charles and the earl laughed so hard, I wondered that they could stand upright.

“Oh, sir,” I managed to say at last. “We were not speaking of any man from Italy, but of dildos.”

Charles’s brows rose with disbelief. “Dildos, Nelly? ”

“Aye, dildos, Your Majesty,” Rochester said with a small fillip of his fingers. “The fine leather ones, such as are crafted in Florence. They have inspired me to write a new poem, sir.”

“It’s hugely fine, too, sir,” I said, finally slipping my smock over my head. “How we have been laughing, sir!”

“I can see that,” Charles said, looking from me to the earl and back again. “I should put you both in motley, you know, and make you my fools.”

But just as I’d guessed earlier that his conscience had plagued him over being late, now I saw how he wasn’t sharing our amusement, and further, that there seemed a cloud of sadness to his face. Swiftly I slipped my fingers into his, and nodded to the others. “My lord, I find I must speak to His Majesty alone. Might I beg your indulgence for a few moments?”

“If you wish it, Nell,” the earl said, emptying his goblet for the final time, “then so shall it be. By your leave, sir, if you please.”

“Granted.” Charles waited until they’d backed from the room, and Sir Peter, too, had left, before he looked back to me. “Now what troubles you, sweet, that needs such privacy to discuss? What’s amiss? ”

“Better I should ask that of you, sir,” I said softly, drawing him to sit on the daybed beside me. “What’s amiss, eh? ”

He shook his head. “There’s nothing, Nell.”

“Oh, pish,” I said. “Now, tell me, sir. Please.”

He sighed disconsolately, then pulled off his hat and tossed it to the seat beside him. “Before coming here, I was with my brother’s wife at St. James’s, poor lady.”

“She must be near her time now, isn’t she?” The Duchess of York was heavily pregnant with her eighth child. Only two had survived infancy: the Lady Mary of York, who was fair and full of charm, and the Lady Anne, who was her sister’s opposite, plain and dull with an unfortunate weeping squint. But what mattered far more was that  these two young girls were, after their father the duke, Charles’s only heirs to the throne of England. With the queen barren, we all now prayed that this latest issue from the duchess would prove to be the son the country so desperately needed.

He nodded. “The midwives say she could give birth at any time now. I know it will sound foolish to speak aloud, but I’d let myself believe my sister somehow blessed the conception of this child, and that this one—this one would at last be a boy for my family.”

“That’s not foolish, sir, not at all.” I curled my arm around his for comfort. “Women know such matters, and if Her Grace says the child was conceived during that last visit to Dover, and with Madame’s blessing, then it must be so.”

“It must be so,” he repeated sadly, the way he was whenever speaking of his sister. “So am I wrong to wish my sister would reach down from heaven and give ease to the duchess and her babe?”

“Her Grace suffers, sir? ”

“Her Grace is grievous ill,” he said. “She denies it, as does my brother, and all the righteous surgeons around her. But a simpleton could see death in the poor lady’s face and carriage, in every movement she labors to make. I know I should pray for her and her mortal soul, that it is wrong for me to do otherwise, and yet—”

“Yet all you can think upon is the welfare of the babe,” I said softly. “How can that be wrong, sir, considering everything else?”

His fingers tightened into mine. While I wore only my smock in the heated room, he’d yet to shed the heavy coat he’d worn against the winter’s cold, keeping it buttoned still, as if heavy wool and soft fur could protect him from the unhappy truths of this conversation.

“I fear how much the duchess has led my brother to her faith, Nelly,” he said. “The people would not accept a Catholic heir, let alone a king. He should remember that. He must remember that, if he is ever to keep the country at peace with itself.”

“But if Parliament—”

“Parliament,” he said with unabashed disgust. “Once I believed the best course for England would be one piloted by Parliament and king together, each with a hand upon the wheel to help steady the  other. Now I’ve come to see that such amity is impossible. The members delight in challenging me for spite alone, blocking my every attempt to do what is best for the people they claim to represent. They are small-minded and suspicious, without the vision to see England’s place in the larger world, or what we must do as a country to achieve that. They do not begin to deserve the misguided trust that has been placed within them.”

I’d not expected so much from him, or the discouragement that had spilled out, either. Yet I could no more keep still now than I could with anything else.

“There are two things that all stout-hearted Englishmen fear, sir,” I said. “The Pope is one, and the French the other.”

He groaned impatiently. “Then where would your common fellow have me turn, Nell? To my hook-nosed nephew William in the Netherlands? He’s a Protestant, yes, but he’d sooner break down his own dykes to flood the houses of his fat burghers than to help me or the English. At least Louis and I can reach an understanding as gentlemen.”

“Your people don’t see it like that,” I said. “They fear you’ve betrayed them to Rome, by way of Paris.”

“They are wrong,” he said firmly, but he also did not meet my eye when he said it, a worrisome sign indeed. I’d heard the rumors the same as everyone else at court, that the treaty signed at Dover told only half the story between Charles and Louis, that there were other secret, poisonous clauses that bound Charles to deliver England’s good Protestant souls into the hands of the Pope and his minions in the Inquisition. I’d not believed that myself, not of the king I held so dear, and yet it troubled me to see him with this air of dissembling, of holding himself away from me.

“The people suspect—”

“I know what the people suspect, Nell,” he said, cutting me off. “I am their king, and I know.”

“Well, then, sir, I am glad of that,” I said, just as tartly. “Indeed, I am glad.”

Yet he did not answer, staring down at the floor, his expression so  grim as to be melancholy. I rested my hand over his, and without looking my way, he took my fingers, seeking that comfort if no other.

It was little comfort to me. I sighed, longing for a confidence he would not—or could not—give.

“Forgive me, Nelly,” he said at last. “Seeing Her Grace today has unsettled me.”

“As it would anyone, sir,” I said gently. An apology like that was a rare thing from any man, and rarer still from a king. “At least the little ladyships have been raised as Protestants, sir. Everyone knows you’ve insisted on that, just as everyone sees them worship with you in the chapel.”

“Not enough,” he said, his voice bleak and heavy with everything he wasn’t saying. “It’s never enough, is it? And when I see our fine little son, Nelly . . .”

“Oh, sir,” I said, resting my cheek against his shoulder. The irony of the cards dealt to him by Fate was bitter indeed: that a man who had sired over a dozen children outside of wedlock was never similarly rewarded by his lawful wife and queen. “It’s not fair, sir, none of it.”

“No,” he said. “It never is.”

Nor was it then, either. On the last day of February, the Duchess of York was brought to bed of a frail, sickly child: another girl, baptized Katherine, in honor of her aunt, the queen. By the end of March, the duchess was dead, consumed by disease and riddled with such rot and sickness from within that her body was deemed too hideously decayed to lie in state. Instead, she was so swiftly buried that she was scarcely mourned by the court. When the tiny Lady Katherine died soon after, there was almost no notice taken, not even by the duke—a sad, sorry business all around.

At once, Parliament began to play matchmaker, suggesting, with indecent haste, new brides for the duke, Protestant princesses to guarantee a Protestant heir and a Protestant succession. To further prove their point (shaking their cocks like every other bellicose male in creation), they hectored Charles about the coming Dutch war that had centered the infamous Treaty of Dover with the French. Charles’s increasing dependence on Louis was the worst-kept secret in England,  the rumors of exactly what he’d promised to the French in return for the golden subsidies growing worse by the day.

But Charles was king and determined to prove it. Though he laughed when his brother said he’d only marry again if his bride was a beauty, he still let his ambassadors begin pursuing Romish candidates among the availiable princesses on the Continent. He often visited the shipbuilding yards to see for himself the progress of the navy he meant to use against the Dutch. Worst of all for me, he continued to pursue the French chit Louise, who was already being met by jeers and catcalls whenever she rode in the park or attended the playhouses with the queen. I could scarce blame the people, either. Could there be any more blatant sign of Charles’s willingness to crawl into bed with the French?

And by early April, I knew I was again pregnant by the king.

 

I leaned over the rough stone wall, letting the breeze play against my face and ripple through my hair. From here high on the parapets of Windsor Castle, all of Berkshire seemed arrayed before me, the Thames a silvery band weaving this way and that through so many green fields. I vowed I could see clear back to London on a bright, sunny morn such as this one.

I’d left London and the dusty heat of the city for the sweet summer here in the country at Windsor. Heedful of my growing belly, Charles had granted me a handsome small house on Church Street in the shadow of the great castle itself, and there I spent the season with my sister Rose, my little son, Charles, and the king.

In many ways, the summer of 1671 reminded me of the old days at Bagnigge Wells. Charles and I fished and rambled through the woods and parks like an old farmer and his dame. We swam in the river together, I floating on my back with my rounding belly rising from the water, much to Charles’s amusement. Our son, little Charles, was a year old now, a plump, cheery child who already possessed my gift of making his father smile and laugh. Putting aside his kingliness along with his wig, Charles would settle our son high on his shoulders to  carry him, gurgling with delight, about the castle, or carry him bravely between his arms as he rode.

Often we dined with his cousin, that noble old warrior Prince Rupert, who now lived in the castle’s tower, and his mistress, Peg Hughes, whom I’d known since our days together in the King’s Company. Afterward, Charles proudly showed me the improvements he was making to the ancient castle, and the repairs to parts ruined by Cromwell’s men. He took me about the scaffolding and over the rooftops, and explained to me how the fortifications had once kept long-passed enemies at bay. He introduced me to the Italian artist Signor Verrio, who was painting a series of frescoes (that is, pictures done into the plaster walls when wet; he explained it all to me, and even let me try my hand at a daub or two, along one edge where no one would see) exalting Charles’s return to the throne.

Having never visited Louis’s palace at Versailles, I did not recognize the overbearingly French taste in the decoration that scandalized so many other Englishmen. To me it was simply hugely rich and beautiful, and because Charles was so pleased by the castle’s rebirth, I was as well.

It was like Bagnigge Wells, and yet it wasn’t. No matter how sweet the air at Windsor might be, or how happy the days we shared, I never forgot the dark cloud of politics that hung over everything that Charles did or said. When we rode out in a carriage, it seemed to me that the cheers of his people were not quite so ready as once they’d been, or the crowds jostling for a glimpse of him quite so large. Taking his pleasure with me, Charles refused to let it vex him, and advised me to do the same.

But once I’d shifted our little household from Windsor to my house at Newmarket for the season of autumn racing, I found that those same politics melded with my own life in a way that I could not ignore. It was said that Louis himself had grown tired of how long Louise had clung to her ridiculous virginity, and had ordered the French ambassador, Colbert de Croissy, to see that she finally sacrificed that worthless bit of gristle to the English king for the sake of her country. Even the lowest page at court knew the chit’s role was to be  Louis’s spy in Charles’s bed, which I thought made her rather a sorry spy. To the French, I suppose, it must have made some sort of sense.

Thus Colbert contrived the final sacrifice with Lord Arlington, arranging for Louise to be his guest at Arlington’s country seat of Euston in Suffolk, not far from Newmarket. From what I heard (for of course I was not party to it), the whole affair was one of righteous silliness from beginning to end, with Louise pretending to be a true bride, and a score of drunken gentlemen leering about her chamber to witness the bedding. She even tossed her stocking like a bride, and the tears fell so copiously from her squinting eyes that I wonder the poor king didn’t find himself washed away on the flood. I wondered, too, at what kind of pleasure he’d find between the legs of such a weeping willow, for I proudly knew how he relished a lively partner for his satisfaction.

But there’s not a man alive who won’t preen and strut after taking a well-prized maidenhead (even one that was likewise so well-aged as Louise’s: faith, at twenty-one, she was as old as I!), and Charles was no different. With a score of gallants about him, he returned to Newmarket to rejoice like a conquering hero. That rascal the Duke of Buckingham led the revelry, arriving in town with his own whore, Lady Shrewsbury, on his arm and his famous pack of fiddlers ready to add to the celebrations.

Before others, I put on as good a face as I could muster for this nonsense, but I was not pleased. I ask you, how could any woman feel otherwise? I was seven months gone with Charles’s child, ungainly and ill-tempered. I’d no patience to spare for the king playing the braggartly cockerel.

Thus when Buckingham, my partner in so much mischief, came to call on me at my house, we concocted a special prank between us to play upon Charles.

That night, the duke invited the king to join him for a frolic at the local brothel, both of them incognito for the sake of amusement, a favorite conceit of the king’s. Still flush with his conquest, Charles of course accepted the beauteous whore that Buckingham offered to him, and enjoyed her with relish, as was his wont. As the slut  withdrew from the chamber afterward, Charles looked about himself to dress and rejoin his old friend.

But while he had been busily swiving, Buckingham had the king’s clothes and other belongings removed from the room. Buckingham himself had departed, too, abandoning the chagrined Charles to face the house’s bullyboy with neither clothes nor money. Nothing Charles could say would make the man believe he was, in fact, the king—faith, why should he?—and it was only when another servant of the house recognized Charles’s face from a coin cast for his long-ago coronation that he was permitted to leave in borrowed clothes.

All this was reported back to me in uproarious detail soon afterward by Buckingham, who’d been able to observe while hidden nearby. We laughed and laughed together as gleeful conspirators will, and my only regret was that I’d not been able to watch for myself.

Nor was I surprised when, the next morning, Charles came storming and steaming into my bedchamber, and not with rampant desire, either.

“Why, good day to you, Your Majesty,” I said cheerfully, rising from my little table beside the window to curtsey in my bedgown and jacket. “You’re about early this morn. Shall I send for a pot of coffee for you? ”

“Don’t play the innocent with me, Nelly,” he said, grumpy and indignant and quite charming, too. “You know last night’s events, and they have your little hands all over them.”

“What if they do, sir?” I sipped at my dish of chocolate, unperturbed. “Surely last night you had your big hands all over that whore. Or was it your new French whore? Forgive me, I disremember.”

“Was it Buckingham’s notion or yours?”

I smiled sweetly, ready with the final line of this well-crafted jest.

“ ’Od’s fish!” I exclaimed, repeating the drollery I’d used so long ago on our first night together, when we’d depended on the hapless Mr. Sillveri to pay our reckoning. “But this is the poorest company I ever was in!”

He remembered at once, both the drollery and the circumstances, acknowledgment flickering through his eyes. It took a  moment longer for him to smile, and, finally, to laugh, long and hard, and I with him.

“Nelly, Nelly,” he said as he took me into his arms. “You are as bad a little creature as ever I’ve known.”

I laughed again, turning my face up to his. “Ah, sir, but you are worse.”

“I’ll not quarrel with you,” he said, laughing still as he bent to kiss me. “But I do believe you love me too well to wish me otherwise.”

And may God claim me for the greatest fool in Christendom, he was right. He was right.

 

On Christmas Day 1671, I presented the king with the fondest proof of my devotion: another son, a sweet infant with curling black hair. I named him James, in honor of the other royal brother, which pleased Charles even more. But still he made no move to grant either of my sons titles, the way he had with the bastards of the Duchess of Cleveland, and the slight wounded me to no end.

My joy in James’s birth was further tempered by other news that came that month from Whitehall. I’d already discovered that Louise had been granted lodgings at the palace in honor of her new status with the king, rooms so grand that they were said to be finer than the queen’s. I was both hurt and angered, for though I’d been Charles’s first love for more than three years now (an enormous constancy for him), I’d yet to be given so much as a closet of my own in the palace. But worse was to come, confirmed by every source.

Amidst all the frolics of last fall, the king had found time to get a fresh bastard on Louise de Kéroualle. She was due to whelp in the summer, and if it proved a boy—ah, ah, I could already feel the grip my own boys had on their father beginning to slip, and his heart with it.




Chapter Twenty

PALL MALL, LONDON  March 1672

“Hush now, quiet, quiet, you pack of rogues,” I called gaily, hopping onto the cushioned footstool at the front of my drawing room so all my guests could see me. I held up my hands for silence and waited until they gave it: a useful skill from my years at the playhouse. “That’s better. Faith, sometimes I do believe a room full of my jabbering friends is more noisy than a flock of jackdaws, indeed I do.”

They chuckled, as much from anticipation of whatever I’d offer next as entertainment. My house might not have had the majesty of Whitehall, but it was a good deal more amusing and never, ever boring, the way the court too often could be. Louise was welcome to hold her stiff little suppers in her rooms, where everyone was obligated to speak French. Pish, what fun was that? At my house, I made certain that the language was always English and the jests bawdy, the food hearty and the wine ever flowing, and the company the best in all London.

It was a lesson I’d learned from the Duchess of Cleveland (likely the only one, too, but no matter), who’d swayed the king’s heart away from the queen by keeping the better table and more amusing house. Louise had tried to establish her position as a true lady whore with her excruciatingly correct manners, not realizing that Charles didn’t care.

He vastly preferred the challenge of a variety of folk to self-righteous  peers and peeresses, and at my house, he could count on that. He liked to banter and jest if he chose, or simply to blend among the others like an ordinary gentleman. On any night, my guests could include actors, musicians, politicians, conjurers, poets, and wits, a troop of jugglers from Italy or fiddlers from Dublin, even the famous fusilier from Weymouth who’d made a name for himself not by bravery in battle, but because he could balance both his musket and that of a fellow on the tip of his nose while singing “Green Grow’th the Holly” by King Henry VIII.

After the entertainments, we’d dance or play amusing games of chance and wit. On warm nights, we’d spill into my garden, which was always kept lit by candles and cressets like a magical bower. If the mood took us, we’d ramble farther, through my back gate and into St. James’s Park. The park’s green lawns and trees that by day sheltered playing children and strolling ladies, by night became a soft-shadowed haven for lovers and libertines, with wanton moonlight to reveal as much as it hid. When I skipped out barefoot across the dewy grasses with Charles laughing at my side, I felt truly like Queen Titania with King Oberon at my side, the ethereal master and mistress of Shakespeare’s old midsummer play.

“All of you, now, I wish your indulgence for my next friend,” I continued, balanced on the footstool, “a most amusing fellow with a most pleasing voice, direct from His Majesty’s own company in the King’s Theatre. Henry Bowman, you rascal, come here and make the ladies sigh!”

The young actor stepped forward and gallantly helped me hop down from the footstool. As I gave over the applause to him and retreated to join Charles, one of my footmen hurried forward to draw me aside.

“His Lordship the Earl of Rochester is here, Mrs. Gwyn,” he whispered, “and he wishes to speak with you.”

“Then pray show His Lordship in,” I exclaimed. “Of anyone, he needs no invitation from me.”

The footman’s mouth puckered dolefully. “Forgive me, but His Lordship says he must see you alone, in private. I’ve put him in the green chamber.”

“Very well.” I sighed, wondering what manner of mischief Rochester was bent upon now. I returned to Charles’s tall-backed chair, and he glanced up at me and smiled fondly, patting his knee for me to sit upon it once again.

“Pray excuse me, sir,” I whispered, waving my hand vaguely towards the door. “A question with the servants.”

Sympathetically Charles lifted his gaze upward, appealing to the heavens for deliverance from the unending trials of servants, then nodded to dismiss me. I curtseyed, backed away, and hurried away with the footman. I hoped Rochester had a good explanation for this secretive behavior; it was a poor hostess who was called from her guests so early in the evening, nor did Charles like to be abandoned, either.

Yet as soon as the footman opened the door to the green chamber for me and I saw His Lordship myself, I realized his reason needed no more explanation. Though he was as always beautifully dressed, his wig extravagantly curled and combed and his linen just so, he was so pale as to be almost green, his eyes red rimmed and circled by shadow, his hands again a-trembling in the way I’d sadly come to expect, a sorry condition indeed by anyone’s measure.

“Faith, Rochester, you look like death,” I exclaimed with concern, hurrying forward to take his shaking hand in mine in greeting and in solicitude. “What is wrong? What has happened? ”

His attempt at a smile was faded and wan, his fingers chill in mine. “A last visit to Madame Fourcard’s, my dear. I’ve come to say good-bye to you, before I leave for Enmore, and the country.”

That would explain much. Madame Fourcard’s was an establishment of lowest resort for gentlemen, an unmarked bathing house in Leather Lane, near Hatton Garden, that purported to treat those riddled with the pox with noxious purges and rigorous clysters. I’d heard that this cure had fair killed as many as it had saved, it was so strong a physicking, and with no guarantees of success, either. I’d long suspected that my old friend might be thus afflicted, given his habits. Truly, there were few among my acquaintance who’d never experienced a bout of Venus fever one time or another; even Charles grumbled about taking a  strong dose of mercury after dallying with a particularly unclean whore. But if ever there were a lord cursed to be born under a halfpenny planet in such matters, it was my poor friend Rochester.

“I’m sorry, my lord,” I said, and I was. “I’ll pray that for once the old witch Fourcard’s cures will work.”

“As do I.” He reached again for the glass and the bottle that my servant had doubtless brought to him without bidding. He filled it and drank it down like a draught, and morosely filled his glass once again as if by grim duty. The pox alone hadn’t ruined his health; strong drink had done its share, too. While wine ran like the Thames itself through the lives of us at court, there were unhappily some, like the earl, for whom wine was more a poison than a pleasure. It was sad indeed to recall the beautiful, brilliant youth he’d once been, when first we’d met.

“Once”: hah, what a cruel word, when I was only twenty-two, and His Lordship but twenty-five!

“Come, my lord,” I said gently, taking him by the arm. “Before you go, you should bid farewell to the king and the others.”

His smile was ghastly, full of mingled disease and bitterness. “I can’t, Nell. I’ve been banished.”

“Banished?” I repeated, surprised rather than shocked. “From the court?”

“From the court, by the king, for the grievous sin of failing to amuse.” He reached for the bottle again. “It has happened to me before, and likely it shall happen once or twice more.”

“Oh, my lord, what did you do this time?”

He shrugged, searching through his pockets. “A poem, a satire, a scrap of wit that proved too sharp. Here it is.”

He held a crumpled sheet out to me, and impatiently I pushed it back toward him. “Read it to me, my lord.”

“You’ll wish only the pertinent parts.” Bleary-eyed, he squinted at the page. “I was inspired again by our royal master. You’ll recognize him, I’m sure.

There reigns, and oh! Long may he reign and thrive,  
The easiest King and best-bred man alive.

Him no ambition moves to get renown  
Like the French fool, that wanders up and down  
Starving his people, hazarding his crown.  
Peace is his aim, his gentleness is such,  
And love he loves, for he loves fucking much.


“Oh, my lord,” I said sadly, sorrowfully. Even I, who’d often dared too far with Charles, could see that this was more than his good nature would bear. “What would make you speak such wicked poesy to His Majesty?”

“I didn’t, not by intention.” He tipped his head to one side, falling back on his old charm. “I was fuddled, and handed the king the wrong paper from my pocket.”

“Then take your coats to your tailor and order your pockets stitched shut, to save yourself,” I scolded. “You know the next time you’re in the king’s company, you’ll be drunk as a herring again.”

“Most likely,” he agreed, smiling slyly. “And most likely I’ll put the same page before him again, too.”

“But why, my lord?” I asked, exasperated. “Why ruin yourself in his esteem like this?”

His smile faded. “Because there’s things he needs to hear, Nell, and why not from me? God knows Arlington won’t tell him, or Clifford,” he said, naming two of Charles’s closest ministers, chosen more for their crafty willingness to agree with his every wish than for any diplomatic perspicacity or integrity. “Charles would rather smile and pretend all is well, until we find ourselves one morning saying bonjour  on our way to Mass. You saw how he treated Parliament when they asked too many questions.”

I nodded, for my concern was as genuine as Rochester’s. In March, Charles and Louis had finally declared war on the Dutch. By every count, their combined forces far exceeded those of the Dutch on land and at sea, with a swift victory all but assured. Yet still there was so much ill will and suspicion connected to this war that it remained unpopular with Parliament and the people alike.

Soon after, Charles had taken another woeful step, and issued a  Declaration of Indulgence. A longtime ambition for him, this act ended the laws against religious nonconformists and permitted them to worship as they pleased, without risk of persecution. Truly, it was an admirable notion, as Christian and tolerant as can be. By nonconformists, Charles meant any faith other than Anglicans, from Presbyterians to Jews. But to most Englishmen, it seemed the primary beneficiaries (and the ones the king most favored) were Roman Catholics.

Thus all of Charles’s honorable intents were faulted, his motives dissected and ridiculed. More damning still was how he’d done it, employing the power of the throne to issue the act rather than offering it for passage through Parliament.

As can be imagined, both houses were outraged. Charles in turn was outraged by their outrage, and in early April, he’d prorogued Parliament. Which is to say, he ended their session abruptly and without warning, and scattered all the members back to their homes in the country, where they’d cause him no more mischief. He might have declared war upon the Dutch, but with this single wretched move, he’d convinced too many of his people that he’d declared war on them, as well, and their will with it. Was it any wonder, then, that those close to the king, like Lord Rochester and me, worried for him?

“Is it worth your own destruction to write such slander?” I asked. “Do you believe you’ll instruct him like that?”

“For the sake of England,” he declared gallantly, “I’d write a thousand such poems.”

“Pish,” I scoffed. “That’s rubbish. As fine as your words might be, my lord, he’ll no more listen to you than to anyone else.”

“He listens to you, Nell,” he said. “You’re one of the few he trusts to tell him the truth.”

I shrugged. “He’s the same as any man, and heeds a woman only when he has a cockstand.”

“Oh, would that the royal cock could be persuaded to reason!” Rochester cried, turning droll before he lapsed once again into more of the verse that had tripped him. “Then he might listen:Poor Prince! Thy prick, like thy buffoons at court,  
Will govern thee because it makes thee sport.  
’Tis sure the sauciest prick that e’er did swive,  
The proudest, premptoriest prick alive . . .  
Restless he rolls about from whore to whore,  
A merry monarch, scandalous and poor.




“You’re fortunate the king didn’t send you to the Tower for that, my lord,” I said, shaking my head. “He’s had Buckingham arrested for less.”

“Buckingham was sent to the Tower for dueling,” he reasoned, as if he’d never issued a challenge himsef. “No one’s been killed by my little truths.”

“No one but your own foolish self, you empty-headed ninny.”

“But I skewered you, too, Nell.” He made me an off-balance bow over one leg as he began to recite.

This you’d believe, had I but time to tell ye  
The pains it costs to poor, laborious Nelly,  
Whilst she employs hands, fingers, mouth, and thighs,  
Ere she can raise the member she enjoys.


I sighed, my hands at my waist. “That’s wicked cruel, my lord. Not to me, for I’ve borne far worse, but to the king.”

“Then he’s returned the favor by packing me off to my lady wife in Somerset, hasn’t he?” Pointedly he turned away from me to his own reflection in the glass over the fireplace, setting his hat on his head and adjusting the brim to an artful angle over one eye. “But my petty exiles in the wilderness seldom last too long. He soon misses me, and forgets my sins. I expect he’ll forgive me in time for the fall races at Newmarket.”

“He will, my lord,” I said, “if you keep your satires to yourself.”

He smiled wanly over his shoulder. “He can no more live without his clowns than his cunts, Nell. Not that I need explain that to you. You combine both his pleasures, you clever hussy, and most  admirably, too. Now you must do your part for England, and demonstrate to the king the superiority of your sweet English notch over Kéroualle’s sour French article.”

It was a jest, aye, but not really, and we both knew it, too.

“Take care, you foulmouthed bastard,” I said softly, “and come back to us restored both in health and in spirit.”

He grunted, though with disgust or dismay or simply the effects of Madame Fourcard’s cure, I could not say. He stared morosely at the last of the canary in his glass, tipping it this way and that to catch the light of the fire in the grate before him.

“ ‘All monarchs I hate,’ ” he recited bitterly, “ ‘and the thrones they sit on,/ From the hector of France to the cully of Britain.’ ”

He finished the wine, then opened his fingers to let the glass slip free. It dropped to the brick-lined grate, and the fragile glass shattered. But Rochester did not move, nor did I, the two of us watching the shards scatter and hiss into the sputtering flames like ice that would never melt.

 

As was always the case with wars, this latest assault upon the Dutch had not gone the way that the admirals and ministers had promised it would.

It didn’t matter that the Dutch were outnumbered in every way, or that their leader in both military and civilian affairs was a callow, sickly young man of twenty-two, William of Orange. That William was also yet another member of Charles’s vast royal family (Charles’s oldest sister, Mary, had been William’s mother) had only served further to convince the king and his ministers that the war would be easily won.

They were wrong.

In early June, the combined French and English forces were surprised by the Dutch Admiral De Ruyter as the ships lay at Southwold Bay, off the coast of East Anglia not far from Yarmouth. The battle that followed was disastrous; the losses staggering. Under the command of the Duke of York, two successive flagships were lost, a costly blow not only to the navy, but to Charles’s pride. The long list of the  dead included Edward Montagu, the Earl of Sandwich, whose drowned and mangled body was found much later floating in the sea, and could be identified only by the insignia of the Garter embroidered on the breast of his coat.

The Duke of York was blamed by the public as much for his blatant conversion to Catholicism as he was for the loss at Southwold Bay, as if the fact that he’d ceased taking Anglican communion with the rest of the royal family was somehow inextricably bound with the long list of dead sailors’ names. The influence of the Pope and the French king seemed everywhere, and few forgot that the duke still stood in line to become King James II, either.

By July, the talk was no longer of a speedy victory, but of the rising desertions among the discouraged English fleet, and how quickly an agreeable peace could be resolved between the English and the Dutch. There’d be no jolly retreat to Windsor for Charles and me this summer, no strolling with our sons in the forest or paddling in the river beneath the willows. Instead, Charles came to me in Pall Mall as often as he could, where we’d sit in my garden and pretend to count every one of the stars in the summer night sky. I’d sing and dance for him, and make him laugh until he could forget the ugly war he’d insisted upon waging. For now, this was enough between us, the unspoken bargain that pleased us both, even if I tried not to remember how Rochester had charged me to greater things for England’s sake.

At the end of July, Louise gave birth to a child, a son, whom she promptly named Charles. For this, she expected the very heavens (or leastwise the royal coffers) to open and shower down gold and honors upon her. Instead, the king maintained he was pleased, but failed to so much as acknowledge the boy as his own. Those ladies close to Louise said she was devastated and wept for days.

But I—I danced a jig and laughed in the moonlight.

 

It was the middle of September when I sat in Tom Killigrew’s little office behind the scenes at the playhouse, all eagerness for him to join me. I’d come back here after I’d attended the day’s play, Marriage à la Mode by John Dryden, with my old friends Elizabeth Boutell and Beck  Marshall in the principal female roles. Sitting in one of the most expensive boxes, I’d worn a splendid new gown of ruby velvet with pinked sleeves, three yellow plumes in my wide-brimmed lace hat, the heavy pearl drops that Charles had given me in my ears, and a diamond ring on my finger.

Yet over this finery I was still proud to wear my old red wool cloak, my well-earned livery for being a player in the King’s Company. As I perched on the unstable little chair (for Killigrew still seemed to furnish his chamber with the leavings of stage properties and scenes), I marveled at how far I’d come in so short a time. In ten years, I’d risen from selling oranges in the pit to my place at the king’s side and my house in Pall Mall; a grand journey, indeed, and one that, God willing, was far from done.

“So it is you, Nell!” Killigrew beamed as he entered, his smile so broad his eyes were nigh swallowed up in the merry wrinkles around them. “When the boy told me Mrs. Gwyn was here, I could not believe it.”

“More likely you damned his sorry eyes and kicked him in the arse for being a bold-faced, impertinent liar,” I said cheerfully, wagging my finger at him. “Don’t say you’ll do otherwise, Killigrew, for I know you far better than that.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” he said, laughing with me as he dropped into the old armchair that was as good as his throne here in the playhouse. We’d always gotten on famously, and no wonder, for like Buckingham and Rochester, he loved to play the jester with Charles every bit as much as did I. The king had rewarded him for it, too, not just with this company and playhouse, but by newly naming Killigrew his Master of the Revels at Court, with the handsome pension that came with it.

“Did you like the performance, eh?” he asked me, teasing as was his wont. “Is that why you’ve come here, Mistress Gwyn, to play the critic for me and my poor band of players?”

“ ’Od’s blood, no.” I leaned forward toward him, smoothing my petticoats over my knees. “You’ve critics enough without adding me, too. No, Killigrew, I’ve come here for more gainful purpose than that. I’ve come for a part.”

“A part, you say?” He stroked his mustache with his fingers, stalling in a way that did not please me. “But why should you wish that, my girl?”

“Why?” I repeated, astounded he’d even ask. “Faith, I’d believe you’d forgotten me, to hear you speak so! Now pray tell me what you have planned for the coming season. Surely there’s a place for me, a ripe prologue to help fill the house again.”

He sighed and studied my face. “How old are you now, Nell?”

“Twenty-two,” I said, unashamed, for I was pleased by how well I’d kept my looks.

“Twenty-two! Where did the years go, eh?” he asked. “I recall when you first came to me, you were only a bold a little creature of fifteen. You’ve borne a pair of children, too, haven’t you?”

“Two strong, handsome sons to the king,” I said proudly, “as you know perfectly well, you dog.”

“Then you’ll forgive this dog for being blunt.” He smiled absently, concentrating more on what he’d say next. “As happy as I’d be to have you back, it wouldn’t be right. You’ve moved beyond us, Nell. Look at you! You’re as grand a miss as there is at court.”

At court. Oh, aye, I was a grand miss in a silk gown with pearls in my ears and a carriage and driver waiting for me outside in Drury Lane. But everyone at Whitehall knew I was there only because of the king, and that I’d no lasting place among them. I’d no title or income of my own, no living to pass along to my sons. Even my house in Pall Mall wasn’t truly mine, but only granted to me for my use on a lease of fifty years’ length.

But when I’d skipped out before the candlelights here on this stage, I’d been the queen of them all. Any play with Mrs. Eleanor Gwyn in the cast was sure to have a healthy run of full houses. With a single cocked brow and a flick of my skirts, I’d have the breathless devotion of my audience, from the gallants in the pit to the servants in the highest gallery.

“You’ve grown beyond us, Nell,” he said with such kindness that it fair broke my heart. “You don’t belong here in the playhouse any longer.”

“Pish, that’s not true,” I exclaimed. “It cannot be true! Consider how I came back after my first babe was born, to the Conquest of Granada. Remember how everyone howled at my prologue, and laughed so hard at the epilogue, when I rose all bloodied from my coffin to chastise the house? Remember—”

“Nell,” he said gently. “Does His Majesty know you are here?”

My cheeks grew hot, as if I’d been caught in a lie. “I wanted to surprise him, Killigrew. I wanted him to come see me here in a new part, and to amuse him like I did in the old times.”

“But these aren’t the old times, are they?” he said with genuine regret. “We’re neither of us as young as we once were, sweet.”

That was well enough for him to say, having celebrated his sixtieth year in February. Yet in my heart I knew the difficult truth, that in this world a woman of twenty-two was as of little use as a man of sixty—perhaps less.

“You never were like the others, Nell,” he continued. “You weren’t just another pretty chit from the tiring-room, to be squirreled up the backstairs by Chiffinch to the king’s bedchamber. You were Nelly Gwyn, and you were special. To the king, you still are.”

I tried to smile, yet I, who’d believed I could feign anything I set my mind to, could not do it.

I’d always believed the playhouse would be there for me, like the secure embrace of the family I’d never had as a child. I’d always thought I could come back here whenever I chose. I always believed that the one thing that had set me apart would always be there for me, and now—now it wasn’t.

“Here,” he said, handing his handkerchief to me. “There’s no shame to a few tears.”

“I’m not crying, Killigrew,” I said, swiftly rising to my feet, “and damn your eyes, too, if you think I am.”

He looked up at me, startled. “Ah, Nell, I didn’t mean—”

“It was a jest, that was all,” I said, my chin high. “If you’d offered me a part, why, I would have tossed it back in your face, easy as you please, and we would have laughed together. Why should I want to return here, anyways?”

“A jest,” said Killigrew, now smiling with hearty relief as he rose, too, and came to stand beside me. “Yes, that’s it. A jest, Nell, and a good one, too.”

“Aye, the best.” I glanced around me one last time, realizing I’d likely never return to see this side of the stage. I told myself fiercely that the worst of this meeting had passed. I’d had grand times here, but I’d gain nothing by having regrets over their passing. Better to look forward than behind, to where I was bound rather than where I’d been. “Why should I wish to play another savage princess, I ask you?”

“Particularly the windy ones of Dryden’s invention,” Killigrew said. “Dear Lord, deliver us both from more of those!”

Together we laughed at poor Dryden’s expense. Then he took my hand, his expression turning serious and almost paternal.

“You don’t need us any longer, Nell,” he said again. “At Whitehall, you’re playing your life on a far bigger stage than you’d ever have here. So long as you don’t forget you’ve just that audience of one to please, you’ll always prosper.”

“Thank’ee, sir,” I said, no longer bothering to keep my tears from him now. “I never—”

“Hush now, my dear, and let me finish,” he said, and chucked me gently beneath my chin. “You are the king’s favorite, and he loves you well for who you are. So long as you remember that, you’ll always have him. You’ll have him.”

 

Of all times, this was the kind I liked the best.

It was early morn, so early that only the faintest light of the new day showed on the horizon, the shadowy pink of the coming dawn tucked beneath the gray horizon of the fading night. I seldom had the curtains of my bedchamber drawn, so I might catch this first glimpse of the sun over my garden wall as I wakened. I’d see it no matter which way I lay, too, reflected over and over again in the polished silver of my bed.

I should explain about my bed, being as it was the most famous bedstead in all London. Every new guest to my house begged to see it, and then in turn marveled at and described it to those unfortunates  who hadn’t, until it seemed the place where I slept and swived had become another wonder of the world.

Though it was of my own design, with devices of my own choosing, its creation came through the gifted hands of John Coques, the master silversmith to the king and the rest of the royal family. The bedstead had in fact been fashioned of purest silver, from its headboard to its foot, its rails to its posts and crown, and much of it covered with whimsical figures of significance to me. True, I might never have learned to write down the story of my life as a more learned lady might, but my bed told as much of me as an entire volume might of another.

Oranges, the fruit that first brought me to Charles’s eye, were worked into a bounteous garland that draped every beam. The sweet-faced cherubs on each post were portraits of my own darling boys (who were seldom so angelic in their behavior, but no matter.) Likewise hammered from silver were figures of Charles and me, shown hand in hand as the king and queen of a mythical land of plenty, magically fashioned from our love, with our assorted people celebrating around us. A portrait head of Charles, nearly the size of his own, gazed down upon me to stand guard whilst I slept.

But as lovely as all this silver idyll might seem, I’d been unable to resist adding a few pokes at the expense of my rivals as well. Prancing overhead on a fine-spun silver wire was a tiny figure of Jacob Hall. Hall was the famously accomplished rope-dancer who’d performed for us at court over our heads in the Banqueting House. He’d likewise performed privately for the Duchess of Cleveland as one of her most notorious lovers (and her most acrobatic, too, for with him she was said to attain the most complicated of Aretino’s postures for coupling). Nor was Louise neglected. I’d had her shown lying in a coffin with an exotic foreign prince, in tribute to her well-known salacious delight in Africans, Turks, and other heathens.

This great bed of mine was the favorite piece of all my belongings, and the most valuable as well, having cost me more than a thousand pounds of my allowance from the king—and this at a time when a  baronet’s entire household could live handsomely for a year on eight hundred! Yet the pleasure I found in waking in it each morning was worth that sum and more, for it not only demonstrated how far I’d risen, but also that I’d excellent taste and discernment to match that of any true-born lady. What peeress could boast of a silver bed, I ask you? And when I could magnify that pleasure immeasurably by having the king wake beside me—ah, no price could be set upon that.

So it was one morning in late autumn, with the dawn creeping through the last leaves on the trees in my garden, and the frost glittering on the grass almost as brightly as the sunbeams on my silver bed.

Though I’d awakened first, I had let Charles sleep on, doting fondly upon him as I watched him slumber. He looked younger this way, his face relaxed and free of the cares that hardened his expression by day. Tangled in the bedclothes, his long limbs and body remained lean and well muscled, as fit for a dragoon as for a monarch. Lightly I ran my fingertips over the bristle of his close-cropped hair, now more streaked with gray than otherwise, as was the hair that curled across his chest. He refused to be seen before his people without a wig now, fearful that they’d judge him old or infirm, a curious worry to me. At forty-two, he was very nearly double my age now, yet to me he would always be my dearest friend as well as my lover and my king.

Unable to resist, I kissed him as lightly as I dared on the top of his head. With a snuffling snort, he awoke, rubbing his face against the pillow. He rolled and blankly squinted up at me for an instant, then recognized me and smiled.

“Good day, sir,” I said, and kissed him more properly on the mouth. “I trust you slept well, with the sweetest of dreams?”

“I always sleep well in your bed, Nelly,” he said, pulling my small, round body backward into the curve of his chest, and filling his hand companionably with one of my breasts. “But no sweet dreams, so long as I’ve the Dutch to plague me whether I wake or sleep.”

“Oh, a pox on the Dutch.” So it was to be politics and war before love on this morning. I sighed and wriggled closer against him. “What  manner of leader refuses to grant peace to his people, and instead insists on a war they cannot win?”

“A Dutch stadtholder like my nephew William, that’s who,” he grumbled. “As for the ruler who cannot win his own damned war, Nelly, then I must claim that title. I should have been born a poet, like your friend Dryden, instead of a prince, for surely I’ve the poverty for one, and none of the riches required for the other.”

“You knew this would happen if you tried to fight a war on your own, sir,” I reasoned, for we’d had this same discussion so many times before that I felt I could have stayed asleep and still recited my responses. “You and Louis gambled together that the Dutch would sue for peace first. They didn’t, and you lost your wager, and now you must appeal to the bank for more funds to make recoup your bet.”

“ ’Od’s fish, Nelly, it’s not so simple as a game of basset!”

“Lah, sir, and here I thought it was,” I said wryly. “I’ve told you my solution before: send the French back to France, put me back on the stage, and lock up your codpiece. Do those things, and you’ll have money enough for three wars.”

“Do those things, sweet, and I’ll be as good as a dead man.” He nipped at the side of my neck to make me chuckle, and gave my breast a fond squeeze for good measure. “I tell you, it’s not so easy as that.”

“Faith, it’s easier, and you know it, too,” I said firmly. “You must recall Parliament, and go to them with your hat in your hand.”

He didn’t answer, and I understood why. To needs go begging to Parliament again would be as odious to him as a dose of foul physic to a small boy, and likely as rewarding, too.

“It is your choice, sir,” I said, more gently. “I’m not speaking a word you don’t know for yourself, or that others haven’t told you before me. But if you wish to continue this war on the Dutch, you need money, and the only honest way to find that is to ask Parliament to vote it to you. Either that, or let William dictate the peace.”

He groaned, a disgruntled sound that I could feel vibrating between us as much as hear. “Next you’ll tell me that by returning the French to France, you mean Louise, too.”

“I won’t lie to you, sir,” I said. “I’d like to see Carwell included in  the general dunnage sent over the Channel, and a good many of your people would agree with me, too.”

“You know her being here isn’t entirely my choice. I must keep her as proof of my good faith to Louis, to show I mean to keep the treaty.”

“Good faith doesn’t mean you must fuck her.”

“With Louis, it does.”

“With you, sir, it does, too.” I sighed my best dramatic sigh, worthy of one of Dryden’s melancholy heroines. “But it would make your case before Parliament hugely more easy if you weren’t keeping a French Catholic whore at Whitehall.”

“Nelly, Nelly.” He drew me closer, doubtless intending to distract me, and succeeding, too. “How can my tricksy little sprite be so wise?”

“Because I am wise, sir,” I said cheerfully, wriggling against his stiffening cock. “Because you know I’m the only one in your whole wicked court who will always speak to you plain and offer you the truth, whether you like it or not.”

“I like it, sweet,” he said, his voice a husky growl, “because I like you.”

“Ah, my dearest, darling sir.” I laughed, and shifted my legs apart to accommodate him. “I ask you, who’s the wise one now?”




Chapter Twenty-one

THE STRAND, LONDON  May 1673

The first of May was as clear and sweet a day as any could wish, and the true beginning of spring. My spirits rose as bright as the cloudless sky, and who could blame me for it? May Day was my favorite holiday in all the year, and always had been. This year, as a treat, I rode with Charles in his carriage to see the prodigious Maypole erected at the junction of Drury Lane and the Strand, directly before Somerset House.

With their towering height bedecked with bright ribbon streamers, Maypoles held fond significance for Charles, as well. During Cromwell’s time, they’d been one of the most visible causalities of the grim Puritan rule, hacked to bits and burned in righteous bonfires. Likewise, they’d been one of the first symbols of merriment to be restored with Charles’s return to power, and this same Maypole had helped to celebrate his entry into the city in 1660. The pole itself was so tall and so unwieldy that it required a dozen sturdy, skilled sailors, under the direction of the Duke of York, to hoist it into place. As they toiled, the swelling crowds cheered their efforts and a band of fiddlers played, while the dancers impatiently waited in their white smocks and shirts and fussed with their ribbons and garlands to pass the time.

“You could show them all the proper way to dance, Nelly,” Charles said as we watched the pretty scene before us over the heads of the guards around the carriage. “I can picture you perfectly among them, dressed in white with your hair loose over your shoulders.”

“Dare me, sir, and I’ll join them,” I said, already half inclined to hop from the carriage in my finery. “I know how to duck and bob so as to weave the ribbons round the pole in an artful pattern, and the steps to do it, too. I danced them myself when I was a girl in Drury Lane.”

“I’d wager you’d still be the nimblest dancer of them all,” he said, endearingly loyal. “I’m sure you haven’t forgotten how.”

“I haven’t.” I smiled as I watched the dancers, remembering how excited I’d been, the smallest lass there in a borrowed smock, among the older girls and boys. “Though since those days, my tastes have expanded to include another kind of pole as well.”

Charles laughed and covered my knee with his hand. “You’ll have to show me later,” he teased, “especially the part about weaving the ribbons around the pole of your choosing.”

I winked slyly beneath the wide brim of my hat, letting him guess the rest. For all that he grinned, he looked old and worn to me in the bright sunlight that came through the carriage’s window. The long lines on either side of his mouth were carved deeper with care, and his eyes shadowed with a sadness that never seemed to ease. I was thankful that he’d find some relief here today, at a celebration that was so purely pagan that he’d no need to consider whether a Maypole was Anglican or Catholic, belonging to the Archbishop of Canterbury or the Pope in Rome.

It had been a wretched long spring. After Christmas, Charles had finally abandoned his hope of dictating a peace with William of Orange, and with no other choice but to continue the war, he’d recalled Parliament. With their pride still bruised at having been prorogued, the members of both the House of Commons and the House of Lords came charging back to London in a fine stew of hostility.

Upon meeting in February, their first target was Charles’s beloved Act of Indulgence. No matter how he tried to defend it and his own actions, Parliament insisted he’d issued the act without the right to do so, and accused him of tampering with penal laws. Whether or not this was true did not matter. Before Parliament would vote Charles his money for the war he required, he was forced to withdraw the act and all its provisions. In return, they doled out seventy thousand pounds  to maintain the war: a handsome, useful sum, aye, but given at a dreadful cost to Charles’s authority.

Yet worse followed. Parliament continued its fury against the threat of popery, and remained bent on reminding the king not to tread the same ill-favored path of challenging them that had led to his father’s misfortunes. In March they passed the Test Act, requiring all holders of public office to take regular communion in the Church of England and swear various oaths about their beliefs that would be untenable to any true Catholics.

To Charles, the Test Act was loathsome and divisive, and its effects struck painfully close to home. His own brother the Duke of York was forced to resign as Lord High Admiral of the navy, and likewise Lord Clifford resigned his post as Lord Treasurer. It was also the final blow for the Duchess of Cleveland, who was forced to give up her last posts at court and retreat with her string of royal bastards. Alas, Louise remained untouched, a citizen of France and therefore exempt from the act.

But the Test Act did far more to Charles’s government than merely purging it of Catholics. It made everyone suspicious of everyone else, too watchful of one another’s actions for the slightest hints of disloyalty, and weakening the whole of the government with distrust. Once Clifford had been driven from office, two distinct factions had appeared: one led by the new-made Lord Treasurer, the Earl of Danby, a group that supported a strong king and a traditional Anglican church, while the other, centered around the Lord Chancellor, the Earl of Shaftesbury, favored the supremacy of Parliament.

Both the French and the Dutch observed these diverse parties with glee, and through their ambassadors and agents, fed the growing dissent for their own gain. Outrageous bribes were freely offered, and accepted, too, by anyone in the court or council who’d hold out his open-palmed hand.

Charles watched with growing despair, but as Rochester had long ago observed, he never moved to stop the plots and factions, nor the bribery that fed them. And what, really, could he have done, considering how he himself was still receiving subsidies from Louis?

Now I watched the bright-colored ribbons weaving around the  Maypole, and I thought of how much each ribbon was like one more intrigue for power: slippery as silk in expert hands, yet just as liable, with a single stumble or misstep, to become a tangled, tawdry knot, with Charles trapped and bound tight in the center like the great Maypole itself.

At last the ribbons were woven as close to the pole as they could go. The music changed to another tune, and the dancers released the stubby ends to flutter in the breeze before clasping hands to skip merrily about their finished handiwork. The crowds cheered and clapped, and here and there people began to dance, too, particularly those who’d begun their celebrating when the taverns had first opened. I leaned from the carriage to watch, delighted by the happy scene.

“Mrs. Gwyn! Oh, it’s Mrs. Gwyn!” Two giggling young girls called up to me from beyond the ring of royal guards, then curtseyed as soon as they realized they’d caught my eye. “Good day, ma’am.”

Despite the crudely fashioned wreaths of flowers in their hair, the two were barefoot and ill dressed, their legs and arms jutting like knobby sticks from their gowns. Yet in their bold little faces I could glimpse myself as I’d once been, and I stood in the carriage to wave back at them.

“A happy May Day to you, too, you little hussies!” I called, making them giggle all the more. I reached into my pocket for two coins (for unlike Charles, I always did carry ready money) and tossed them to the girls. “There now, take that and drink a health to your king.”

The taller girl deftly caught both coins, passing one to her friend. “Thank’ee, ma’am, thank’ee,” she called. “I wish you was still on th’stage, ma’am, for us t’see you dance your jigs.”

“Hah!” I exclaimed, though I was pleased to be remembered so. “You must have been a babe in your mam’s arms to have seen me.”

“Beg pardon, ma’am,” the girl replied. “I was ten when you played wit’ Hart, and Lor’; how we all did laugh t’see you prank an’ jig!”

“I asked Mrs. Gwyn to dance here, you know, but she was too shy to do it,” Charles said, appearing beside me at the window, the long curls of his black wig tossing in the same breeze that ruffled the Maypole’s streams. “I long to see her jigs again myself.”

“Oh, sir, you know I’m never shy,” I said, laughing. “Leastways, no more shy than you.”

“Your Majesty!” The girls gasped, and dropped so low they must surely have been on their knees in the street. One by one those around them began bowing and curtseying as well, until the whole street full of people seemed to have sunk low with respectful awe. Their reaction amused me; for though the carriage was unmarked (a conceit of Charles’s), the guards around it, with their red coats and halberds, must surely have betrayed the royal passenger within. But for the sake of the king, I was heartily thankful. Because of the flagging Dutch War and the Test Act, he was not nearly so popular as once he’d been, particularly when he was in Louise’s company.

Someone tossed me a small posy of red flowers, and with as much of a bow as I could manage while thrust halfway through the carriage window, I presented it with a flourish to Charles.

“God save the king!” I called with lusty good humor. “And God preserve the Maypole, too!”

At once the cry was picked up and repeated, rolling like a wave of cheering voices.

“God save Mrs. Nell, too!” roared a beery bellow, and the others quickly added that, too, to their cheers.

The king laughed with pleasure and nodded his thanks.

“May God save you, Nelly, so long as He saves you for me,” he said beside me, low, so only I might hear it, as he slipped his hand into mine. “Where would I be without you, my love?”

Where, indeed, I wondered, too overwhelmed by my emotion to reply. Throughout the good and the bad, I’d stayed constant to him, always ready to make him smile if that was what he wished, or to do no more than listen. There was even a doggerel ballad being sung in the taverns that said as much of me:When the king turns dumpish, she’ll still be jocund  
And chuck the royal chin of Charles ye Second.




I’d been as faithful as any woman can be to the man she loved, and as happy, too, in his company. As Killigrew had noted, I was  Charles’s favorite, and there was nothing more I wished in my life than that.

Until, that is, I learned in July what exactly he’d choose to do for Louise.

 

“Have you heard, Nell?” Anne, Lady Southesk, was the daughter of the Duke of Hamilton, and one of my few true friends among the ladies at court. She’d met me at the very door of the palace, anxiously taking my hands to draw me aside as soon as I’d stepped from my sedan chair. “Has anyone told you?”

“What is it, my lady?” I demanded, already sharing the worry that showed on her lovely face. “Has anyone told me what? What?”

Her Ladyship’s mouth puckered at the unpleasant task of telling me now, and it was clear she wished that someone else had reached me first.

“It’s Carwell,” she said, using the Anglicized version of Louise’s name that was most popular at court, both for ease and derision. “She’s cackling proud as a hen who has laid an egg of gold.”

“ ’Od’s blood, why?” I asked with disgust. “What can she possibly have done or said to make her so proud?”

“She has done nothing, except part her legs for His Majesty, and lie still as a corpse beneath him,” said Lady Southesk. She glanced over her shoulder, making certain we’d not be overheard. “It’s what the king has done for her that has everyone talking.”

I shoved back my lace hood. “He’s granted her more rooms to her lodgings again, hasn’t he?” The question of lodgings here in the palace continued a thorny one between Charles and me. While Louise’s allotment of rooms seemed to spread like mildew in the rain, there never seemed to be any rooms to spare for my use. Rochester maintained that they’d never be given to me, either, on account of my being a commoner; I suspected another reason, that Charles so much enjoyed leaving Whitehall for the pleasures and entertainments of my house, that he was loath to move me beneath his roof and lose his sanctuary in Pall Mall. “I know she’s been whining and wheedling for a grander nursery for her brat. Oh, if the king gave in!”

“He didn’t,” Her Ladyship said. “At least not about that.”

“Preserve me, my lady, if you don’t tell me what—”

“He has ennobled her,” she said, finally spitting out the awful news. “Baroness Petersfield, Countess of Farnham, Duchess of Portsmouth. He’s made her a peeress in her own right.”

If I’d been struck through the belly with a pike I do not believe I’d have been more shocked or wounded, either. He had always maintained that whatever he’d felt toward Louise had been an obligation to the French king combined with a certain measure of lust. I’d been willing to accept that much as part of Charles, though I’ll admit I’d not liked it. I’d also been willing to concede that he’d given Louise certain favors and garnishment, such as those lodgings at Whitehall, simply because she’d wept and whined like a baby to get them. But for him now to raise her to the peerage and grant her the highest titles possible for a lady in England—faith, I could not believe it, nor would I.

Without another word, I turned from Lady Southesk and began to run toward the king’s rooms, heedless of how my skirts flapped about my legs or how many people I pushed past in the halls and galleries. I knew the guards at the door to his lodgings, and though they began to block the way to me, I pushed past them, too, and even they knew better than to try to keep me back.

He was standing in the center of his wardrobe in only his breeches, his arms outstretched on either side while his tiring servants fastened the buttons on the sleeves of his shirt. Surprised, he still smiled, so pleased to see me that I let myself dream for the next half second that Lady Southesk had been wrong.

“Nelly,” he said amiably. “You’re here early.”

“Or not soon enough, it seems,” I said warmly. “Have you made Carwell a duchess?”

A different kind of surprise flickered through his eyes, and without a word, I had my answer.

Still, he pretended to be civil. He motioned to the servants to leave us, finishing his buttoning himself.

“Don’t lie, sir,” I said furiously. “I don’t deserve to be lied to.” 

“Now, Nelly, don’t,” he began uneasily, wishing to placate me. “There were reasons, good reasons.”

“Good reasons be damned!” I cried. “You did it, didn’t you? You signed the patents and made her a duchess!”

“Nelly, Nelly, please,” he said, reaching for me. I knew he’d give anything to stop me, for he hated overwrought scenes like this. I didn’t care; why should I, after this?

“A pox on your please, and your thank you, too!” I flew at him, striking him hard with my fists upon his chest. “From the start, I have been as loyal, as dear, a friend to you as you shall ever, ever have in all your life. Yet this is how you scorn my trust, and humiliate me in the face of my friendship?”

He caught my wrists to stop my blows, unbearably easy for him given my small stature. “This has nothing to do with friendship, Nelly.”

I twisted and fought in his grasp. “No, it doesn’t, for no true friend would ever dare treat another with such carelessness!”

“Please, Nelly, please,” he begged. “Pray calm yourself, so we can talk.”

“Why, sir, why?” I cried. “So you might wound me again?”

“I’d never wish to hurt you, sweetheart,” he said contritely. “That’s never been my aim in any of this.”

“You’ve a fine way of showing it, haven’t you?”

At last I pulled free, rubbing my wrists where he’d held me as I backed away. It was as if the same poisonous distrust that was tearing apart the government and the court had now likewise seeped into the rare friendship I’d so treasured with the king. I was perilously close to tears, yet I refused to be like Louise and weep before him, even if I’d mean every hot tear.

“Oh, sir,” I whispered through my misery. “I believed you loved me as I loved you, and, oh, how I’ve loved you! But now I see how wrong I’ve been. God save me, how wrong.”

And before I could shame myself further, I fled.

 

For the next few days, I kept to myself in my house, with only my sister Rose and my sons for company and comfort. I’d no wish to see the  king. Though he wrote to me several times a day, I sent the letters back to him unopened and unread. I was in no humor for him or for the court, or for the trial of relating the details of our row for the titillation of others, and I’d especially no wish to hear Louise gloat and preen over her new titles.

Instead, I walked beneath the nodding trees in my little garden, reciting my former plays to myself to weary my head, and order my thoughts from returning and worrying my sorrows. For some curious reason, I took special comfort in my old role as the mad girl Florimell from Secret Love, and found myself returning to it again and again. Perhaps it was her carefree spirit that made me see the folly in my own life, or reminded me how best to use raillery to deflate my enemies. Or perhaps I found some kindred comfort in how Florimell had learned to guard her heart so well against the faithlessness of men.

No matter, no matter. But on the eighth day, when the king himself and four of his dogs appeared at the small arched door in my garden wall, I let them in.

He bowed before me, solemnly gallant while the dogs rolled and snuffled on the lawn, and drank sloppily from my birdbath. “I’ve missed you, Nelly.”

I rose from my curtsey, my skirts sweeping the grass. “I’ve missed you, too, sir.”

He nodded, yet to smile. “My life is wicked dull without you in it.”

“I’m sure,” I said, and I was. Hah, Louise make him laugh?

Absently he touched the center button on the front of his coat, twisting the thread-wrapped disc between his fingers. “I’ve spoken to Hewitt about the leasehold on this house.”

Hewitt was George Hewitt, the king’s agent for property and estates. It was a fortuitous sign of Mr. Hewitt mentioned, and thus I now was the one who nodded, by way of encouragement.

“It’s to be yours soon,” he said. “Free under the Crown.”

“Considering how much time I spent for free beneath the Crown, sir,” I said wryly, “and on top of it, too, this seems only fair. But I thank’ee for it. For myself and my sons, I thank’ee.”

He smiled crookedly, and I almost expected him to tip his head to one side like one of his dogs. “I have missed you, Nelly.”

I took a deep breath, daring mightily. “What of a title for me, sir?”

“I must judge the temper of the people,” he said carefully. “Would Countess of Plymouth suit?”

I gasped, pressing my hands to my cheeks. “Oh, sir!”

His smile widened, his relief palpable. “Have the patent prepared, then. We’ll have it sealed later. But come back to me, mind?”

“I will, sir,” I said, slipping into his arms as if I’d never left them. “Oh, sir, I will.”

 

One night later that month, I promised to make up a table of cards with Lady Southesk. Our usual group was gathered in the king’s rooms at Whitehall: at the far end of the chamber, I could see both Rochester (new returned from a stint in the country, with his health for now improved) and Buckhurst engaging in some sort of nonsense before a laughing group of peers, and Charles was not far away, either, conversing with the queen. Lady Southesk waved at me from the table she’d secured near an open window, a rarity even in the summer, for the queen feared night air. I was hurrying to join Her Ladyship, weaving my way among the other tables and chairs, when Louise de Kéroualle, the new Duchess of Portsmouth, thrust her ivory fan out into my path to stop me.

“Mrs. Nelly,” she said with unpleasant familiarity that sat ill in her heavy accent. “You’re grown quite rich in your dress, I see.”

From her this was not a compliment, and I made only the barest breath of a curtsey. I began to move past her, but she’d not finished, looking me up and down with all the subtlety of the greenest player.

“Why, woman,” she said, raising her voice as if to cry out her heavy-handed wit. “You’re dressed fine enough to be queen!”

“Quite right, madam,” I said serenely as I sailed past her. “Just as you are whore enough to be duchess.”

Oh, aye, I thought as the laughter swelled around me at Louise’s expense. What a fine thing indeed it was to be back at court!
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In September, the Duke of York achieved his most fervent wish: a beautiful princess as his bride, Mary Beatrice of Modena. Not only was she tall and graceful, educated and pious, and well connected to the best royal families in Europe; she was also only fifteen, much to the forty-year-old duke’s notorious tastes for young virgins. Charles’s satisfaction with the match was more forthright: a niece of Cardinal Mazarin, her dowry was splendidly plumped by yet another subsidy from King Louis. For that, Charles had overlooked her Catholicism, and in fairness, there really weren’t any suitable Protestant princesses to be had anywhere in Europe. The marriage between the Duke and Mary Beatrice took place by proxy in Italy in September, with the bride making her slow journey toward England over the next two months.

But even before she arrived at Dover, Mary Beatrice had incurred the bitterest hatred of Protestant England. Urged on by Shaftesbury and his faction, Parliament protested her as the “daughter of the Pope” that they felt had been foisted upon them instead of a sturdy, fertile, Protestant princess to bear an equally sturdy male Protestant heir to the throne. York was faulted for agreeing to the marriage, while Charles was doubly blamed for suggesting it and giving it his blessing.

There was more troubling talk, too. Once again it was whispered that Charles was planning to divorce his barren queen and marry again for an heir—something I knew he’d never do. But now a new twist had appeared. Charles’s first illegitimate son, the Duke of Monmouth, was being suggested as a possible heir. A confirmed Protestant, Monmouth was well connected through his wealthy wife, and bore enough of a resemblance to his father to be an agreeable successor. He was handsome, athletic, and sat his horse well in parades. No one seemed to notice or care that he was dull-witted and plodding. No one, that is, except for Charles, who firmly resisted this notion, too. His brother was his heir, by God’s will and England’s rights, and no mere whim of a mortal man would change his mind.

But as I stood with Charles on the roof of my house one night in late November, I did wonder his true thoughts. The night was cold, turning our words and breath to small clouds before our faces, and to me the air already smelled like snow. There was no moon nor stars.

Yet as we looked out over London, the countless bonfires in the streets seemed to light the night as bright as day.

“They were there last night, too,” he said, pointing across the rooftops, “though I do believe there are more tonight. What a welcome for that poor young lady!”

Beside him I shivered, cold even inside my fur-lined cloak. “Bonfires, and His Grace snorting and pawing to take her maidenhead,” I said wryly. “Faith, what a sad welcome for her, indeed!”

“At least if she’s in my brother’s bed, she won’t see the effigies.”

“Effigies?” I asked. “They’re burning effigies, too?”

“Oh yes,” he said grimly. “I hear they’re carried about the streets on sticks first, great ugly things of straw with oakum for hair and chestnuts for eyes, and to be certain, no one mistakes their purpose; they have placards tied round their heads. Some are even daubed in pitch, so as to make a more satisfying hellish hiss when they’re tossed into the bonfires.”

I stared out at the fires with new interest. “I don’t recall burning figures before.”

“Not in your lifetime, no,” he said. “I remember how they burned my father in effigy, though, when I was a boy. Now my brother’s the most popular figure, but there are reports of straw Popes, too, and a few of the innocent new duchess herself.”

I slipped my arm inside his coat around his waist to feel the warmth of his body. “It’s Shaftesbury’s doing, of course.”

“Of course,” he agreed. “Most of the apprentices and sailors he’s paid to set the fires couldn’t name the Pope if they were held over the fire themselves, but that won’t stop them from carrying on like red savages with Shaftesbury’s coin in their pockets.”

“I’d pay them more to burn Shaftesbury next.”

“So would I,” he admitted, “as long as no one else would know of it.”

“Then let me do it, sir,” I said eagerly. “Everyone expects such mischief from me. Imagine how Shaftesbury’s blond hair would sizzle in the flames!”

“Nelly, Nelly.” He chuckled, drawing me closer. “I’d not want you for an enemy.”

I kissed him then to prove my loyalty. Besides, by my reckoning, he’d already enemies enough without adding another.

By the end of the year, he’d taken care that he’d one less. Before Christmas, he’d dismissed Shaftesbury as Lord Chancellor, effectively banishing him to the country. Next Charles prorogued Parliament again until January, too, making sure they’d cause no unpleasantness for the new Duchess of York’s arrival.

At least there was no public unpleasantness. Charles told me that the duke’s two young daughters, the twelve-year-old Lady Mary and her sister, the eight-year-old Lady Anne, were mightily displeased by their new fifteen-year-old stepmother. Perhaps it was simply that their father’s introduction of Mary Beatrice as “a new playmate for them” did little to ease matters. Not that I didn’t feel sympathy for the duchess as well. Though the rest of the court judged her at once as beautiful and haughty, I could scarce imagine what she in turn must think of all of us wicked old English Protestants, with our incessant interest in whether she’d yet conceived.

But just as the new year of 1674 was bound to come, so, too, returned Parliament. Still angry over the duke’s marriage, they chose to repay Charles by insisting on an end to the war. Both the House of Lords and the House of Commons voted for England to make a peace with the Dutch independently of the French—proof that, at last, all of William’s well-placed bribes had come to fruition. Charles was left with no choice but to agree, a sorry, shabby ending to a sorry, shabby war that, like so many wars, had accomplished worse than nothing.

Only one last event marked the end of 1674 and the beginning of 1675, and this to me was perhaps the most tawdry of them all. With the Dutch peace progressing, the House of Lords turned its attention to muzzling my old friend Lord Buckingham and his mistress, Lady Shrewsbury. The trustees of Lady Shrewsbury’s son, the young earl, were so incensed by the pair’s recklessness that they appealed to the Lords to stop it. Buckingham and the countess were made to apologize to the House of Lords, and to pay a surety of ten thousand pounds to that body to guarantee that they ended their intrigue. Meanwhile, in the House of Commons, he was denounced for promoting French causes and popery, and a petition for his removal from all offices was sent to the king. Charles had finally tired of Buckingham’s inconstancy and sympathy with Louis, and seized the excuse for demanding Buckingham’s retirement. He was swiftly sent to live in the country with his wife, the greatest punishment imaginable for such a gentleman.

It all seemed a low, false business, especially considering how many others had taken foreign bribes as well as keeping scandalous mistresses. Though unpredictable and changeable as the wind, Buckingham had always been a willing partner to my jests and amusements and every bit my equal in mimicry, and I was sorry, hugely sorry, to see him gone.

But everything was changing, it seemed. Nothing was staying as it was, or had been, and even the new plays that I saw had none of the old spark and raillery that had been my specialty. The new-style prologues (such as this courtesans’ lament by that most excellent woman playwright, Aphra Behn) were reflections of their time, and not mine:The devil take this cursed plotting age,  
’T has ruined all our plots upon the stage;  
Suspicions, new elections, jealousies,  
Fresh informations, new discoveries,  
Do so employ the busy fearful town,  
Our honest calling here is useless grown.




I’d only just turned twenty-five in the spring of 1675, yet in many ways I felt as if I’d already lived too much of my life. “This cursed plotting age,” indeed. At least I’d my good health and humor, my boys, and most of all, my king.

And what, I ask you, was plotting next to that?




Chapter Twenty-two

WHITEHALL PALACE, LONDON  May 1675

“A pox on this veil,” I muttered, tugging at the heavy black veiling that shrouded my face. “I might as well be staring through a wall of stone as to try to see a blessed thing through it. Has the Weeping Willow come yet, my lord? I’ll not make my entrance until I know she’s there to see me.”

“Portsmouth’s there, just as you expected, lurking about the queen in her full rig of mourning,” said Lord Rochester, my willing confederate in my latest jest against Louise. Not that I ever had trouble finding such partners in my mischief, for the odious Louise was so overproud and puffed so full of her own importance that she was disliked by nearly all the court, excepting the king, Lord Arlington, and (most wondrous strange) the queen. “And she is weeping, though more profusely than any mere willow tree could.”

“Ah, I pity Her Majesty, to be sitting beneath those branches,” I said. “Pray that poor royal lady doesn’t drown in the great flood of tears.”

“By now she’s learned how to save herself, I think,” he said dryly. “Even in the freshest grief, Portsmouth’s tears can ebb and flow at will, much like the Dutch flinging open their dykes to flood at opportune moments. She won’t squander her tears on the queen, not if there’s any chance the king will appear.”

“I’ll make her tears flow,” I promised, chuckling with anticipation  inside my costume. “She’ll have something to wail about when I’m done with her.”

One of the annoying small ways that Louise employed to set herself above the rest of us mere English was to insist she was connected by blood to every royal duke and potentate on the Continent. Whenever any of them died, she’d swathe herself in tears and mourning as if they were her dearest relation, in the most tedious fashion imaginable. Only this week she’d learned of the death of the Chevalier de Rohan, a French prince of the blood, and ever since had wandered about the palace like a damned soul, wailing with grief—grief that I’d cheerfully now made my target.

“Let me look at you one last time,” Rochester said, little more than a shadowy figure before me through my veiling. He’d recently suffered another bout of his old familiar affliction, and though he’d rallied enough to return to us here at court, he was markedly more frail.

He gave one critical tweak to my skirts, and laughed. “There. You’re perfect. You’ll have the king rolling over this. But sweet Jesu, how Portsmouth will hate you!”

“I should hope so, my lord,” I said, laughing with him. “Else there’s no reason, is there?”

With the country at peace and the court as much at ease as it ever was, my jests, like this one, had become more and more elaborate. Charles often teased me about being his jester, promising to put a belled cap on my head like the merry fellows of old, but truth to tell, I did fill that role for him.

There were few things that delighted him more than to see a pretentious lord deflated, or the manners of some cruelly overbearing foreign ambassador pricked by raillery, and with Buckingham gone and Rochester’s acid wit increasingly more slanderous, Charles looked to me for a simple bit of mockery or a clever turn of phrase to make him laugh.

He was still telling anyone who’d listen how I’d served the Duchess of Cleveland, who’d ostentatiously taken to driving about the park in a coach and six, a mode of conveyance generally reserved for royalty.

Secretly I’d had a close-fitting costume made in the colors of her livery, adding a copy of the blue velvet hat with white plumes that she so favored, then advised Charles to be at Berkshire House, Lady Cleveland’s grand residence near St. York’s palace, the next afternoon.

He was, along with a small crowd of other courtiers, admitted to the jest. With the unwitting lady among them, they’d all crowded to the windows to watch me drive slowly before the house in a ricketing dray drawn by six of the most bedraggled oxen I could find. Wearing my version of her livery, I’d proudly cracked my whip over my lumbering team.

“Here, here!” I’d cried with a costard-monger’s lusty bravado, for the king, his friends, and all of Her Grace’s fashionable neighbors to hear. “Brave whores to market, ho, brave whores here!”

Cleveland had laughed heartily, for she appreciated a good jest, even at her expense. Portsmouth didn’t, which would make my performance today all the sweeter. What did I care for her pride? As Mrs. Gwyn, I’d license to say and do the sort of mischief that might land another in the Tower, but only brought great pleasure to my dear sovereign lord. Long ago, Killigrew had predicted that I’d never cease being a player, and he’d been right. All I’d done was trade the stage of the King’s Theatre for the larger one of Whitehall.

Rochester cocked his arm for me. “Come now, madam,” he said. “If your grief can bear it, that is.”

Of course I could cry at will, like any good actress (as well as the bad ones like Portsmouth). With tears streaming from my eyes, I instantly assumed a posture of crushing grief: I held a black-bordered handkerchief as large as a tablecloth to my eyes, I bent my back and head, and I leaned so heavily on Rochester’s arm for support that it was a wonder I didn’t drag him down with me.

Thus we entered the Presence Chamber, taking our sweet time to make sure that every eye was on us. I sobbed, I wailed, I broke down to my knees, only to be raised by the touching condolence of Lord Rochester. A good entrance is a rare gift, and this was one of my best. Already I could hear the first tittered laughter, and I’d yet to speak a word.

“ ’Od’s fish, Rochester,” Charles exclaimed. “Is that Nelly with you?”

“It is, Your Majesty,” the earl answered solemnly. “She most humbly begs your indulgence, but her grief for her loss is a most tremendous burden for her to bear.”

“Oh, oh, he hath gone to his reward, there among the angels!” I blubbered freshly, near drowning his words as I fell writhing to the floor again in paroxysms of grief. “He hath gooooone!”

“Hah,” Charles said, and though I couldn’t see his face, I knew from his voice he was already enjoying my performance. “And what person, pray, has she lost?”

“A noble gentleman most dear to her, sir,” Rochester said, watching me roll about and tear at my hair. “Witness the depths of her sorrow.”

“Might we know the poor gentleman’s name, my lord?” asked an unwitting noble standing beside the king’s chair.

In a frenzy of sorrow, I threw the veil back from my face, the better to show how I’d painted away the rosy color that was by nature there, and replaced it with the chalk white that Portsmouth favored, brightened only with crimson circles drawn round my eyes to signify my weeping.

“What, sir?” I demanded in a bereft wail. “You have not heard of my loss in the death of the Cham of Tartary?”

“Forgive me, ma’am, I’d not,” the bewildered gentleman begged. “If you please, what was your relation to the late cham?”

“My relation to the cham, sir?” I blotted my eyes with the monstrous handkerchief, and noisily blew my nose, too. “Oh, sir, he was exactly the same relation to me as Rohan was to Portsmouth.”

Charles guffawed, his laughter unmistakable to me, even among the others that joined him, and he clapped as well, to display his delight in my little performance.

But the wail that rose from Portsmouth was one of indignation, not sorrow, and certainly not appreciation. As quickly as she could, she rose from her place near the laughing queen and swept from the chamber with her black skirts trailing after her. I’d won again, as  surely as any other combatant can claim victory on the field of honor. I merrily accepted both congratulations and “condolences” for the cham.

Better still was how Charles returned to Pall Mall with me, even taking his dinner with me and our sons, and finally spending the entire night with me in my silver bed. It reminded me of the comfortable old days in Newman’s Row, when we’d played more at being Darby and Joan than king and miss. So, too, it was now. Charles’s once-relentless ardor had faded with age, and though he could still muster a prime cockstand to please me, he now often seemed to prefer bantering with me in bed than the rigors of swiving. I didn’t care how I pleased him, so long as I could make him happy—and after a fashion that precious other women could, too.

I woke the next morning to find him smiling down at me, his head resting on his hand as he watched me sleep.

“My own little sprite,” he said fondly, and kissed me to prove it. “How glad I am to see you’ve overcome your grief.”

I laughed, the joy bubbling up from within me as I stretched luxuriously across the pillows. “Will Her Grace ever forgive me?”

“Her Grace will have already forced herself to forget such unpleasantness ever happened,” he said. “You vex her so, it’s the only way she can survive.”

At once I began to weep and bawl all over again, tears flooding over my cheeks. “Oh, sir, oh, sir,” I cried, tossing myself this way and that over the pillows. “How dare you remind me this way of my sorrrrrrooowww and my loooosssss?”

He laughed uproariously, catching me close into his arms to kiss me again and make me cease my antics.

“Tell me, Nelly,” he said. “Why is it her tears make me cringe and wish to run from the room, while yours only make me laugh and long for more, eh?”

“Because you love me, sir,” I answered promptly, laughing still myself. “That’s reason enough.”

“Yes,” he said, his expression turning thoughtful. “I suppose that must be it.”

“Yes,” I repeated softly. I arched up and kissed him, then slipped my hand between us to coax his interest. “I can show you, too.”

“Another time, sweet.” With a sigh, he rolled away from me and pushed himself from the bed. “I’ve tarried here long enough. The Dutch ambassador is due to call, and I must at least pretend to be awake for him.”

He bent to retrieve his breeches from the floor, and I reached out to caress his bare buttock. “Stay, sir,” I said softly. “You’ve kept ambassadors waiting before.”

“Not William’s.” He took my wanton fingers and kissed my hand, then drew his breeches over his nakedness. “There are times when even kings have no choice.”

I dropped back against the pillows to watch him dress. “Then what is the use of being a king?”

“I’ve been one for more than twenty years, Nelly,” he said, thrusting his head through the neck of his shirt, “and I’ve yet to discover the answer to that. Ah, here’s my coat.”

He shrugged his shoulders into the sleeves, and took up his wig from the back of the chair to settle it on his head. Each piece of clothing took him closer to leaving, and I hated to part with him.

“Come back tonight, sir,” I said. “Please.”

“I’ll try,” he said, no promise at all. Buttoning his coat, he turned back toward me. “Have you still that patent for Plymouth?”

“For making me a countess?” I said eagerly. “Aye, I’d never lose that, sir. I’ve carried it in my pocket ever since I had it made, against the day when it is finally sealed and signed.”

Before he could ask, I slid from the bed and hurried to my little desk, quickly finding the patent. I was hugely proud of that patent and what it signified. It wasn’t only for my own sake, though of course it dazzled me to think I’d ever be raised to such a rank. No, what pleased me most was knowing that I’d earned such an honor for my sons, that one day my little Charles would become the Earl of Plymouth, and sit on a green cushion in the House of Lords.

With great care, I drew the patent from the leather envelope I’d had made to protect it, unfolded the sheet, and handed it to Charles.

“You know there are people who don’t believe you’d ever grant a title to me, sir, on account of being born so low,” I said shyly. “That’s why I carry this with me, to show them, to prove they’re wrong.”

He glanced at the patent so swiftly that I doubted he’d read it before he began refolding the page. “You carry it with you always?”

I nodded happily. “I know you said that patents and titles can take so much time to make real, so it’s a comfort to me until I’m truly the Countess of Plymouth.”

“Time,” he said, and looked away from me to find his shoes. “Yes. There’s a small problem with this patent, Nelly. In fact, I don’t believe that Plymouth’s really the right title for you after all.”

“Oh, sir, how can it not be right?” I asked, shocked, as I watched him tuck my precious warrant into his coat. “Plymouth was fine for me. Plymouth was perfect!”

“I’m afraid it no longer is, sweet,” he said. “It’s so complicated to explain that I’d rather you trusted me in this. But I vow we’ll set it all to rights soon. You’ll see. I promise we’ll find a proper title for you, with a tidy income to support it.”

“Oh, aye, of course,” I murmured, not believing a word of it. “Of course.”

“Trust me, Nelly, and all this will be settled for the best.” Stuffing the tails of his shirt into his breeches, he leaned down to kiss me. “If I cannot come to you here tonight, you will come to me at the palace, yes?”

I nodded, and dutifully raised my mouth to his. He patted the curve of my cheek, part of his habit with me, and turned to leave.

I rubbed my fingers over the empty leather envelope in my hand, all that I’d left of so many dreams. “Sir?”

He paused at the door, his expression already preoccupied with other matters as he looked back over his shoulder.

“The Cham of Tartary,” I said. “That was a rare bit of foolishness, wasn’t it?”

“It was indeed,” he said. “No one can make me laugh as you do, Nelly.”

I forced myself to smile. “I’m glad of that, sir,” I said softly. “I’m glad.”

But the king was already gone.

 

Lord Rochester paused, his fork halted in the air halfway to his mouth and the roasted squab poised upon the tines forgotten. “What did you say, Nell?”

“ ’Tis nothing, my lord,” I said, looking down at my own plate so he’d not notice the guilty flush on my cheeks. “I misspoke.”

“You most certainly did not,” he exclaimed, his voice rising to fill our private dining room. “By God, Nell, if what you just told me is true, then I’ll go to His Majesty myself and demand satisfaction for your sake.”

“Quiet, you blustering rogue, quiet,” I ordered in a furious whisper, “else the keep will call up the watch and have us hauled away for threatening the king.”

After seeing a new play by Etherege done by the Duke’s Company, we’d come to dine here at Chatelin’s in Covent Garden. The door to our little room was shut, true, but the drawer or the potboy could return at any time, especially if Rochester kept shouting like this.

Yet I was the one to blame for his racketing now, and I should have known better than to make such a confession to him. Having done so made me feel disloyal to Charles, as if I’d betrayed him instead of the other way around. Likewise I should have recalled how easily Rochester’s temper was sparked these days, set aflame by next to nothing. Whether this came from the copious amount of wine he took or from the pox that was slowly consuming him, I didn’t know: but the dear, witty gentleman I’d once known had mostly vanished, to be replaced by this vengeful hothead.

He drank deep of his wine, glaring across the table at me as he thumped the empty glass down hard on the cloth.

“Tell me true, Nell,” he said, his voice thankfully more moderate. “Did the king withdraw the title he’d promised to you?”

“He didn’t exactly withdraw it,” I said carefully, “for now I realize  he’d never really granted it, not so’s he couldn’t take it back. It wasn’t even a duchy, such as he’s given to Cleveland and Portsmouth. I was to be Countess of Plymouth.”

The title that had once held so much magic to me sounded hollow and empty now, even foolish, to the point that I hated to speak it aloud.

“Plymouth.” He shook his head and swore a black, powerful oath, strong even to my ears. “I doubt the king ever meant to give that particular title to you, Nell. I’ve heard it’s already promised to one of his early bastards, the boy by Lady Greene.”

“Ahh.” That was all I’d say, for it was not my nature to be forlorn or full of pity for myself or my own little sons. “Most likely he forgot, that is all.”

Pouring the last of the wine from the bottle into his glass, he gave me a withering look that made me feel an even greater fool. “Has Hewitt given you the leasehold to your house?”

“Not yet,” I admitted. “Though the king has promised that—”

“Then I trust at least he’s given you a respectable income to support yourself.”

“Oh, aye,” I said proudly, for I was proud of my income, so great a sum that in the beginning I’d had trouble even conceiving of a sum so large. “I’ve four thousand pounds for my own use, and another thousand for the keeping of the boys.”

“Do you have it for life, or only so long as is the king’s pleasure?”

Faith, who would have thought the earl was so shrewd? “Only for the king’s pleasure,” I admitted, “on account of still being a commoner.”

“Which is no doubt what the royal agents told you,” he said, sadly shaking the now-empty wine bottle. “Oh, Nell, Nell, how I’ve neglected your education in this regard!”

“ ’Od’s blood, Rochester,” I said defensively, snatching the empty bottle from him to set it from harm’s way. “It’s not as if the king has purposefully tried to slight me, or wronged me in any way.”

“My dear, honesty is a luxury that only a rich man can afford,” he  said, speaking with the patience that weary parents employ with slow-witted children. “Our king is exceeding generous—and honest—when his coffers are full of jingle, and a crafty old miser the rest of the time. Every favor is a result of politics and intrigue. Now, what of your leases, your incomes from your posts and appointments?”

“I haven’t any.” Now truly I did feel shamed, though loath to admit it. “But I understand how impoverished the Crown is after the Dutch wars, and how there are only so many appointments to be granted, and—”

“Stop making excuses for him, Nell,” he said crossly, tipping the wine left in my glass into his. “The king has more plums in his basket than you or I could count. Consider me, idle sot that I am, and all that I’ve accumulated. I’m a Gentleman of the Bedchamber, with a pension for life and lodgings at Whitehall whenever I please to occupy them. I’ve a commission as captain of horse in the army. I’m a gamekeeper in Oxfordshire, Deputy Lord Lieutenant in Somerset, and Master and Keeper of the King’s Hawks. All that, and I’ve not even fucked the man, as you have.”

“But Danby’s said there’s to be no more money squandered on the misses, and that we must live within our incomes,” I protested. “His Majesty’s told me that himself.”

“Do you believe he’s told the same to Cleveland?” he asked, incredulous. “Or to Portsmouth? You’ve been too forgiving to the old rascal, Nell, and too gentle by half. For years now you’ve prettily baited your hook, then let him wriggle free with the worm in his mouth. Now it’s time he was made to pay.”

“You’re not to challenge him, my lord,” I warned, panicking. “Not on my behalf.”

“No one challenges the king, sweet.” He laughed at that. “But do you love Old Rowley that much?”

“I do,” I said fiercely, without hesitation. “I’d rather be left with nothing than have you harm him in any way.”

His laughter faded to a quizzical smile. “A whore in love?”

“Aye, you dog,” I said proudly, “as you know full well.”

“Would that the king was the man you deserve, sweet.” He sighed and shook his head. “I’ll ask Buckhurst’s advice in this, as well, for he’s already found ways to pick Danby’s pocket with success.”

“Buckhurst?” I couldn’t imagine my old lover from those long-ago summer days in Epsom beseeching the king on my account.

“Yes, Buckhurst,” he said, clearly amused by my skepticism. “It will be sport for us, you see, rather like hunting wild boars. I’ll be honest with you, my dear. I’m too bully an Englishman to sit back on my heels and watch all that lovely French gold trickle into the greedy maws of the Catholic whores. Better I help divert a respectable share of it to you and your sons, in the name of everything Protestant.”

He rested his head against his arm, as if the effort of both the speech and his promise had exhausted him, his wig tipped askew and his eyes so heavy-lidded that they were scarce open to see.

“I told you, Nell,” he said, his voice little more than a rasping whisper. “It’s all politics and intrigue, intrigue and politics.”

“Not entirely, you lying bastard,” I said with real affection. “You’ve more kindness in you than you wish to admit.”

He wouldn’t be much longer among us, I realized to my sorrow. I could sense death hovering close to him now, an unwanted guest waiting to share his final revels, and it saddened me no end.

Now he smiled and winked wearily. “Very well, then. I am a kind, lying bastard, just as you are a generous, sweet-natured whore who has remained my friend when most others have cast me off. But that shall be our secret, yes?”

“Aye, my dear, dear friend,” I said, and leaned across the table to kiss him lightly, the way old friends will. “That—all of it—shall be our secret, too.”

 

The little dog stood just beyond my reach, her glossy head raised as she watched me, her plumed tail whipping with joyful challenge, and my yellow glove dangling from her jaws.

“You shouldn’t have let Fan have it, Nelly,” Charles said, laughing at both me and his dog. “She’s a scamp, that one. You’ll never wrest it from her now.”

“The hell I won’t.” I scowled at the little dog, who growled at me with her mouth full of my glove, a sorry sort of menace. I lunged for her and she danced backward, farther across the neat lawns of the Privy Garden. “Come back here, you! I’ll not be bested by some thieving little bitch!”

Bunching up my skirts, I tore off my wide-brimmed hat and shoved it at Charles to hold. The dog took another step, and I charged after her. Around and around we raced about the garden, until at last I grabbed her and swept her trembling body into my arms. I worked my glove free of her teeth, and carried my prize back to Charles.

“There, sir, there,” I said breathlessly, releasing the dog so I could wave my glove in proper triumph. “I told you I’d get it back.”

“You can’t wear it like that, Nelly,” he said as the guilty dog and her pack of fellows began running more circles about us. “It’s full of holes.”

“Those aren’t holes.” I waved my hand with a flourish before him, as if the glove weren’t sadly tattered or pocked by dog teeth and sodden with dog spit. “They’re the noble scars of battle, honorably won.”

He took my hand, drawing it close to his face to offer a frowning inspection of the damage. “I’ll buy you another.”

“Will you, now?” I asked, teasing. It wasn’t much past dawn, and we were alone in this garden behind the palace, if we chose to amuse ourselves.

“You know I always make good on whatever mischief the pups cause,” he said mildly. “Or would you rather bring in Rochester and Buckhurst to see that I do?”

I flushed, caught by surprise. “I will, sir, if I must.”

“Rochester claims it was his notion, not yours.”

“He offered to be my agent with you.” I raised my chin, resolving, as Rochester’d said, not to let Charles wriggle away with the worm again. “He believes you treat your other whores better than me, and faith, he’s right.”

“Nelly,” he said softly. “You’re far more than that to me.”

Holding my gaze steady, I said nothing, to see if his conscience would work for me instead.

“Haven’t I shown you proof of my regard, Nell?” he asked, sad and disappointed. “I thought I had. God knows I’d meant to. I’d thought you trusted me to do what was best. I won’t let you want, or our boys, either.”

Still I kept silent, a mighty challenge for me and a painful one, too, and finally, finally I was rewarded.

“But so it shall be, my own wicked little sprite,” he said, tracing his finger along my nose. “I’ve listened to your agents. You’re now the mistress of two fine Irish properties, at Dundalk and Carlingford, that should make you and the boys richer by another thousand pounds or so a year.”

My eyes widened, and I hopped for joy. “Oh, sir, thank’ee! Thank’ee!”

He grinned with relief, pleased that I was pleased, and I kissed him, too, to show how happy I was with his generosity and with him. He pulled me close, making his desire known, and I eagerly agreed.

It wasn’t until later that morning, when I’d wakened alone in his great bed of state upstairs, that I realized he’d still made no promise of a title, or the leasehold of the house, either.

 

As fast as good news would fly about Whitehall, bad news could make the journey even more swiftly. When it was bad news about bad folk, why, the words seemed borne on veritable wings of quicksilver.

So it was in November, when the only news on everyone’s lips and ears concerned the Duchess of Portsmouth. When it reached me, my first response was guarded surprise, for the tale was so scandalous, so delicious, so useful to me, that I didn’t dare hope it could also be true. But true it was, and validated by no less a source than His Majesty’s own personal physician.

The Duchess of Portsmouth had the pox.

Mortified, Louise kept to her chambers, receiving no one except a constant parade of physicians, surgeons, apothecaries, and even a midwife or two. Louis sent her a magnificent necklace of diamonds and pearls, a consolation, I suppose, for having been poxed in the service of France. Publicly Charles expressed his regret and his sympathy,  but everyone noticed how he was not among her visitors. Gallant that Charles was, he’d accepted the blame for poxing her, and given his tastes for occasional visits to the most common of brothels, he could easily have been the culprit.

But during the time that Portsmouth accused him, Charles had been much more often with me, and I’d never shown any of the symptoms that were plaguing her. A more likely version of the truth was that she’d dallied with a gentleman (or more than one, depending on the storyteller) other than the king, and received this particular souvenir of her infidelity. Some said it had been Danby, for the Lord Treasurer was often seen in her rooms. Some said it was a French gentleman. No one, not even Portsmouth herself, likely knew for certain.

The king offered her the services of his own private physician. At once she was taken from Whitehall to the more salubrious air of Windsor, and her treatment begun. From there she began a lengthy progress across the country, searching for relief. She tried the waters at Tunbridge Wells, at Epsom, at Bath. Nothing worked, and for the next eighteen months, the only appearance made by the duchess at court was as the centerpiece in bawdy jests and songs.

Now, I know it is wrong to gloat over another’s misfortunes, and a temptation to the Fates to settle the score. But with the Duchess of Cleveland fallen so far from favor, and the Duchess of Portsmouth poxed and removed from the court, I was at last unchallenged. With giddy joy I reigned as the king’s favorite in every possible way, by his side and in his bed, and for the next fourteen months, I was the happiest I’d ever been.

Until one old friend was banished from court, and another welcomed to London, whilst a third—but ah, in time, in time.




Chapter Twenty-three

WHITEHALL PALACE, LONDON  June 1675

I stood a little apart from the king, there with the others who’d likewise been called as witnesses, and together we stared down at the wreckage of broken glass, twisted brass, and painted porcelain that littered the grass of the Privy Garden.

Though the garden stood in the middle of the palace, with King Street directly to the north and St. James’s Park not much farther beyond, the walled-in space had an unearthly silence this morning, as if the very stone galleries, grass, and walkways had somehow sensed the magnitude of this senseless destruction. Even Charles’s dogs were quiet, sitting meekly in the arched shadows of the gallery. No one dared speak and disturb the king’s anger, or his grief over such a loss, either.

Last night, when I’d left the palace with several of my friends, we’d walked through the garden on our way to my carriage. Then this scattered shambles had been one of Charles’s most treasured and celebrated possessions, the King’s Sundial, an elaborate scientific device to measure the movements of the sun and the planets in the heavens above. Charles had once proudly explained its workings to me with excruciating detail, considering the sundial to be every bit as fascinating as the dozens of clocks and other timepieces he’d collected. Not comprehending such weighty notions, I’d merely judged the thing to be a pretty garden bauble, especially when the sunlight made the tower of blown glass spheres glisten like giant soap bubbles.

But now—now the sundial was smashed and broken beyond all repair. If the black look on Charles’s face was any sort of weathercock, then the court was going to be a grim, stormy place until the villains were discovered and duly punished.

“You say this was done by a party of gentlemen,” Charles said to the quaking watchman who’d seen the attack. “Did you recognize them to tell their names?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the poor man said, so frightened that I prayed for his sake he’d not tumble in a faint at Charles’s feet. “Mr. Fleetwood Shepherd, Mr. Henry Savile, Lord Sussex, Lord Buckhurst, and Lord Rochester.”

The king’s mouth tightened, the lines on either side deepening. Those same gentlemen had been his guests the night before, invited by him to his rooms for convivial drinking and debauchery. It wasn’t hard to imagine that pack of rascals afterward, weaving and staggering drunkenly in the moonlight toward the sundial.

“Did they speak?” the king asked. “Did any of them take the lead, or did they fall upon it by accident?”

The watchman nodded eagerly, now caught up in the telling of his lurid tale. “Yes, sir, that would be His Lordship the Earl of Rochester. He drew his sword from his scabbard, sir, and went direct to the dial and challenged it like an enemy.”

He glanced uneasily toward me, the only woman in attendance, then decided I’d not be offended. “His Lordship cried out at the dial, sir, saying, ‘Dost thou stand here to fuck time?’ ”

Oh, my poor, drunken, half-mad friend! I’d no doubt at all that Rochester had spoken exactly thus, it sounded so much like him, or rather, the wine that had surely flowed like blood through his veins. Had it given strength to his ravaged body, as well, for such wanton destruction?

“Then he began knocking at the dial with his fists,” the guard continued, “striking and knocking at it, and the other gentlemen joined him until all was in ruins. Oh, a terrible sight, sir! ‘Kings and kingdoms tumble down, and so shalt thou’; they shouted that, too, swearing oaths and laughing like devils.”

Inwardly I cringed to hear such traitorous words. Alas, that also had the sound of Rochester, and his increasing impatience with Charles. Did Charles know it, too, I wondered? Was that why he’d said nothing, only continued to stare at the broken dial?

There’d been painted portraits on the dial, of Charles and his queen and his heir the Duke of York. These had been destroyed as well, the pieces scattered like more unavoidable symbols of Charles’s unending battles with Parliament. I doubted that Rochester and the others had intended any insult—knowing them, they’d more likely been too drunk to intend much of anything—but Charles wouldn’t see it that way. He’d be bound to take it to heart as yet another attack on him and the power that belonged to the Crown. That the attack had come from those he’d considered among his closest friends and companions would only worsen his anger and his pain.

One of the other courtiers standing in our little group caught my eye, cocking his head toward the king with meaning. He needn’t have done it. I already knew that I’d been included in this hasty assembly for the express purpose of cheering the king, of teasing and coaxing him from his ill humor—my role at court. Yet I also knew my limitations. Nothing I’d say would ease the king after something like this, let alone make him laugh.

But I couldn’t let him suffer alone. Daring greatly, I reached out and rested my little hand on his arm in sympathy and mute solace.

“Find Rochester,” he said curtly to no one in particular, without taking notice of my hand, or me with it. “I would speak to him at once.”

That was all, and then he left, still so furious he could bear no other company. Sadly I watched him go. I knew better than to try to follow, and knew, too, that likely months would pass before I’d see Rochester at court again.

 

Whims, when they bring pleasure, can become habits. With royalty, habits can swiftly become ingrained as traditions. So it was with Charles retreating to Windsor in July, to spend the heat of summer in that bucolic retreat away from London. While he, the queen, and his  closest courtiers kept their quarters in the old castle (which was, much to Charles’s enthusiastic interest, still in a near-constant state of refurbishment and construction), I kept my little party in a pleasant house in Windsor itself, directly outside the castle’s walls.

Because Charles regarded Windsor as his summer retreat, he also felt even more disinclined to formality while there, and came sauntering from the castle to my house nearly every afternoon. Our older son, Charles, was nearly six now, a handsome boy who was as quick of wit as he was of body, with a striking resemblance in every way to his royal father. Though he scarce came to his father’s waist, the two of them would go out together as often as could be arranged, whether riding, fishing, or simply tossing stones in the river to see who’d make the largest splash.

Little Jemmy was nearly five, and while breeched and ready for boyish adventure, he’d proved the more reserved of my sons, preferring my company and that of his aunt Rose to that of his boisterous older brother. He’d more my look, and, alas, my smallish stature, which made me dote upon him more. But that was well by me; I’d no intention of forcing my children to go this way or that, like pear trees pinned in awkward patterns against a garden wall. They’d the excellent fortune to be born with royal blood, and that, I knew, would see them through whatever path they chose for themselves.

To remind Charles of these happy country summers, I’d had Master Sir Peter Lely paint another portrait of me as a shepherdess. To be sure, I wasn’t shown as a true shepherdess, with a plain cap and rough petticoats looped above my dirty feet. I’m not even convinced so elegant and refined a painter as Sir Peter could have forced himself to paint a woman’s picture like that, even if I’d wished it. No, to his tastes (and the king’s, of course), I was shown as a Whitehall shepherdess, in a luscious satin gown clasped with pearls, and more jewels hanging from my ears. Even the sheep I’d garlanded with dainty flowers had fleece as freshly curled as a fop’s new periwig. The picture pleased Charles mightily, even as he asked with wry amusement if the sheep were to stand in for himself.

Charles liked it so well that I asked Sir Peter to paint another  version for the king’s private cabinet. This version showed me again with the sheep, but with the bodice carelessly, beguilingly undone to reveal one full, round breast. As can be imagined, this second painting pleased the king even further than the first, who rewarded Sir Peter with an extra fee for his invention. In turn, Sir Peter, who was as clever in his business as he was with his brush and palette, ordered engravings made of the bare-breasted version, rather than the more modest one, to be sold through his studio, and I laughed heartily to see it tacked to the wall of most every tavern and alehouse in London.

Yet as idyllic as our time at Windsor always was, Charles never did entirely escape the trials and responsibilities of kingship. Though thanks to the Treaty of Westminster, England had withdrawn from the war between the French and the Dutch, there was still plenty of other mischief for Parliament to foment. Once again they’d begun pressuring Charles to prove his loyalty to the Anglican faith. They refused to vote him funds until he’d signed a declaration in May that had expelled Jesuits and other Romish priests from the country, and forbid all Romish chapels save those of the Her Majesty, and of foreign ambassadors.

Like all such hateful deeds, this ceaseless persecution of the Papists by Parliament had more wickedness behind it. In truth there were so few followers of the Pope scattered throughout Britain that many Englishmen might go their entire lives without so much as meeting a single one. But in the minds of most Anglicans, popery was tangled with witchcraft and demons and sodomy and saints being burned alive, none of which was defensible. Catholics meant the French, and to most every Englishman except Charles and Lord Danby, the French would always be England’s perennial enemy.

All the new laws and acts and rants by Parliament could be reduced to two simple truths: that they feared Charles would betray them to Louis, and York, if he followed Charles to the throne, would complete the disaster by forcing every stout Anglican to convert his eternal soul to Rome. Finally, shortly before we’d come to Windsor, Charles had again prorogued Parliament, and loudly deplored the  enemies within the government who sought to keep him from doing what was best for his people.

It had helped Charles’s popularity with these same people that the Catholic Duchess of Cleveland had finally conceded that her beauty, her power, and her reign as a royal mistress were through, and had gone to live in Paris. Likewise, having Louise away on her endless quest for a cure to the pox was perceived as further weakening the Catholic influences on him, just as his banishment of my poor friend Rochester from court after the destruction of the sundial was seen approvingly as Charles finally standing firm against the libertine practices of his courtiers. I will also modestly claim that having me, an English-born Protestant, so much by his side helped him as well.

Yet by the end of the 1675, none of it mattered. All of that goodwill was swept away like crumbs into the coals.

 

“Lightly, young sirs, lightly, upon your toes!” Mr. Smithson, the king’s dancing master, struck his long measure stick on the floor again, trying to thump a sense of rhythm into the boys who were his disinterested pupils. “You must be light on your toes, as light as if you danced among the clouds!”

He nodded at the two fiddlers in the corner to recommence their music. With his head high and his hands elegantly arched at the wrists, he demonstrated the step one more time, gliding across the long, polished floor of the gallery while the boys shuffled restlessly behind him. Losing himself in the beauty of the dance and the music, Smithson closed his eyes, a beatific smile playing on his narrow lips.

But his reverie was short-lived. He’d just crossed the center of the gallery, there beneath the watchful painted gaze of a gentleman with bulging eyes and a pointed beard, trussed up in a lace ruff from the time of old Queen Bess, when the sweet fiddle music was interrupted by the loud, pungent sound of a fart.

At once he turned around, glaring at the boys. The nearest one—his stockings drooping, his coat wrongly buttoned—rounded his eyes drolly, as if he’d never heard such a surprising sound, and raised his hands in perfectly feigned innocence.

“I didn’t do it, sir!” my son Charles exclaimed. “ ’Od’s blood, I vow it must have been him, for there’s no creature on earth more made for farting than an infernal Frenchman!”

“I did not!” shrieked the other Charles, the son of the Duchess of Portsmouth. He was plumper, more delicately made, more neatly rigged out—in short, more French—than my son could ever be, for all that the two of them shared the same father. “It was him that did it, not me! Tell him, Maman, make him stop!”

I rose from my chair beside the window, briskly shaking my finger at my son. “Enough of that, Charles; I know you did it. Ask the other Charles’s pardon before he begins to bawl. Faith, what low breed of courtier will you make if you can’t keep from tittering like a girl over your own jests?”

“What breed, indeed, Mrs. Gwyn,” huffed Lady Portsmouth beside me, fussing with her fan as if to blow away all hint of the false fart. “You shame His Majesty by not teaching his son the manners of a gentleman.”

I smiled wickedly, for I’d always win such battles of wit with Louise. There was almost no sport to it, really. She’d only recently returned to court after her progress through every spa and watering place, hoping for a cure to her pox. To my disappointment, she showed no outward signs of decay, beyond being more fleshy than before. Really, I suppose it didn’t matter whether she’d been cured or not. When Charles repaired to her rooms now, it was for the suppers she served (and I will admit she kept a most excellent cook) and the brandies she poured, and not for her passionless bed.

“Mon Dieu,” she said to herself, clucking like the fashionable white hen she resembled. “No manners, no breeding.”

“Oh, I’d say our two boys’ve been bred exactly the same, Your Grace,” I observed with my customary cheer. “A king for a father, a whore for a mother, and ‘bastard’ for a title.”

She looked at me cunningly, her black eyes like currants buried in her pudding face, and her smile cracking through the paint on her cheeks.

“To speak so, you must not have heard the news, Mrs. Gwyn,” she  said. “His Majesty has raised my son, and acknowledged him as his own. Lord Danby has already signed the patents to make it so. Duke of Richmond, Earl of March, Baron Settrington. If you doubt me, you may ask His Majesty himself.”

I did doubt her. How, really, could such a hideous iniquity be true? Without deigning to answer her, nor waiting for her permission to leave (long might she wait for that from me, hah!), I ran from the gallery to the tennis courts, where I knew the king should be at this time of day. I found him there, too, sauntering from the court with the racket still in his hand, laughing and jesting with other gentlemen whom he had no doubt beaten.

“Your Majesty,” I said, blocking his way without preamble or greeting. “Is it true that by your order Danby’s signed the patents to make Portsmouth’s bastard a duke?”

“Nelly, please,” he said, so chagrined I knew it was true. “This has nothing to do with you, and I promise when the time is—”

“To hell with your promises!” I cried, my words so full of pain and bitterness they nigh choked me. “How you could ennoble the brat of that cursed French whore over our sons! Our sons, sir!”

This time, I didn’t wait for him to reply, or make an offer he’d no intention of keeping. I turned and left before that happened. I was twenty-five, and I’d been at court so long that I’d not be that kind of double-done simpleton again. I won’t deny that seeing Louise de Kéroualle and her bastard moved ahead of me and my sons grieved me, because it did. But I knew my choice: I could stay with the king and smile when he handed more favors to those who ill deserved them, or leave him and the court with my pride, and little else besides.

And God take me for a fool, because I loved him still, I stayed.

Yet soon after this, an unexpected benefice did in fact come my way. No gentlemen ever did take credit for it, either. Not Charles, nor Rochester, nor any other who might have had a hand in it. Instead it was granted to me through Her Majesty Queen Catherine. Summoning me, she claimed to be most pleased to offer a post to me, shyly saying that I was the only one of her husband’s misses who’d made her laugh, and had never been cruel to her.

A curious recommendation, that, though a true one. I’d come to admire Charles’s plain little queen, her great faith (Romish though it was), her loyalty to her roving husband, her dignity in the face of genuine harpies like Lady Cleveland. We were both odd ducks at court, she by being born Portuguese, and I being born poor. She was exceeding kind to my boys, praising them and giving them sweets, and remarking their likenesses to their father. As strange as it may seem, I also felt we shared a curious bond wrought by loving Charles, and being loved by him. Perhaps she realized that unlike all the other misses, I’d been constant to him, much as she’d been herself. We never spoke of such matters, of course, nor would we. She was queen, and I was her husband’s whore.

Thus it pleased me no end when she appointed me to a post in her household, as Lady to the Queen’s Privy Chamber, with the rights to enter that place and serve her. It pleased me more to think I’d earned the esteem of such a gracious lady with it.

 

I stood before the makeshift stage, rigged in the street at Crosset Fryars. I’d dressed humbly, without jewels or richness, and I’d left my chair and bearers behind and walked the last way myself. In my hand was the playbill that had been brought to my door the night before. On it was a gaudy picture of the fabulous doctor who promised cures that no other physician could effect, and wondrous potions made from honest ingredients of such magical capability that other apothecaries kept them hidden, from fear of seeing all their patients returned to health and their trade gone.

I’d laughed aloud when the playbill had been read to me, so deliciously fantastical it was in its claims and predictions. I smelled a mountebank in every word, and recognized a fellow sham in the claims and exaggeration. I also believed I’d sensed something else, and thus here I’d come to see this Dr. Alexander Bendo for myself.

Two lackeys in Turkish dress and turbans came first to the stage (though I could tell their swarthy skin came from walnut stain and no foreign sun). In accents that wandered suspiciously, they related to the growing crowd how the good doctor’s skills had cured the King of  Cyprus’s darling daughter, the Princess Aloephagina, shown near naked on the banner above the stage. Surely the princess must have suffered from a dreadful plaguing fever, to have caused her to have thrown aside nigh every scrap of her clothing in such a fashion.

With the crowd’s anticipation thus roused (to say nothing of its gullibility), the good doctor himself appeared to the sounds of beaten drums and crashing Turkish cymbals: The man did know his entrance, I would credit him that. Dressed in long green robes adorned with exotic furs and a curling beard that had likely come from the same source, a wizard’s cap on his head, and a huge medallion of paste jewels hanging over his chest, the doctor told tales of his cures for women (for so he’d limited his practice) and made promises of miracles that no mortal could ever keep. But such was the elegance of his phrasing and the cunning of his claims that, when he was done, women of every age flocked to the stage like fat pigeons begging to be plucked, buying his remedies and setting times for more personal consultations.

I hung back, biding my time and laughing heartily, until the crush was done and I was the last woman to be served. The good doctor took one look at me, and his eyes lit above his beard.

“Ah, madam, I can see from your face that you are in urgent need of my counsel,” he said in his peculiarly indeterminate accent. “Clearly, you must come with me at once to my lodgings in Tower Street, where I can begin to effect a cure and thus put you from danger.”

I made a small curtsey by way of agreement and to keep from laughing outright, and somehow managed to hold my silence until we were alone together in his small, crowded rooms over a goldsmith’s shop.

“You dog!” I exclaimed, finally setting my laughter free. “You base, dissembling dung boat of a rogue among rogues! Explain yourself, my lord, and tell me how you came to be here.”

His only answer was to make an Eastern salaam to me, and as he rose, I grabbed his curling beard and tugged it free of the gum that held it to his chin, with the waxen nose peeling free, as well.

“Your servant, Mrs. Gwyn,” Lord Rochester said, laughing with me. “How long did it take you to guess?”

“The same instant that Poll read the playbill to me last night,” I said. “It had your hands in every word, though I’ll grant you’ve played it hugely fine. But why, my lord? The last I’d heard, you’d been banished to the country again.”

He took a long drink from the wine waiting on his desk, and began wiping away the paint and gum that had stuck his beard in place. “A small misunderstanding of events.”

“Small!” I exclaimed. “You and Etherege running drunk as David’s sow through the streets of Epsom with some poor sot, who gets himself run through and killed by the watch. That is scarce small, by any reckoning.”

He shrugged carelessly. “ ’Twas not my fault, as I explained to the king.”

“Not even you can explain away a corpse,” I said firmly. “A month later, and His Majesty’s still in a righteous froth against you for it. You’re fortunate he did not put you in the Tower for murder. But if he discovers you’re here in London, he still could.”

“He won’t find me here, Nelly,” he said, hanging the jeweled medallion over the back of his chair. “You’re the only one who’s clever enough to see through Dr. Bendo, and you won’t tell.”

“Indeed I should, to spite you,” I said, indignantly following him about the room as he shed the rest of his costume. “With all the trials the king must face, he doesn’t need to have you causing mischief for him, too.”

“Forgive me, I must have misheard.” He raised his brows, still bristling with flecks of paint. “You, Nelly, know that the only reason he keeps either of us about is for our mischief. If we didn’t amuse him, he’d have no more use for us than he does the Swedish ambassador, and out we’d go.”

He was right, of course: absolutely, horribly right, though I’d no wish to agree with him. “You are doing this to amuse him?”

“I’m doing it to amuse myself,” he said, his bitterness unmistakable. He pulled off one of the velvet gauntlets he’d worn for his costume and thrust his hand out for me to see, shaking and marked with old sores. “If all the graybeard physicians can offer no cure to me, why,  then they are no better than the mountebanks and charlatans they pretend to abhor. Why shouldn’t I take my place among their ranks?”

I looked from his hand to his face. He’d declined further since I’d seen him last. Beneath Dr. Bendo’s paint and beard, his face was puffy, his eyes clouded and dull.

“You see the decay for yourself now, don’t you, my dear?” he asked. “Not a fit sight for eyes as sweet as yours.”

“I’d heard you were recovering abroad,” I ventured. “Dorset said when he’d seen you last at Adderbury, you’d planned to take this banishment in France, and—”

“Dorset knows nothing,” he said sharply, and unnecessarily, too.

“He knows you better than most, my lord.” Leastways, Dorset (formerly Lord Buckhurst, newly risen to his late father’s earldom of Middlesex and Dorset) had every right to know him, having been Rochester’s partner in the same frolics that had reduced him now. “I would listen to what he says of you, from a friend’s concern.”

“Would you,” Rochester said, dropping into a nearby chair, his green robes falling about him as he reached for more wine. “Then did he tell you how I’m more blind than not, or that my stomach so roils and pains me as to tolerate no food, or that sometimes I quake so badly that I do not sleep for four nights at a time? Did he tell you how seldom I can keep a cockstand, or what it’s like to piss fire so hot I weep? Or perhaps he’s spoken of the indescribable shame of taking my dear lady wife to Hatton Garden to see if anything can ease the suffering I have brought to her, or worst of all, that my darling boy, my son, my heir, must attend that foul place, too?”

“Oh, my lord,” I said quietly, for this was as sad as grievous news as could be. “I am sorry. I am sorry.”

“Aye, and what shall all that sorry-ing do to help?” Beneath his fur cap, his smile was bleak. “You can understand why the corpse of a stranger in Epsom is of so little concern to me, when I may be on the closest of terms with my own grave far sooner than I’d wish.”

I came to stand beside him and put my arms around his shoulders, for any words now would seem like an empty mockery of his plight. Thus we were together for how long I cannot say, for such is the  comfort to be given and taken between old friends. Finally he was the one who roused, bustling up from his chair with a now-rare show of energy.

“But tell me, Nelly, as one player to another,” he said, waving his arms with Dr. Bendo’s flourishes. “Didn’t you relish my show, eh, and the little jests I’d tucked inside the lines? Faith, how those cullies in the street did swallow it all!”

I smiled and nodded, encouraging him however I could.

“Yes, yes, how I wish I could bring the good doctor to Whitehall itself, for the illumination of the court!” He snatched one of the extra printed handbills from a nearby table, declaiming in the doctor’s voice as he read it. “ ‘Thus are the people kept and establish’d in Subjection, Peace, and Obedience, while He flourishes in Greatness, Wealth, and Power: so you see the Politician is, and must be, a Mountebank in State-Affairs, and the Mountebank is an errant Politician in Physick!’ ”

I sighed with exasperation, exactly the reaction I suspected he’d desired. “Oh, aye, you deliver that pretty piece before His Majesty, and he’ll banish you straightaways to the moon. He’ll see himself in Dr. Bendo, and he’ll not thank you for it. ‘Mountebanks in state-affairs,’ hah!”

“But you laughed when you heard it,” he insisted. “You know you did, Nelly, for you’re no better than I, jesting at will and hiding behind costumes and masks to make your sport.”

“No,” I admitted. “I’m not.”

“My pretty, witty, honest Nelly,” he said, and touched his fingers to my cheek. “Will you plead my case to the king, my dear? Will you ask him to take me back, the prodigal returned once again?”

“Again and again and again and again,” I said. “But I’ll do it, my lord. For you—and not Dr. Bendo!—I will.”

Considering how short his time on this earth could be, how could I ever do otherwise?

 

Of all the great cities of the time, London was the most far-flung, and by those fine folk who lived in Paris or Rome or Madrid or Lisbon,  even Amsterdam, our English capital was also the most lacking in civility and charm. Yet once visited, our city swiftly became a favorite of travelers. To foreign ladies, in particular, London seemed the greatest haven on earth, for we English women were permitted more license to conduct our lives and freedom to please ourselves than any others of our sex in Christendom.

It should, then, have come as no surprise when, in early 1676, our court became a haven for a foreign lady seeking sanctuary from her mad Italian husband. To be sure, there was nothing frail about Hortense Mancini, Duchesse de Mazarin. She was nearly as tall as Charles himself, a Roman beauty with black eyes and strong features who was as accomplished with swords and pistols as any gentleman, and could outlast most of them in the saddle and in bed. She was thirty years of age, and in his long-ago exile, Charles had once been a suitor for her hand. Instead, she’d wed an overbearing zealot with old blood and too much piety, whom she’d been forced to flee under circumstances that were never quite clear. Now she’d arrived at Whitehall dressed in men’s clothing, with a menagerie of animals and an African servant named Mustafa.

Charles was dazzled. We all were. By August of 1676, Lady Mazarin had been given the old lodgings of the Duchess of Cleveland at the palace, and on occasion received the king in her bed, as well. I should have seen her at once as a rival, I suppose, but I liked her too well myself. She laughed easily, made jests in four languages, and taught me astounding new cheats at cards. Best of all, Lady Portsmouth hated her, and that was as merry a recommendation as any for me.

 

Though the November sun was bright, the air was already chill with the coming winter as Charles and I walked together across St. James’s Park. Several respectful paces behind us and out of hearing followed a small group of courtiers and guards, with Charles’s usual pack of dogs running back and forth between us. The few remaining leaves that swirled rattling across the paths were dry and brown, while the pennants over Whitehall snapped and tugged on their poles, bright swaths of color against the cloudless sky.

Yet I wasn’t cold. I wore a quilted petticoat and another pair of stockings over the first, and a muff of sable fur on a silk ribbon around my neck. My long scarlet cloak (for sentiment’s sake, I always made sure that any cloaks of mine were dyed the same scarlet as my old livery cloak from the King’s Company) was likewise lined with the golden fur, and even my gloves were trimmed with it. But what truly kept me warm was keeping pace with the king’s long legs, a challenge for anyone of my slight size.

“Sir,” I said as we came to stop before the duck pond, “you will visit Her Majesty’s rooms this evening, aye?”

Charles looked down at me and smiled, and as long as he’d been smiling at me (and looking down at me, too), he still brought a small catch of joy in my chest. He might as well look at me, anyway, for there were no fowl on the pond, they having too much sense to be about on so chill a day.

“You know that’s my custom, Nelly. What have you planned?” he asked, intrigued. “What mischief, eh?”

“Mischief, sir?” I asked, as innocent as could be. “I, sir? I?”

“Not I, but you,” he said, pleased to show a bit of mischief himself.

“Then you must wait to see what I have planned.” I grinned both from the silliness of it and from the laughter we shared over nothing, and tipped my head against his arm. So long as I had this, I’d willingly leave the splendor and the ermine trimmings of the palace to anyone who wished it.

“Promise to amuse me, sweet, and I’ll promise to be there when you do.” His smile turned bittersweet as he slipped his arm around my waist. “God knows I’ve had little enough opportunity for that of late.”

It was, alas, the same old tale. Though England was removed from the ongoing war between the Dutch and the French, Charles and Parliament both watched the growing number of battles won by the French with concern for the balance of Protestant power in Europe. Shaftesbury and his “Country Party” were most vocal against the  Papists, while Danby’s group likewise hated the French, but was closer to supporting Charles in the process. Unwilling to fight the French directly, they all continued to seek further persecution of English Papists and urged Charles either to compel his brother York to give up his Romish beliefs or to remove him from the succession.

Cows would sooner sprout eagle’s wings and fly to Rome, yet that did not stop the two houses from battling with the king, and the king with them. When Charles finally lost patience, he’d prorogue them and send them all home. When he wished them to vote on funds or some other favor, he’d call them back and make some small concession, and the whole rigmarole would begin again. I knew not how it would ever end, except for badly.

Of course, he’d not helped his cause with his warm welcome to Lady Mazarin. Not only was she from Rome itself, but she was the niece of Louis’s old advisor Cardinal Mazarin, and her sister warmed Louis’s bed in Paris. As far as Parliament was concerned, Charles could not have made a worse choice for a passing dalliance, and once again his judgment was questioned and his loyalties doubted.

“You have seen Rochester of late?” he asked, seemingly from nowhere. “I know you have made him trustee in your finances to oversee your estate and expenses, so I suspect you must.”

I nodded, guessing that Charles had intended to discuss the earl from the moment we’d left the palace. Had he discovered the truth of Dr. Bendo, I wondered? “I do hear from him often, aye, which likely you know, too. He is full of remorse for his behavior, sir, and does wish to recover his place in your favor.”

“Then I wish you’d urge him to show a bit more decorum,” Charles said crossly, as if Rochester were a naughty child in need of a thrashing—which, alas, he too often was, being permitted to return to court only to misbehave and be banished again. “He’ll not leave Louise from his vile writings, and it makes her most unhappy.”

I knew at once the poem he meant, a scurrilous little piece called “Portsmouth’s Looking-Glass” that Rochester had likely spun in a moment, but that had taken on a lasting life at court.

“‘Methinks I see you, newly risen,’” I recited, “‘From your embroider’d Bed and pissing,/With studied mien and much grimace—’ ”

“You see, now, that’s exactly what I mean,” he said. “She hates to be mocked for having the pox, and it is cruel.”

“But you laughed when you first heard it, sir,” I said, remembering how Rochester had employed the selfsame argument with me. “Don’t pretend you didn’t, because you did. So did I. You and I have both been skewered by his pen and survived none the worse for it. You’ll never make him stop, for he cannot stop himself, which you know, too, else you wouldn’t keep forgiving him his sins. Besides, this poem’s not nearly so bad as the play.”

“ ’Od’s blood, no,” he said with a shudder. Earlier Rochester had written an entire obscene play (called Sodom, a title indicative of the contents) mocking the court. He’d dared to base a woman’s role on Portsmouth and called her Clytoris, and for it had earned himself the longest banishment to date. “Nothing would be as vile as that.”

“No, indeed,” I agreed. “You’re only concerned now by this little poem because when the Portsmouth’s unhappy, she turns shrewish and weepy and makes you unhappy, too.”

“She doesn’t deserve it, Nell.”

“Oh, sir, that’s true,” I said, unable to keep a bit of testiness from my voice. “How foolish of me to misremember! Since Lady Portsmouth was made a duchess, she’s grown so much more tender to satire than I.”

He grumbled, as much as admitting that I was right. “Tell Rochester to apologize to Louise, and write to me vowing to keep from trouble of the sort he’d found at Epsom, and then he may return to us. If he would only leave off the business about the pox—”

“Why should he, sir, when he has it, too?” I asked. “It’s much on his mind. His wife has been forced to visit Hatton, and he fears much for the health of his son as well.”

“Poor lady, I’d not heard that,” he said. “Rochester should have taken more care with her. His son, too. Then I doubt Mrs. Barry’s been spared, either.”

Elizabeth Barry was an acquaintance of mine from the playhouse, a pleasant if plain-faced young creature that Rochester and I had schooled in acting for the sake of a wager. Since then, she’d found great success in tragic parts, and Rochester had made her his mistress.

“It is not an easy pairing, sir,” I said carefully, “nor is the match he made with his lady. For all His Lordship has entertained us with his wit, his own life has not been half so amusing.”

“It’s been the same for us as well, hasn’t it, Nelly?” He sighed, staring out at the empty pond with its skim of new ice. “I’d have no sparkle at all in my life without you to leaven my days.”

I leaned closer into him, my lips warm upon his chilly cheek. “Then it’s a fine, brave thing that you’re likewise my joy, sir, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Nelly, it is.” He kissed me, then laughed, as if kissing me alone was enough to lighten his spirits, and perhaps it was. “A fine, brave thing indeed.”

 

There was a large crowd in the queen’s chambers this evening, and as I stood to one side of the doorway, I felt the old, happy anticipation of a full house waiting and eager for me to appear. Likely Charles had told others I’d planned one of my pranks, and word had spread, for there to be so many here tonight.

It had been a while since I’d worn my old mourning costume, and I smoothed the heavy veil over my face. At least with it in place, no one would see if I forgot myself and began to laugh as well.

I took one final deep breath and made my entrance.

“Oh, my sorrow!” I cried in a heavy French accent. “Oh, my grief!”

This time everyone recognized my portrayal of Portsmouth the Weeping Willow at once, and began shouting encouragement and suggestions as I staggered this way and that. I worked every tortured gesture, every moan of agony, as if I, too, meant to expire before them. Slowly I made my way to where Charles was sitting, with Lady Mazarin on a stool beside him. Portsmouth was there somewhere as well, for I’d heard her voice before I’d entered. I didn’t care if she watched  me now, or if I’d already driven her from the room. Either way, I was sure she’d find it impossible to avoid hearing of my performance later.

“Permit me to offer my heartfelt condolences, madam,” Charles said, scarce able to address me for his own laughter. “It, ah, pains us all to see such suffering.”

“Ohhhh, such suffering, mon Dieu, mon Dieu!” I cried. “You do not know, sir. You can never know, being a mere lowly Englishman!”

He laughed heartily again at that wicked disrespect, and behind my veiling I thought of how far Portsmouth must in fact have slipped in his favor for him to relish my mockery of her quite so much.

“I do not like to disturb your sorrow, madam,” he continued, “but to respect it properly, we would needs know who you mourn.”

“Whoooo, sir?” I asked, my voice rising in anguish like the cry of a costive owl. “Whooooo, you ask, when in fact it is the departure of a  what that gives me such sorrow!”

“Then what might it be?” he demanded, as eager as the rest of the room for the final twist of the jest. “Tell us, madam, tell us at once!”

I lifted my veil to show my white-painted face, and heaved a final, mighty sigh. “Why, ’tis simple enough, sir,” I announced. “I mourn the death of the hopes of Her Grace the Duchess of Portsmouth, run through the heart by Her Grace the Duchesse de Mazarin!”

Led by the roaring laughter of the king, the response was instant, as fine an appreciation as ever I’d had. Afterward, I heard that Monsieur de Courtin, the French ambassador, had found Louise crying inconsolably in her chambers, so humiliated that she refused to leave them. No one came to beg her to do so, least of all Charles. She had wept so long and so often that her tears had lost any sympathy they might once have earned for her.

At Charles’s bidding, I sat beside him and drank canary in my mourning. When he asked me if I’d dance a jig to show Lady Mazarin, I happily obliged, my black-bordered petticoats swinging high like the merriest widow of them all.

In the warmth of Charles’s delight, as drunk with that as with the canary, that night I dared another step further. Through a jest, I’d  speak what I’d never dared before. My older son, Charles, had joined me there at the palace for the evening, and was playing some game or another with a group of highborn children in one corner of the room. Lady Mazarin asked to see him, and I rose and craned my neck to find him.

“Charles, Charles, here!” I called, my voice as usual loud enough to call him if he’d been in the next county. “Come here, you little bastard!”

At once the room fell silent with shock, and also eagerness, to see how the king would respond.

“Nelly, Nelly, please,” he chided, frowning with dismay as our handsome son came running to join us. “Pray, don’t call the lad that.”

I shrugged blithely and held my arms out to embrace my little rogue. “Why shouldn’t I call him that, sir, when it’s the only title he has?”

As shocking as this scrap of wit might seem, it did succeed where all the other pleas and polite suggestions had failed. Two days after Christmas, 1676, the patent was signed to ennoble my two boys: the elder as Charles Beauclerk, Baron Heddington, Earl of Burford, and his brother as Lord James Beauclerk. The king chose “Beauclerk” as their surname in a clever, personal pun upon his own. As he explained it proudly himself, a Frenchman who is a beau clerk is one who is a man of learning and responsibility, a steward of property. That “steward” was likewise a tidy play on the royal name of “Stuart,” which pleased and touched me no end.

I had my boys painted then, too, a double portrait of my two darlings that would ever after hang in my bedchamber to remind me of that happy day, and to show their undeniable resemblance to their father. The black, curling hair, the dark eyes, the shapes of their little faces, all reflected Charles as surely as any looking-glass, and were, I think, part of his great fondness for them. But I’d impishly instructed the painter (a Frenchman, Henri Gascar, whom I’d chosen over Master Sir Peter for his greater sympathy with children) to add a touch of me to the painting as well; side by side, my boys are draping a flowery  garland around the neck of a snowy young lamb, the perfect match to the sheep in my own portrait as a shepherdess.

But there was more. I was at last granted the house in Pall Mall as my own, the leasehold converted to a freehold to be passed down to my sons. I was also given a plum of a hereditary post, the Registrarship of the High Court of Chancery, an honor that would bring a rich annual income with it.

I was twenty-six, the mother of a peer and a lord, and the proud possessor of both fine properties and incomes to match. Aye, I’d no title of my own as yet, but I’d taken care of my sons. Most of all, I’d ready proof of the king’s continued friendship and favor, and that—that meant everything.

Was it any wonder, then, that I often caught myself singing the bawdy words that Rochester had written for me to an old country tune, “When First I Bid My Love Goodmorrow”:

When to the King I bid good Morrow,  
With Tongue in Mouth, and Hand on Tarse,  
Portsmouth may rend her Breast for Sorrow,  
And Mazarin may kiss myne Arse.


But Fate seldom rewards such cockiness, even in a song writ and sung for the sake of amusement. Before long, my life with Charles took a precipitous turn, and all such merry songs turned to ashes in my mouth.




Chapter Twenty-four

PALL MALL, LONDON  November 1677

“Oh, I do love a good wedding!” I exclaimed, hurrying to take my place in my chair beside the king’s. “Tell me all, sir, tell me all.”

“There’s not so very much to tell, Nelly,” Charles said, stretching his legs out closer to the fire. “You knew the ceremony was small, the way William wished it. There’s nothing more parsimonious than a Dutchman, especially when it comes to making a proper show for the people.”

Charles sighed happily, enjoying the warmth of the fire. As he’d promised, he’d come to me here in my house as soon as he could get away from the palace, full of news of the royal wedding earlier that day. Finally, after months of negotiations between Lord Danby and the Dutch, William of Orange had accepted Charles’s offer of the hand of the Lady Mary of York, daughter of the Duke of York, or, as Charles liked to call her to remind everyone that she was the first Protestant in the succession, the eldest daughter of the Crown. (To everyone’s amazement, Mary had remained next in line after her father, York, for her stepmother Mary Beatrice had proved another poor breeder, with none of her children surviving infancy.) Like most royal matches, this one was much more a political transaction than a sentimental one, a careful union of the two most powerful Protestant countries. The bride’s father had hoped to see her wedded to a French prince and made a Catholic, and was furious with Charles for agreeing to William.

Charles, in turn, had been ecstatic. Was there any greater proof of his commitment to the Anglican church than this, or of his loyalty to the Dutch, either? While the Dutch clamored for Charles to once again enter their war with France, he could point to this wedding as a sign of his intentions, however false an indication it might truthfully be.

And though outwardly Louis purported to be furious, he must have been secretly pleased that Charles had chosen a wedding instead of a declaration of war as a way to ally himself with the other country. It was more of the same juggling that Charles had done as long as I’d known him, more conjurer’s trick than diplomacy, tossing one half-truth in the air against another uncertain loyalty, and praying it all was enough to keep England from crashing down for another day. And that, of course, was only the intrigue that I knew.

Yet even so important a negotiation remained at heart a wedding, and a joyful event. There’d been a great banquet in the City, bonfires to light the night sky, and toasts drunk from dawn until far past nightfall in every tavern, inn, and alehouse to honor the newlywed couple—toasts that clearly Charles had enjoyed, too, from the rosiness in his cheeks and the cheeriness in his voice.

“But Lady Mary’s no parsimonious Dutchman, sir,” I said, determined that he tell me more. Of course I’d not been invited. The ceremony had been only for the family and a handful of favorite attendants, and no proper place for mistresses. “Tell me of her gown, and how she dressed her hair, and behaved with her bridegroom.”

“My niece was gotten up most handsomely, a proper bride,” Charles said vaguely. “The queen and Mary Beatrice saw to her dress, though you shouldn’t depend on me for the details, Nelly. You know I’m not much for that.”

“Did the Lady Mary grow happier once she was wed?” I asked, hoping the best for the fifteen-year-old bride.

Charles sighed. “I’d lie if I say she did,” he admitted. “She wept throughout, and would scarce look at her husband at all. To be fair, he’s nothing to bring a girl delight. You’ve seen him, Nelly. He’s short and bent with that huge Dutch nose, and he wheezes like a broken-down dray.”

I wrinkled my nose with disgust, my sympathy lying with the tall, beautiful princess. “Were you there for the bedding?”

“A sorry show, that bedding,” he said. “She wept, he sneezed, and neither wished to drink the posset. But worse than that, Nelly, was how my nephew insisted on keeping on his old woolen hose, even though I told him he’d never do his duty to his bride that way.”

“Oh, sir,” I said, horrified. “Woolen hose!”

Charles shook his head. “It was as grim as can be reckoned. I urged him to recall St. George and England for inspiration, but I’d not be surprised to learn that poor, sweet Mary’s a maid still.”

“You said St. George, sir?” I asked incredulously, laughing as I did. In brothel-cant, a St. George was the position with a woman astride a man, vanquishing his snorting dragon. “To a pair of innocents such as that?”

“I meant it for England,” he said, then grinned and shrugged. “That’s how they’ll think it, anyway. It’s only a wild little creature like you who’d see it otherwise.”

“And a wild old rogue like you who’d mean it,” I teased, reaching across from my chair to his to shove his arm. “St. George, hah. How splendid for you to play the role of the leering uncle at the wedding!”

He laughed with me, and pulled me from my chair onto his lap, where I curled against his chest like a warm little cat. “I’ll vow that Mary will become the happiest bride imaginable tomorrow when she sees the pearls William’s giving her as a wedding present. That’s the way to please a woman.”

“Oh, pish, sir,” I said, slipping my hand inside his coat and his shirt to feel the comforting warmth of his skin. “You’ve better ways than that of pleasing a woman.”

“I do, yes, but it’s clumsy little William who worries me.” He drew me closer, cradling my bottom familiarly against the crook of his arm. I could sense his humor shifting, and the melancholy that plagued him more as he’d grown older slowly beginning to claim him again. “So much to depend upon so young a pair.”

“Not so young, sir,” I said. “William is twenty-six, isn’t he?”

“And Mary is but fifteen.”

“A woman’s fifteen is a man’s thirty,” I said, with more regret than I’d intended. “By that age, I’d already been in keeping, an orange girl, and Charles Hart’s mistress.”

He grunted. “And at that same age, sweet, I’d bid my father farewell for the final time and gone into exile,” he said, the old sadness there that he never could shed. “What cosseted lives these children have led by comparison, eh?”

Ah, ah, how much alike at heart we were, my king and I! “If the Lady Mary finds even half the love I have with you, sir,” I said fervently, “then everything will be well.”

He smiled and kissed me atop my head. “I never ask for ‘well,’ sweet,” he said wearily, “only ‘well enough.’ ”

“You always do what’s best for England, sir,” I said loyally. “This wedding, too.”

“I’ll pray you’re right, Nelly,” he said. “And pray that Venus can achieve what Mars has not, and keep England from another war.”

 

I’d reason to remember how Charles and I had spoken of cossetted youth soon after Twelfth Night 1678, as I made the final prepartions for seeing my younger son, Jemmy, launched on his schooling. He had just turned seven on Christmas Day, and had done so well with his studies with his tutors that he’d already surpassed his older brother. Proudly Charles had declared him ready to go away to learn among other boys, though I’d panicked and protested because of his youth and tenderness.

As clever as Jemmy might be with books, he was also shy, and too sensitive to the teasing and jibes of more boisterous boys. I couldn’t imagine him tossed into that rowdy stew at Cambridge, where his brother was so flourishing, so Charles had suggested sending him to an English school in Paris instead. There the program was more refined, he assured me, more fit for Jemmy’s temperament, and no one in Paris would taunt him about being a royal bastard. Besides, Charles’s sons by Lady Cleveland had followed the same regimen with success. At last I’d agreed, and with a heart at once heavy and proud, I’d seen  my boy Lord James Beauclerk off from Dover, standing brave beside his tutor on the deck of the packet.

For seven days afterward, I kept to my house and wept whenever I thought of how small he’d looked as he’d sailed away from me. As Charles had reminded me, it would have been much the same if he’d been a common boy and I’d had to sign indenture papers that would bind him to a faraway master to learn a trade. It was, he said, the lot of all mothers who must part with their sons.

It was also, I realized, the lot of mistresses who must always be cheery and bright to the men who keep them. So I put aside being a mother, wiped my eyes, and as brave as little Jemmy had been, I returned to court and to Charles.

 

From the first day of Charles’s reign, when he’d ridden through the streets of London on horseback and not hidden away for safekeeping in a carriage, he’d believed in going freely among his people. Regardless of the weather, he strolled every morning through St. James’s Park, where he’d salute anyone of any rank who would approach him. He walked beneath trees and across open fields, heedless of any warnings to guard himself against attack or assassins. He jested that he’d never come to harm so long as his brother was his heir, for no sane man would willingly do anything to put York on the throne. In truth I believe he trusted in the goodness of his own people, and his own considerable strength and size, to remain safe.

Thus when Charles began his daily walk one morning in August 1678, his thoughts were more upon the uncharacteristic heat of the day and the mists that still clung low to the grass than on any phantom attackers. Nor was he much perturbed by the man (a scientific gentleman he’d recognized) who came rushing up to him at the gates of the park, informing him of a plot to kill him. In his usual cordial manner, Charles thanked him for his warning and continued on his walk, leaving the details of the plot to be discovered by his guards and attendants.

He then left London for Windsor with me and others of the court,  and gave the plot and the warning no further thought—so little, in fact, that he did not think to tell me of it, through all the time we spent at my house and in the castle, fishing in the river for carp and perch, hawking in the open fields, and strolling in the forest. We went to the races at Newmarket, as well, where Charles, though now above forty-eight years, still rode with the skill and abandon of a wild young man. He even beat his son Lord Monmouth and several other blades half his age for the prize of a silver flacon.

But in London, Lord Danby did not share the king’s lack of concern. Never a lover of things French or Catholic, Danby seized on every salient detail of the plot. The papers he was given as proof accused a gang of prominent Jesuits in England of acting on orders from Louis to murder Charles by poison or sword, then raise a Catholic rebellion to seize the army and the English throne for the French. While the court dallied in Windsor, Danby and the council busily led an official investigation in London, listening, in particular, to the testimony of a low, skulking rascal named Titus Oates. This Oates had converted to Catholicism, then converted back to the Anglican Church, which, though a turncoat to his faith, had made him privy to the plot. He freely volunteered names, too, including that of both the queen’s physician and the secretary of the Duchess of York.

Now, in those days, plots of every sort were as common in London as they were upon the stage, and as credible, too. If this particular plot had been like all the others, then it would have been swallowed up by another that was newer or more scandalous. Both it and Oates would have been forgotten by the time we’d returned to London from Windsor.

But in early October, a Protestant magistrate much involved with taking testimony for the council, Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey, was discovered dead, beaten and run through by swords and discarded in a ditch on Primrose Hill. Godfrey had not only been a friend of Lord Danby’s, but he’d only that day sworn fresh testimony from Oates, testimony that was suspected of being especially damning to the plotters. At once it was concluded that Jesuits had murdered Godfrey, and the entire country pitched into turmoil.

Though Charles tried his best to preach reason and tolerance, the newly recalled Parliament was determined for Catholic blood. Romish infiltrators were rumored to be everywhere in London, ready to take over the city at the word from Louis. Even I became as skittish as everyone else, carrying a small lady’s pistol in my muff and adding extra guards to my household, for I’d no wish for Charles to be assassinated beneath my roof, either. Charles chided me for panicking like all the other geese, but I told him it was far better to be vigilant now than to be caught unawares.

On the fifth of November, I made sure my house held the grandest of the displays for Guy Fawkes Day, and a party to match. My whole household had labored for days on our figure of the Pope (to our considerable entertainment, too, I must say), making him of a splendid size with a bulbous scarlet nose fully half a yard in length. I invited all who’d come to join in his burning, from courtiers to my friends at the playhouses, and let my servants invite whomever they pleased, as well. Hundreds of people filled the street before my house, and I gaily led the spectacle, holding the torch to light the effigy myself. I gave out ale to the men to drink toasts of “No popery” and “To the king” by the firelight, and squibs to all the boys to toss at the burning figure, making for as fine and merry a showing as I could recall.

Charles, however, did not attend, nor, I suppose, could I have expected him to. As can be imagined, Lord Shaftesbury seized on the plot, employing it against the Duke of York. He demanded that the duke’s faith made him too untrustworthy to sit on the King’s Privy Council, a prelude to excluding him altogether from the succession. While Danby fought on his behalf in Parliament, Charles persuaded his brother not to attend the council, and in general to remove himself until the plot had run its course.

But Oates and Shaftesbury were determined to keep the fires burning in Parliament just as brightly as had my effigy of the Pope. Several Catholic nobles were arrested and sent to the Tower on Oates’ testimony. As the accusations became more and more outlandish, Charles was forced to defend not only his brother, but this queen. Further, when papers showing Danby’s negotiations with Louis over  secret subsidies (many of the same subsidies that Charles had likely been receiving for years) were intercepted and revealed, demands rose for his resignation and impeachment.

It was a most difficult time for Charles, and when he came now to my house, he preferred there to be no others in attendance, no riotous wits or clamorous politicians from this side or that. Instead, he came to me for peace and quiet amusement—a supper before the fire in my bedchamber, a game of whist or ombre—which I happily offered.

Not, however, that matters between us were always at ease. As much as I loved the king, there were certain things I would not (or could not) concede.

“A favor, Nelly,” he began, and I quickly learned to hear the peculiar timbre to these three words, a subtle warning that his request would have nothing to do with our agreeable posture there in my silver bed. I’d heard it first after my Guy Fawkes Day celebration, how it had disappointed him, and I’d heard it again several times since. “A small favor to me.”

“Aye, sir,” I said, rolling over on my belly to face him, my guard firmly in place for all that I was naked. “What e’er you please.”

He grunted, disinclined to believe such cheerful consent from me. “I’ve heard that you and Buckingham have again been entertaining your guests in your old fashion.”

“Oh, Buckingham,” I said, striving to divert what I knew would surely come next. Unable to resist the exciting times in London, he’d finally been lured from his country retirement to appear in the House of Lords alongside Shaftesbury. But we all noticed how much he’d changed. Though I do not know whether being forced to live with his tedious wife or simply that his old vices had finally taken their toll, he was much diminished from his former glory and grown lazy of his appearance—I’d had to insist he clean his wig of vermin before I’d let him enter my house, and wear his false teeth, too, so I could understand his speech, little neglects that I blamed upon his wife’s negligence—but his wit was still as sharp as ever. “What have you to fear from His Grace? He’s but another toothless old lion, like those in the menagerie at the Tower.”

“He may be toothless, Nelly, but in your company he still knows how to roar,” Charles said. “I’ve heard the pair of you are offering a wicked satire of Lord Danby and his wife.”

“In sport, sir, only in sport.” I pursed my lips, striving to look both contrite and winsome. “Besides, Lord Danby has over time shown me so little favor and regard that I thought it only fair to return his treatment to him.”

More specifically, Danby had always been one of Portsmouth’s creatures, and he’d told me to my face that if the king had ever dared to present a petition to him as Lord Chancellor to grant me a peerage, he would refuse to add his seal, even if it cost him his post. Not, of course, that I’d dare repeat this to Charles; I knew my limits, and besides, impish teasing generally worked better for me with the king.

At least it had in the past, but not now.

“Then consider your sport done, Nelly,” he said firmly. “Poor Danby’s beleaguered enough without having you and Buckingham for gadflies.”

I sighed mightily. “Very well, sir,” I said, conceding. “I’ll cease, and tell His Grace, too.”

“Thank you,” he said. “And I’ll ask you to do the same favor for Lady Portsmouth.”

“For Portsmouth?” I asked indignantly. “ ’Od’s blood, sir, I’ll grant you Danby, but not Portsmouth, too!”

“Yes, Portsmouth,” he said firmly. “Your jibes have put the lady in danger of her life.”

I frowned, looking down as I toyed with the curling hair upon his chest. With the torrent of feeling against the French and the Catholics running so strongly, I’d been unable to resist taking my imitation of Portsmouth to the two playhouses. Before the play would begin on the stage, I’d put on a small entertainment of my own in my box, mimicking her speech and mannerisms with such a nice precision that the entire house would roar and cheer to watch me, and shout endearments and praise that were passing sweet to hear.

“You would have laughed, sir, I do her so well,” I protested. “You  have laughed when I’ve done her before.”

“But not in so public a place as the playhouse.”

“That’s why they call me the darling strumpet of the people.” I grinned, and winked. “I am your Protestant whore, and mightily pleased to be so, too.”

But he didn’t laugh at that, as he usually did. “You forget the power that popularity has given you, Nelly.”

“But I don’t, sir, not at all. Recall my visit to Cambridge, and the good I did for you there.” I’d been endlessly proud of that visit. Not only had I seen our son Charles—my son, among all the other little lordlings!—but the vice-chancellor himself welcomed me, and a group of the best scholars presented me with some pretty verses. I was cheered in the streets, too, as the lone Protestant woman in Charles’s bed, recognized for my longstanding (or rather, long-lying) place there, and my fidelity to him. “I’d folk telling me what a comfort it was to see me with you, knowing I was Anglican, same as them.”

“I know that, sweet, and I thank you for it,” he said. “But last night at the Duke’s Theatre, Lady Portsmouth was so threatened by the crowd who recalled your impression—apprentices and sailors hurling oranges and apples at her box, and ripping up the benches in the pit to do battle with one another—that she was forced to flee for her life, and the playhouse closed afterward. I thought you, of anyone, would have heard of it.”

Wide-eyed, I shook my head, surprised, as well, that I hadn’t. How could my friends among the players have failed to relay such a ripe tale as that?

He sighed heavily, a shudder I felt beneath my hand. “This is no cheery scrape, Nelly, no idle farce,” he said with real weariness. “If I let them, Danby and Shaftesbury will use Oates to tear down the entire country. I’ve only just saved the queen from their ravening, and they’ve eyes on my brother next. After that, who knows what they’ll dare?”

“Oh, sir,” I said, coming closer to lie touching. How could I not feel remorse, when he was so bowed with his troubles as this? “I am sorry, truly. Not just for my own actions, but for everything.”

He slipped his fingers into my curls, toying with them. “My dear,  sweet sprite,” he said softly. “I know how it must go against your very nature, this favor of mine, and any other time I’d never ask it.”

“But, sir, for you, I’ll do it, and anything else you ever might ask,” I whispered, tears blurring my eyes. “For you, sir.”

“Not for me, Nelly,” he said. “For England.”

 

Three momentous events occurred in February 1679.

The first of these was, I suppose, of the greatest import to the country. With so much hostility being shown toward the Duke of York, Charles judged it wisest to remove his brother and sister-in-law away from the eyes of the English public, and sent them abroad to live in Brussels until matters grew more calm at home. The duke was much displeased by this, nor was his anger lessened by Charles’s decision to keep the two unwed Protestant princesses (the Lady Anne, now fourteen, and the Lady Isabella, three) from their parents and here in England as a kind of surety against the duke’s behavior.

Secondly, because Parliament’s hysterical persecution of the Catholics and the so-called Popish Plot, he’d decided to end the last session of Parliament, and not merely prorogue it as he’d always done before. The General Election of February was the first in more than eighteen years’ time, and only the second in his entire reign. Charles had hoped for a more sympathetic group to be elected, one that showed more tolerance and common sense: a fresh start for him with Parliament and the country.

From their first gathering, however, it was clear that he’d be sadly disappointed. If anything, this new Parliament seemed even more vexing and more determined to act as if they were ruling over him, and not the other way around. Two distinct factions, or parties, as they were being called, had emerged. Lord Shaftesbury’s supporters, formerly known as the Country Party for representing the opinions of all of England beyond London, was now the Whiggamores or Whigs, a curious term that had once applied to a band of Scottish outlaws, extreme in their grim Presbyterian beliefs. Lord Danby’s old Court Party, which had been the greatest supporters of the Crown, was now  called the Tories, for Irish Papist bandits who had once plundered Protestant English estates in Ireland.

How these silly terms came to be accepted with perfect seriousness, I do not know, for they’d begun as slanders cast by one party against the other. I suppose it was merely more of the kind of nonsensical insults that men have always flung at one another.

No matter. Of far greater consequence to the king was the fact that in this new-elected House of Commons, the Whigs far outnumbered the Tories, with a devastating loss of supporters. Now only thirty seats were filled with Danby’s Tories, and more than a hundred and fifty with Shaftesbury’s Whigs. These new members were shamelessly hostile toward the king and Danby, in particular, accusing Danby of every sort of misconduct in his relations with France. Both houses voted for his arrest, and with no choice left, Danby finally resigned his post in March, and was sent at once to the Tower.

Soon after, the first Exclusion Bill was introduced, the goal of which was to exclude the Duke of York from succeeding Charles to the throne. This was a possibility that Charles refused so much as to consider, nor did any of the exclusionists seem to agree on who would replace York as heir. Shaftesbury still clung to the antiquated idea that Charles should divorce the queen, remarry, and sire an entirely new Protestant family. Other notions included the Lady Mary, now Mary of Orange, and her husband, William, or the young Lady Anne. Most risky, but most beguiling to many was Charles’s oldest illegitimate son, the Duke of Monmouth.

But none of these were agreeable to Charles, as I could have told every last one of those blaggards in Parliament, nor would he ever agree to any of them. In July, he dissolved this new session, too, and was rewarded by an election that returned even fewer Tories than before. Nothing was resolved, except that the ill will grew between all parties involved. Again and again in the past, Charles had proved himself the wily master when dealing with Parliament, but this time he’d clearly lost, and lost badly.

He’d not give in, of course. He was too strong, too determined, and besides, he was the king. I never lost faith in him, nor, I felt sure,  did the majority of his people. But in many ways, this, the twentieth year of Charles’s reign and the fiftieth of his life, was his most challenging and his most hazardous.

And the third momentous event in that February? Why, my twenty-ninth birthday. I marveled that I’d reached so great an age, with more than ten years of it spent as mistress to the king. I hosted a fine party for myself at my house in Pall Mall by way of celebration, the one bright note in an otherwise grim and gloomy season. Later, when we were alone, Charles gave me a diamond ring with a glittering center stone as large as a pea.

It was a luscious bauble, to be sure, one to be treasured, but it could not compare to the lasting joy I’d received from the king in the decade we’d shared. I’d only one wish for my birthday that night, and that was for another such decade of his devotion, and if I were greedy, another after that.

Only one wish, only one wish.

 

One afternoon soon after my birthday, I was in the Duke’s Playhouse, in the box I always kept for my own use. With me was my sister, Rose, the two of us there to see the new play by Mr. Etherege, and nothing more taxing (or political) than that. Scattered through the other boxes around me were friends both from the theatre and the court, ladies with gallants and gentlemen with mistresses, and every other sort of rascal and whore in between, which made for another kind of play to watch besides the one on the stage.

I’d only to look to the box to my left to see one such folly. There sat the Duke of Monmouth with his mistress and great love Lady Henrietta Wentworth, both duke and lady beauties, and neither of them with a brain worth sharing between them. Prince Perkin, I’d dubbed the duke on account of that other old pretender to Henry VII’s throne, Perkin Warbeck, a foolish name for a foolish young man. Like the swain in some ill-written play, Monmouth wished the world to consider his empty-headed mistress his wife, simply on the grounds that he’d been too young to choose for himself at the time he’d been wed to Anne, Duchess of Buccleuch and Monmouth. But  without the vast Scottish fortune of Her Grace, his rightful wife, to fund the duke’s extravagances, I doubted that Lady Henrietta would have found the baseborn Monmouth half so attractive. Thus round and round they all went, like mongrel dogs that chase their own tails because they know no better.

The first musical interlude had just ended and the prologue was soon to begin when some fool in the pit stood on his bench, turned toward the boxes, and bawled as loudly as he could, “God preserve the Protestant prince, His Grace the Duke of Monmouth!”

Doubtless this outburst was fueled by strong drink or the dare of a companion, and in the past the shouter would simply have been hauled down from his perch and cuffed into silence by those around him there for the play. But times had changed. Now quick as a puppet pulled by strings, another ninny hopped onto the bench as well, whipping off his hat as he stared up at His Grace’s box. “God preserve the rightful Protestant prince, and deliver us from Papist devils!”

A rumble of agreement filled the house, and a few ragged cheers followed. Because I recalled Charles’s wise admonition to me about mocking Lady Portsmouth in the playhouse, I expected Monmouth likewise to put these dangerous supporters in their rightful place, or at the very least to ignore them. But instead the duke rose to his feet and acknowledged the cheers, even raising them, as if they were his due, or worse, as if he were in fact the rightful heir to the throne.

I waited until the racket had finally died away and the prologue fairly begun, then made my way into their box. I pulled the pretty fool from his chair to the back to speak to me, or more properly, to listen.

“What demon has possessed you, Your Grace?” I demanded hotly, with no preamble or greeting. “Are you daft? To stir a crowd like that against your father!”

But instead of being contrite or even sheepish, he seemed to straighten and preen all the more before me. “You saw how they love me, then,” he said proudly. “A fine display of Protestant loyalty, Nelly, wasn’t it?”

“It was a fine display of your perfect idiocy, Your Grace, and your disregard for your father’s wishes!” I declared in a fierce whisper, not  wanting to cause any more of a fuss in the playhouse than he’d already done. “Hasn’t your father made it clear enough that he wishes your uncle to follow him?”

“He’s said he wishes to follow the natural order of succession, Nelly, which is altogether different.” He leaned closer, as if telling me an enormous secret. “He means me, sweetheart. I can’t explain it here, but I’ve proof, hard proof, that he first wed my mother before the queen, and that I’m his legitimate son and heir.”

What kind of proof could he possibly have to bolster such a tale? I’d be the last one to fault his mother for being a Welsh whore, but I knew Charles, and even as a very young prince he would never have tossed away his future and that of his country with such a wrongful marriage. Once I’d been among those who’d championed Monmouth’s hopes on account of him being Protestant as well as Charles’s son, but lately he’d demonstrated such lack of sense and wit that I’d changed my mind, and this—this was only one more reason why.

“Oh, you are daft, if you expect me to believe that,” I said, “and worse than daft, if you believe it yourself.”

“Doubt me if you will, Nelly,” he said earnestly, “but in time, you’ll see I’m right.”

“Who is telling these lies?” I demanded. To his father’s despair, Monmouth could be (and often was) easily led and misled by false companions. Those I suspected of guiding him this time included Shaftesbury and Buckingham, a dangerous, duplicitous pair if ever there was one. “Who is giving you such idle hopes?”

He shook his head, his expression so witlessly confident it broke my heart for Charles’s sake, or would have if I weren’t so cross with him. “I can’t tell you that, either, not without betraying the trust of those excellent gentlemen.”

“What of your father, the king?” I asked, one last attempt. “What of betraying his trust by encouraging low, noisy rascals like that one in the pit to challenge his will and authority?”

“Nelly, dear Nelly,” he said, striving to be indulgent in Charles’s manner and instead sounding merely patronizing. “No wonder my father loves you so. But you must trust me in this. In time you’ll see I  was right, and that I acted only for the good of England and the Protestant cause.”

“The good of England”: how it chilled me to hear Charles’s most treasured words turned back against him this way, and by one who shared his very blood!

Yet when, still in my righteous fever, I’d described this sorry scene to Charles, he’d only shaken his head sadly and begged me to be at ease. He’d promised that Monmouth meant no harm, and that in turn he’d not take any action against his son. Monmouth’s misconceptions were irritating, he argued like any doting father, but no real trouble could come from them or him.

But real trouble was coming, coming faster than any of us could guess, and by the end of the summer, even Charles could no longer deny it.




Chapter Twenty-five

PALL MALL, LONDON  July 1679

Some events in my life were grand indeed, deserving of fanfares and voluntaries and mighty flourishes in the telling. Others were not so delightsome, and are better described as plainly as I can.

Thus was my mother’s death on the twentieth of July. Drunk on the same French brandy with which I’d kept her happy for many years, she’d toppled into a water-swollen ditch after a thunderstorm and drowned. She was fifty-five years of age, most of it spent as deep in drink as how she’d died. Because of that, she’d not been the best or kindest of mothers to me, but she was my mother still, and her death shocked me by its suddenness.

I resolved to give her as splendid a funeral as could be had, glory in death that she’d never found in life, and to treat her memory to the best jest I could ever contrive. Lord Buckingham, who’d a gift for spectacles, helped me plan the details of the procession: a hearse and carriages with blue Welsh lions and hangings of gold and silver, drawn by plumed horses. I mustered out my entire household in their full livery to march in the procession, carrying flowers or torches of burning brandy, a droll touch.

Of course Rose and I were the chief mourners, dressed in lavish mourning and riding in high state in my carriage, and legions of my friends swelled our ranks to glorious numbers. Dressed in bishop’s costumes to walk in the front of the procession were the merry gang of  rogues who were among my fondest friends, among them Buckingham, Rochester, Dorset, Sedley, and Killigrew, and, ah, how I laughed to see those wicked lords mimic solemn clerics!

But my old companions from the playhouse weren’t to be left behind. As the procession made its way along Drury Lane, we were joined by Hart and Lacy and others from the King’s Company, as well as a flock of boisterous orange girls led by Mrs. Meggs. As we made our way through the streets around Covent Garden, our ranks were swelled even more by great bawds and low whores come to show their respects in their best finery. I made sure that beer flowed freely not only to those in the procession, but also in the cheering crowds who followed us clear to the church. And if they drank to my health as often as they did my poor mother’s memory, then so it was. The show was for us both, and in its way, for all London as well.

Yet when later I described every outrageous detail to Charles, already at Windsor for the summer, the tears in my eyes were genuine, as much for myself as for my poor mother. How could it not be so? Her death had reminded me keenly of my own mortality, and of how swiftly the joys of life must pass, no matter how hard I tried to tug them back.

The Whiggish slanderers were quick to toss their filth at me after my mother’s funeral. Though their attacks fair stank with venom against me, I knew that they mainly meant to attack Charles, and the rest of his supporters, too:O Sacred Sir, protect this Drab no more,  
If you must have one, use a handsome Whore.  
Of such foul Hags there ne’re can be a Dearth,  
O send her to her Dunghill, Mother Earth!




In former days, I would have jeered at such cruel jibes in news-sheets and pamphlets, and shrugged them away as nothing. Now I paused, plagued by my own doubts. My mother’s bloated visage was too fresh in my thoughts, and the face I saw in my own looking-glass  seemed to show every care I’d ever felt. Charles swore I was every bit as lovely to him now as I’d been when I’d first caught his eye, maybe even more lovely, with the added burnish of our longstanding attachment. I was not convinced. In my world of the playhouse and the court, where fifteen was considered the most beguiling age for a woman, to be nearly double that was to be invisible, and no longer worth the notice of any gentleman.

But even more somber reminders would come. Soon after I’d returned to Windsor, the king played tennis on his court near the river, as was his habit. The day was warm, the game more so, and afterward, as he dried himself, he was seized with a violent, quaking fever. Because he asked for me, I was allowed to his bedside early. But as his condition grew more grave, my place there was given over to a crowd of physicians, advisors, clerics, and other important men. Terrified for his health, I could only pray and beg for word. When it was decided to summon the Duke of York from abroad, I was devastated, and feared for the worst.

But Charles was more clever than all the physicians combined. One of the scientific gentlemen whom he’d patronized had told him a new cure against fevers, and against the advice of the royal physicians (and not a few Anglican bishops), he’d insisted on taking this so-called Jesuit’s bark. At once his fever was reduced and the danger passed, and by the time his brother arrived from Brussels, he was sitting up in his bed, dining on partridge and mutton, and demanding to go to the races at Newmarket.

“You cannot know how I feared for you, my love,” I told him fervently as soon as I was permitted alone in his company. “To think how near I came to losing you, sir!”

“No, you didn’t,” he said, laughing at my worries. “It will take a good deal more than a little river fever to kill me, Nelly. You won’t be rid of me so easy as that.”

But while he might have believed in his own invincibility (and truly, I think he did), the rest of the court and the country was shocked by this reminder that their tall, lean, virile monarch was in fact  mortal. Suddenly the need to settle on his successor seemed much more urgent, and not a mere political exercise.

It was grimly noted how the Duke of York had been summoned home, as much to take the crown if his brother had faltered as to bid him comfort on his sickbed. Likewise was it noted how Monmouth had not been called to come, and was reported to be in a furious sulk because of it. In Parliament, the Exclusionists began framing another bill. In France, Louis was said to be considering new attacks upon the Dutch, while William of Orange worried over how a Romish English king would affect his Protestant alliance.

And I—all I could think of was how close I’d come to losing my best and dearest friend.

“You must think ahead, Nelly,” counseled Rochester, who’d been on duty at Windsor as Gentleman of the Bedchamber with Lord Dorset when the king had been taken ill, and had seen the severity of the situation for himself. “Look at me. Do you believe I’d squander my time in all those tedious sessions if I didn’t fear what could come next?”

This was true. In all the time of our acquaintance, I’d never known him to take his seat in the House of Lords so assiduously, attending almost every session and meeting pertaining to succession and exclusion.

“It’s not only ourselves, my dear,” he said, more kindly. “We’ve others dependent on us for their futures. Both Cleveland and Portsmouth have feathered their nests with golden down, and you should, too, before it’s too late.”

Still I shook my head, too frightened and unwilling to confront the unhappy future he was predicting. Charles had swiftly regained his health, and was once again the picture of a gentleman in his prime. He could, and would, live for many more years. I was sure of it.

Alas, the same could not be said of Lord Rochester. Each time I saw him, I was shocked anew by his obvious decline, even in the times when he swore to me he was improved. The pox, the stone, fevers, drink, and a score of other ailments he’d hinted at but not deigned to describe: any could claim him at any time.

He smiled sadly at me, as if reading my thoughts with uncanny  ease. “ ‘But he who lives not wise and sober’ ” he said, half singing a morose old ballad, “ ‘Falls with the leaf still in October. ’ ”

“Hush, hush, don’t,” I said swiftly. “There’s no amusement in that.”

“I didn’t intend there to be, my dear,” he said. “Do you recall Jane Roberts, Nelly? She kept my company while you were still a player, I think, and I’ve seen her more often since in Hatton Garden. A sweet-faced minister’s daughter, with more taste for sin than psalms.”

I nodded. I did remember her, barely, a chit somewhat younger than I, giggling as she’d hung on Rochester’s arm. If he’d seen her now in his visits to Hatton Garden, then she must be sadly poxed, indeed, to have sunk to that.

“Savile said she died last week, the poor creature,” Rochester said. “You might tell the king, if you think of it.”

Now I recalled Janey Roberts in sharply focused memory. A yellow-haired girl being called from the pit to the king’s box one night at the playhouse, and leaving alone with him in his carriage afterward. Another whore who’d shared the royal bed, another who’d tickled my Charles’s cods, if only for a night or two, another dead of the pox and younger than I.

 

Charles was scarce restored from his illness before the buzzing wasps of politics returned to plague him. With monstrous presumption, Shaftesbury on his own will called a session of the Privy Council, with the topic to be the unlawfulness of the Duke of York’s sudden return to England. Furious, Charles declared Shaftesbury had gone too far, and demanded—and received—his resignation, to be replaced by the Earl of Sunderland.

But Shaftesbury out of office was little different from Shaftesbury in it, and he continued to manage his Whigs in Parliament from behind the curtain of his disgrace, hidden in his lodgings in the City. (Though I will say that one audacious action of his—to attempt to have the Romish Duchess of Portsmouth tried as a common whore before a Whig jury in a Middlesex court, to be put into the stocks if convicted—made me laugh aloud to imagine.)

For his part, Charles was perfectly aware of the trouble that his brother’s visit had caused. As soon as it could be arranged, he’d packed York back to Brussels.

Next, Charles turned to his other trial, the Duke of Monmouth, who’d persisted in continuing the kind of blatant plays for popular support that I’d witnessed at the theatre.

“Doesn’t he see what he’s doing, Nelly?” Charles asked of me, despairing as he described yet one more incident of Monmouth declaring himself the rightful Protestant heir. “You’ve spoken with him. You know what’s in his thoughts. Does he truly believe he’ll change my mind if he behaves like this?”

I sighed, unhappy to see father and son so much at odds. “I believe he’s misled, sir. There’s plenty of rascals ready to jump upon his coattails, if only he’ll agree to pull them along.”

“But why does he listen to them?” demanded Charles. “Doesn’t my word account for anything? You know me, Nelly. I’ve been nothing but generous to him from the day he was born.”

“Aye, sir, you have,” I agreed. The truth was, of course, that he’d been far too generous, and that Monmouth had been as thoroughly spoiled as anyone could be. “No one could say otherwise. But it’s high time His Grace returned your favors, and supported you as he should. High time, too, that he began to act like a grown man of thirty, not some prankish lad sent down from school.”

“Impudent whelp,” he grumbled. He shook his head and sighed like every other concerned father since the beginning of time, and how I loved him all the more for it. “I should have given him over long ago to you, Nelly, to thrash some sense into his thick-witted skull.”

I would have, too, if Charles had truly wished it of me. But as king he’d other, sterner ways of showing his disapproval. Soon after, Charles ordered Monmouth stripped of his rank as commander-in-chief of the army, and banished him to The Hague, much as York had been sent back to Brussels. Even cast out in the brackish Netherlands, he still refused to show he’d learned anything at all, and instead was said to be intriguing with William of Orange against the French.

These banishments combined with Shaftesbury’s disgrace put  both Tories and Whigs off balance, pleasing as they did neither party—which was exactly Charles’s goal. Another hostile House of Commons had been elected earlier in the summer, and Titus Oates and his compatriots continued to belch forth more ugly, preposterous revelations about Popish Plots. Distrust and suspicion seemed to cloud the air, the way that old smoke will on a damp day.

Yet still Charles and I and our older son, Charles, went down to the races at Newmarket, as we always did in September, and tried to pretend that everything else was as it had always been, as well.

 

It was more night than day when I woke to the voices in the yard before my house, men’s voices, thick with excitement and drink and not caring who heard them. One of them was thumping on my door, demanding to be let in, and when I heard my servants running to attend, I reached for my dressing gown and ran downstairs in my bare feet to join them. I wasn’t particularly alarmed or frightened, for drunken men at my door in Pall Mall were not that uncommon, though I was curious to see who’d show himself at this hour, on such a chill November morning.

But I was scarce prepared for who I found there, grinning like a bedlamite in my front hall.

“Monmouth!” I exclaimed, for in truth it was he, with several companions. “ ’Od’s blood, Your Grace, you surprise me! How do you come to be here? Has the king pardoned you and not told me?”

“Dear Nelly, how good to see you!” He kissed me on both cheeks, pointedly not answering my questions. His lips were cold, his jaw unshaven, and he stank mightily of brandy. “Ah, what a glorious welcome home! Can you hear the church bells tolling? That’s for me, Nelly, for me, welcoming back the Protestant duke.”

Now that I listened, I did hear tolling bells, and more raucous voices in the streets nearby and farther away, as well. But instead of sounding glorious, to me it all sounded suspiciously like Monmouth’s old mischief, back in a new guise.

“What are you about, Your Grace?” I demanded. “What are you doing?”

“Might I beg a night or two beneath your roof, Nelly?” he asked, wheedling and slipping his arm familiarly over my shoulders. “If anyone has place for a weary friend, then I know it’s you.”

Briskly I shoved his arm away. “You’re here without your father’s permission, aren’t you? You’ve disobeyed him and come back against his will, and now you’ve rung these great alarums that will only vex him further.”

“They’re not alarums,” he said, disappointed that I’d not share his rejoicing. “They’re the good English people, clamoring for the assurance of an Anglican king, and the exclusion of the Romish Catholic heir from the throne.”

“Well, then, they don’t need to clamor for an Anglican king,” I said tartly, “because they already have a perfectly good one in your father.”

“Nelly, please,” he begged. “As a rare favor to me.”

I shook my head. “Go sleep in Shaftesbury’s bed,” I said with a disdainful wave of my hand. “He’s the one who’s put you up to this mischief. He can put you to bed in it now, too.”

I turned away, intending to leave him to his fate.

“Please, Nelly,” he said, one final appeal. “I know my father’s displeased with me, but if anyone can make things right between us again, it will be you.”

I paused on the stairs, my back still to him. I do not know exactly what made me turn around to him again—the wish to ease the tension between father and son, as he’d said, or perhaps it was some coaxing flavor of Charles’s own voice in his son’s plea that won me.

“Very well, Prince Perkin,” I said with a sigh of resignation. “Tonight, and no more.”

But one night stretched to another, and another after that, and none of it the way I’d wished it.

When Charles came to my house the next evening to dine, as he did most every evening, I learned far more of what Monmouth had done: how he and his supporters, spurred on by Shaftesbury’s men, had rallied mobs from Dover to London to cheer for him. They’d bribed others to pull the bells in Protestant churches as if for great rejoicing, and set bonfires in villages and London streets alike. They’d  made sure that ale ran freely in taverns, too, so that every man could drink a health to the Protestant duke if they pleased, which, of course, most everyone did. Who would wish to stand firm for York and popery before a drunken mob of Protestants?

By the time Monmouth had reached my house, the celebrations were completely beyond control, with all manner of public excess being condoned. It was exactly what Charles had always feared would happen, and what he’d predicted if his hapless son let himself be used by the Whigs. I’d never seen him so furious, raging at every name that might have had a part, and his anger was so overwrought that I feared he’d have another attack of the fever that had nearly claimed his life in August.

It was hardly the proper setting for playing peacemaker, but I felt I owed it to them both to try.

“I’ve told him again and again that I never wed his mother, Nelly,” he said, returning (again and again, in his own way) to one of his most familiar arguments, “yet he refuses to believe me. He’d rather trust Shaftesbury’s infernal black box than the truth.”

“Oh, aye, the black box.” I’ll grant that this infamous box was a splendid bit of Whiggish showmanship, the supposed receptacle for the signed marriage papers between Charles, long-dead Lucy Walters, and the equally long-dead priest who’d wed them; indisputable proof that no one ever saw because it did not exist. Yet that did not keep the mysterious box from making more appearances before the public than Jacob Hall had done upon his rope, and with as much judicious balancing, too. “I’m not sure the box can be blamed on Monmouth, sir. I believe that’s rather the work of another.”

Charles looked up at me sharply, setting down his glass with a thump upon the table. “How do you know, Nelly? Have you seen him? He’s always been partial to you, and you to him, so I’d not doubt that he has. What has he said?”

This was precarious ground for me, for the king still hadn’t learned that his wayward son had taken shelter in this same house, and was even now snoring away in one of my farther bedchambers, with Lady Wentworth curled at his side.

“He’s most grievous sad to have caused you suffering, sir,” I said with the greatest care. “He seemed to me to be thin, drawn with remorse, and—”

“If he no longer wished to be drawn and grevious sad, Nelly, then he knows what he must do,” he said, cutting off my appeal with a single sweep of his arm. His face was livid, his eyes black with fury. “You tell him that if he’ll take himself back to the Hague, where he belongs, and grovels sufficiently for my forgiveness, in time I may grant it. But so long as he continues to play at anarchy, why, then he’ll have not a single word of grace from me. Not one, mind?”

His vehemence shocked me. Pleasing manners meant the world to Charles, and in all the time I’d known him, I’d never seen him rage like this.

“If you please, sir,” I began, but again he cut me off as deftly as if he’d sliced through my words with a sword.

“It does not please me, Nelly, and it never will,” he said, striking his fist on the table hard enough to rattle my silver bowls and spoons. “If he wishes to put his hands into the coals, then he’ll be the one who gets burned by the fire.”

“Sir, I—”

“Nelly.” He seized my hand in his, pulling me from my chair to stand close before him.

“I know you’ll listen to me, even if he won’t,” he said, his voice turning hoarse with urgency and emotion. “You’re far too dear to me to risk over my son’s foolishness. I won’t do it, and I won’t risk it, and I pray to God you won’t, either.”

I wouldn’t. To make peace between a father and son would have been sweet, especially the Protestant whore coming to the aid of the Protestant duke. But it would never be worth risking my place with Charles. Within the week, I’d sent Prince Perkin from my house, but still I feared that by trying to reconcile father and son, the damage had been done between the king and me.

Nor did Monmouth’s actions help my case, or his own, either. Instead, with Shaftsbury’s poisonous whispers still buzzing in his ears, he embarked on a tour of the countryside, relying on his innate charm  and handsome face to win doubters to his side. Traveling with him was the infamous black box, as important to him as a magic cloak is to a market-fair conjurer, and with as much real substance, too. But because there remained so much fervor against Papists in general and York in particular, Monmouth found plenty of followers. As 1679 slipped into 1680, there was much talk among the gleeful Whigs about introducing another possible Act of Exclusion as soon as Parliament again met.

When that would happen, however, was anyone’s guess, or more properly, Charles’s decision. After the election in the fall, Parliament had met only long enough to be prorogued and sent home again by the king, who swore he’d continue to do so until they could be more agreeable to him and his desires. As can be imagined, this did not sit well, and only served to add to the unease that had settled over London.

In November, too, came the most spectacularly lurid Pope-burning procession yet, complete with a effigy of the corpse of murdured magistrate Edmund Berry Godfrey, and marchers dressed as Jesuits and cardinals wielding bloody knives. But this year the procession was staged not on Guy Fawkes Day, but the Accession Day of the Protestant Queen Elizabeth over the Catholic Queen Mary of Scotland. With Monmouth still parading himself through the countryside as the Protestant Duke, the significance was unmistakable.

In response, our Christmas season at Whitehall was more subdued than I could ever recall. There was also a subtle change in Charles himself, a new somberness that had appeared after his recovery from the fever. This seriousness of purpose had drifted down upon the rest of us like a fine muffling of new snow. Our balls were smaller and the banquets less lavish, the ladies’ gowns less opulent and the gentlemen’s wigs shrunk smaller, as if we all were hesitant to celebrate too loudly, for fear of being challenged for our extravagance.

Surely I felt this myself, though for me I blamed it upon the lingering pall of my mother’s death. Charles understood, having so little of his own family left to him. Now as often as not, when we lay together in my silver bed, he’d rest with his head upon my breast and his  eyes closed, my arms looped in fond protectiveness about his long body, than tussling in more agile pursuits of pleasure: a rare contentment that few would believe of us. It was strange to think how merriment had first brought us together, but now how sorrow made us closer, another layer of sympathy shared between us.

Thus I was not surprised when, one morning in March, he called me briskly from a group of other ladies at the palace.

“Walk with me, Nelly,” Charles said, claiming my hand to draw me along with him. “I can’t keep still any longer.”

We passed the two guards who kept random visitors from the Privy Gallery, and through the doors that separated it from the rest of the palace. This passageway was private to the king and his closest attendants, as its very name implied, and here he knew we’d be as much alone as in any part of the palace. The gallery was long and narrow, the length of one side of the palace. Diamond-paned windows lined one side, and old-fashioned portraits in black frames hung along the other, silent witnesses to God only knew how much folly over time; and how much more today, I could not yet guess.

“Is anything amiss, sir?” I asked, already breathless from the fierce pace he was intent on setting. “Has anything happened that—”

“No,” he said, a single word that brooked no further question. “I would walk with you, that is all, and there’s no time for the park. This must do.”

With my hand tight clasped in his, he led me up and down the length of the gallery, up and down without a word spoken. His expression was set and determined, his gaze straight ahead, until my shorter legs could not bear another turn.

“ ’Od’s blood, sir,” I said, winded, drawing to such a sudden halt that he must needs stop with me. “If you are to race me over this course like one of your nags at Newmarket, then at least tell me the name of the prize at the finish!”

He looked down at me, almost surprised, I think, to find me there at his side. Slowly, he raised my hand to his lips with the old gallantry.

“Nelly,” he said softly. “You’ve no notion of what your presence alone brings to me.”

I raised my brows, skeptical. “My presence, sir? Standing here as useful as a wart on the back of a toad?”

“A very comely wart, however,” he said solemnly, not smiling as I’d expected. Instead he took my hand and led me once again, this time from the gallery to the Council Chamber. I hung back at the doorway, for this was not a place for women, but Charles insisted I enter with him. Waiting at the table were Lord Sunderland, his secretary, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and two lesser bishops. As they bowed in turn to the king, I didn’t miss the surprise and contempt flicker across their faces as they saw me with Charles. It never changed with gentlemen like that.

“Stand here beside me,” he said softly, “so you might see.”

Then he sat, too, in the tall-backed armchair at the end of the table. Without prelude, he took up the pen that was waiting for him and began to write, the pen slashing boldly over the page. He didn’t pause or consider, and when he was done, he held the sheet up and read it aloud, so there’d be no doubt before the witnesses.

For the voiding of any dispute which many happen in time to come concerning the succession to the Crown, I do here declare in the presence of Almighty God, that I never gave nor made any contract of marriage, nor was married to any woman whatsoever, but to my present wife Queen Catherine now living.


“I trust that will do what is necessary,” Charles said, signing the bottom with his familiar “Charles R.” As he rose, he pushed the paper across the table to Sunderland, and the thing was done. No mystical black box could ever put Monmouth on the throne now, and not even Shaftesbury could alter what Charles had sworn against his eldest son with this simple sentence.

When he and I were alone again in the Privy Gallery, he looked down at me.

“Only you know what that cost me, Nelly,” he said, so quietly I almost couldn’t hear him. “He’ll never forgive me, and how can I fault him?”

“Oh, sir,” I murmured gently. “What else could you do, when he’s left you no choice?”

“For England,” he said. “For England.”

I understood.

 

Eager to escape the racket of the dinner, I slipped through one of the side doors and into the garden, gladly leaving the laughter and chatter and too-warm room for the cool, sweet air of the early spring evening. Charles and I and scores of other fine folk from the court had ridden out here this morning to Copt Hall to dine, and to see the Middlesex estate of my old friend (and my Charles the Second) Lord Dorset. Ordinarily, I’d not be included in such grand company, but Dorset had insisted, for the sake of old memories. It was a fine thing to leave London on such a day, and finer still to leave the politics and plots behind, even if for a single day.

“Stargazing, Nelly?” Lord Rochester had found the same door, coming to stand beside me. Unable to trust the fading strength in his legs any longer, he always kept a walking stick with him now, pretending it was for fashion, not necessity. But I saw how heavily he was leaning on it, and how he’d used it to gauge the stone walk that his eyes could no longer see. Yet his smile was as unchanged as I’d remembered from the old days, as sly and charming as if he still were the handsomest young coxcomb at Whitehall.

“What, because I look upward to the sky, now I must be stargazing?” I replied, laughing. “Faith, as if I’d know a star from a moon from a bottle of ale.”

“Oh, I do believe you would,” he said. “Galieo, Copernicus, and wise old Nelly.”

“Not wise, my lord.” I sighed, contented and pleased by the elegant view spread before me. “Not I.”

“You’re a good deal more wise than the ninnies in Parliament,” he said, tapping his stick for emphasis. “I’m giving up dancing on their pleasure, and waiting for them to stop squabbling so the king will let them meet. They’re welcome to London, the lot of them. I’m from here to Adderbury in the morning.”

“That’s good,” I said, nodding. “The country always restores you.”

“See, now, wise Nelly again,” he said, teasing, “and of the physicking variety, too.”

“But you do improve after you’ve visited Adderbury, you dissembling rascal,” I scoffed. “You say so yourself.”

“I say a great many things,” he said wearily, that charming smile shifting to a ghastly grimace. “Do not delude yourself, Nelly. I doubt that even all the trees and flowers at Adderbury—and there are a great many trees and flowers to the place—could ease me now. Nothing will.”

“I’m not giving you up yet, my lord,” I said, “nor will I say farewell. We’ve too many wagers still to make at the spring races at Newmarket. The king has some new horse he can’t wait to put against your gray, and—and—oh, damn you, you’ve made me cry.”

Impulsively I threw my arms about him to embrace him, shocked by how sharply his ribs and spine jutted through the heavy brocade of his coat.

“I will not say farewell to you, Rochester,” I said fiercely. “You lying, cheating scoundrel, I will not let you go yet.”

“Then don’t,” he said, and winked his near-blind eye. “I’ll still take all your money if you dare bet against my gray.”

But Rochester, the lying, cheating, charming scoundrel, never gave me the chance.

 

May came, and as usual I made preparations to shift my little household from Pall Mall to Windsor for the spring races at Newmarket. This was always one of my favorite times of the year, for I loved not only the excitement of the racing, but also how much more at ease Charles was here than in London. The events of the last year had badly buffeted us both, and I was anticipating our usual respite here more than usual.

But before I could go open my Windsor house, I began to feel ill. My health had always been so robust that at first I shrugged it away, determining it to be nothing worth noting. Yet each day, it seemed I  worsened. I was feverish and my head ached, my stomach plagued me so I could not eat, and though I suffered from such weakness in my limbs that I could scarce rouse myself from my bed, I likewise could find no solace in sleep, tossing so through the night that I wept from frustration and exhaustion.

Alarmed, Charles first feared I’d the same illness that had nearly claimed him the summer before, a kind of river fever brought on by living near the Thames. Against the warnings of his panicking advisors, he insisted on coming to visit me, ignoring the risks to his own health from concern for mine in a way that made me weep fresh love for him.

But the doctors said my symptoms differed from what had afflicted him, that I’d some other complaint that they were unable to put a name to. That worried me more, and when the usual round of treatments they prescribed (bleeding, cupping, and purging, plus many noxious potions) brought no improvement, I began to fear in earnest.

My greatest dread, of course, was that after so many years, I’d finally somehow been poxed. It would have seemed the bitterest irony imaginable to me to have been struck now, as an older woman of thirty. I’d been as constant as the day to Charles, and for all that I jested about being a whore, I’d never kept whorish ways, and prided myself on my cleanliness. Unlike nearly every other woman I knew, I could count the number of men who’d shared my favors on one hand, and not even use my thumb at that. How many others at court in that time could make such a claim?

I tried to take heart in the fact that my symptoms were not the same as others I’d known who’d suffered from the curse of Venus, that my case was more peculiar than that. I tried not to recall the terrible suffering I’d seen, from the sad, decaying whores I remembered from the streets of my childhood, to the tragic specter of Lord Rochester. Yet when I received the kindest letter imaginable from His Lordship’s own mother, the dowager countess, with her own recipe for the special milk diet that she promised relieved her son’s sufferings, I broke down in fresh torrents of despair.

I was too sick to go with the others to Newmarket for the races, too sick to care that I hadn’t, but not so sick that my life was ever in despair. I lay alone, curled in my bed, with the curtains drawn against the cheery spring and summer days, and felt one glide into the next without any change.

Thus I was ill prepared for the horrible news that Charles himself brought to me one June morning, news that was so grim that he told me later he’d considered not telling me at all, from fear it would be beyond my bearing.

“Nelly,” he said, his face somber and sorrowful as he sat on the edge of my bed. “My dearest Nelly, there is no easy way for me to tell you this. I’ve news this morning from Paris, the worst news imaginable. Our little James is dead.”

I stared at him, too stricken to comprehend, let alone accept. “Little James? My Jemmy? Dead? Dead?”

“They say he’d cut his leg climbing a tree after apples with other boys. The wound itself was so inconsequential that he didn’t show his tutors, fearing he’d be punished for taking the apples. Untended, it had festered and went putrid, and by the time the surgeons were summoned, it was too late.” He pressed his hand over his mouth, stopping his own emotions. “Oh, Nelly, he was such a fine lad!”

“Why weren’t we told when he was hurt?” I demanded, my voice turning shrill with my grief. “I could have gone to him, sir, I could have saved him with English doctors, I know it. I could—”

“Everything that could have been done was, Nelly,” he said heavily. “He was my son, and everyone at the school knew it. They say he died swiftly, without suffering overmuch. There was no time for us to be summoned.”

“But to let him die, to perish without us!” I wailed, my voice breaking with my heart. “He was such a little boy, my own little darling. Oh, Jemmy, Jemmy!”

“I am sorry, sweet,” Charles said, his shoulders so bowed beneath his own grief that at last I fell into his arms, and we comforted one another as only grieving parents can do. Only we understood what we’d lost; only we could share the guilt over having trusted others to  look after our child. My mother had perished but a few months earlier, and now my young son, and the weight of those losses crushed heavily on my poor fragile self.

Yet more ill news was to come, no less painful for being long expected. After leaving Middlesex, Lord Rochester had returned to his home at Adderbury. He had, in fact, felt so much improved that he’d set out by post to others of his properties in Somerset. But though once he’d ridden his own horses in breakneck races at Epsom, now a country road was beyond his wasted constitution, and broke it. In an agony of relapse, he was carried by coach to his old home at Wood-stock Lodge and put to bed, and never rose again. There he died in great pain in July, aged but thirty-three. There was much talk of how he’d died in a frenzy of salvation and repentance, but I doubted it, knowing him as I had, and credited any such talk to the laudanum.

It was a bleak, cheerless time for me, that summer, and yet, with the oddities of the frail human heart, when I felt my spirit bent near to breaking with sorrow, my body began to improve and grow stronger. Relieved, and to take my thoughts from my grief, Charles gave me Burford House, a splendid estate of forty acres not far from the castle in Windsor. He had me brought there, urging me to make whatever improvements I chose at his expense.

At first I’d little strength for such worldly work, but as the summer progressed, I began to see Burford as a legacy for my remaining son, a rare gift to grant him and his heirs, and I threw myself into the work for his sake. I’d no wish yet to return to London, or even the gay life at Newmarket. I was instead content to remain hidden away in the country, finding some semblance of peace among the gardens, and letting myself heal in body and heart.

And considering what would come next, for me, for Charles, and for England—then faith, how fortunate it was that I did.




Chapter Twenty-six

PALL MALL, LONDON  October 1680

“They will not see reason, Nelly,” Charles declared, his frustration with this newly called session of Parliament still sputtering even as he sat in my parlor. “All that time away from one another, and they have learned nothing, and done nothing, except what their master Shaftesbury dictates.”

Swiftly I moved to refill the glass in his hand. I had been in the visitors’ gallery earlier to hear his speech as he opened the session. (My presence was much noted, as Charles and I had intended: the Protestant whore, supporting the Protestant king; I was as good as a signboard outside an innkeeper’s door.) Charles had labored hard upon that speech, I knew, writing most of it himself instead of relying on royal scribes, because he’d felt the message of it that strongly. I’d listened to him practice it, and offered a few old hints from the playhouse to help him better deliver his lines, for they were worth hearing. He’d called for unity between the warring Whigs and Tories, and he’d reminded them that England, as she stood, remained the envy of the rest of Europe—unless these two factions let their bickering tear apart the fiber of the country. It had been a good message, a sound message, the exact note for a land so ill at ease with itself; yet the members would not listen, let alone heed it.

“They’re like wicked children, sir,” I said, “determined only on having their way, and no other.”

He sighed mightily, rubbing his hand across his forehead. As was his habit, he’d tossed aside his wig as soon as he’d entered the privacy of my room, and the firelight glowed across his clean-shaven skull, as if reflecting all the furious thoughts that were doubtless fermenting within.

“Would that I could thrash them like wicked children,” he said, “and send them to bed without their suppers.”

“You tried that, sir, by not letting them meet for a year after they were elected,” I said, settling on a small cushioned stool before him. “It seems they did not care for the punishment.”

“Not at all.” He sipped at the wine, his expression melancholy. “Why is it they cannot recall what befell them in my father’s time? Why must they be so hell-bent on repeating the folly of the last generation?”

“ ‘That which I value above all the treasure in the world is a perfect union among ourselves,’ ” I said softly, reciting his speech from memory. “ ‘Nothing but this can restore the kingdom to that strength and vigor which it seems to have lost, and raise us again to that consideration which England hath usually had.’ ”

He looked at me, surprised. “You remembered it?”

“I have a player’s gift for speeches,” I explained, the truth, too. “One rehearsal, and I learn it, never to be forgotten. You do remember I was once a player, don’t you?”

“How would I ever forget that?” He was pleased that at least I had thought enough of his words to be able to recall and recite them now, though I’ll grant it made for a strange speech to be shared between lovers. “ ‘Let us, therefore, take care that we do not gratify our enemies and discourage our friends by any unseasonable disputes.’ You’d think they would have caught at least that much, the part about unseasonable disputes.”

I smoothed my hair back behind my ears and finished the rest for him. “ ‘If any such do happen, the world will see it was no fault of mine; for I have done all that was possible for me to do to keep you in peace while I live, and to leave you so when I die.’ ”

He nodded, his eyes unfocused and his thoughts turned inward as he listened to my recitation without seeing my face. “I would keep them in peace, too, if only they’d let me. Though Parliament as a whole seems to act otherwise, no single sane man among us wishes another civil war.”

That needed no reply. This was Charles’s greatest fear, and a fear shared by more and more within the country. Only last week a new comet had appeared in the night skies over London, a bright head with a short, drawn tail for all the world like a sword of fire, a dreadful portent that had frightened all who’d seen it.

“It’s obvious enough, Nelly,” he continued. “You know as well as I that Shaftesbury will introduce another of his infernal Exclusionary Acts as soon as he can.”

“Their supporters—a base rabble!—were chanting again in the streets outside.”

“ ‘No York, no Popery,’ ” he said, and groaned. “That old saw again. At least you’d think the jackals would invent something new to match the new session.”

“Whigs are not wits, sir,” I said, “nor are wits Whigs. You know that there are many folk who believe this time you’ll cast off your brother, for the sake of the country’s peace. That’s what they heard in your speech today.”

“Did they, now?” For the first time, he smiled, grim and full of resolve. The light of the fire danced over the deep-carved lines of his face. He looked older, aye, but he also looked determined and wily with experience, like the oldest wolf in a pack of younger challengers. “What did you make of my speech, Nelly? If you listened close enough to learn it by rote, then you must have an opinion of your own.”

“Oh, I do, sir.” I rested my hands on his knee and my chin upon my hands, the full sleeves of my velvet dressing gown falling back over my arms. “I believe that no matter what you might say now, in the end you’ll do whatever is right for England.”

“My own clever Nelly.” He slipped his fingers into my curls to  tousle them fondly. “You are right, of course, as you most always are. I won’t be outmaneuvered. I’ve a few cunning small tricks of my own to play. They’ll see that soon enough.”

They would. Charles had a rare hand for politics when he chose, and the tricks he’d play were likely not at all small. I’d always thought he could have had a place in the playhouse, he’d that neat a gift for plotting, for knowing how much to reveal and how much to hold back.

Now I smiled, glad to be able to share even this much, and winked up at him. “They’ll see, sir, and learn, with you to teach them.”

“They will indeed.” He didn’t smile again, and I thought how I’d not wish to be his opponent, not now. “For England, Nelly, for England. That has always been my goal, my desire, for my people. For England.”

 

Charles had been right to predict that this Parliament would not let the question of exclusion alone, and in early November, a Second Exclusion Bill was introduced. Determined as he was that his brother should inherit his throne, the king made it clear that he wished a version of the bill that would make York a Catholic king, but without any of the powers an Anglican king would have. The House of Commons preferred a more strident version that would skip (or exclude) York forever, and instead give the crown to his daughter, Mary of Orange, and this was the version passed on to the House of Lords.

Charles had expected this. With Whigs dominating the Commons, it was predictable enough. Gleefully Shaftesbury believed his goals were finally within reach: York removed from succession, Monmouth set in his place, and the king humiliated in defeat.

But now Charles would play the first of his “small tricks.” He attended the debate himself, listening closely to all the speeches. He’d begin the session sitting in the throne there for his use, then shift to one of the armchairs near the fire, pleading he wished the warmth; then, finally, roaming freely about the chamber like any other lord,  chatting and arguing and securing favor for this or that point in a fashion that was both disarming and unsettling to the other lords—a position that, of course, he dearly enjoyed.

But his greatest weapon was George Savile, the Marquis of Halifax. The older brother to Henry Savile, one of Rochester’s favorite cronies, Lord Halifax possessed the exact combination of sharpness, wit, and intelligence to defeat any argument that Shaftesbury might offer. Taking the stand that it was better to uphold York as the rightful heir, Catholic or not, and maintain the stability of the country, Halifax challenged Shaftesbury’s pursuit of exclusion point by point in a debate that lasted more than twelve hours on the floor. When a decision was finally taken, the act was defeated by thirty-three votes, and for now both the king and his brother had won.

Yet Charles realized it was a private victory, better celebrated quietly. My days of burning effigies of the Pope were firmly in the past. Charles feared the reactions of his Pope-hating people sufficiently that for the week after the election, he ordered the guard in the City to be doubled in case of trouble.

None came, at least not in that manner. But the outraged Commons decided to turn their knives toward another victim. At the height of the hysteria over the Popish Plot, Titus Oates had named five elderly Catholic lords as villains, and for the past two years the old gentlemen had since been held imprisoned in the Tower. Now the Commons, deprived of their sport with York, decided it was time to return to these lords, and to try Lord Stafford for treason.

There was little doubt that the sworn testimonies against him were lies, perjury of the worst sort, claiming he’d been part of a larger Jesuit plot to assassinate the king and overthrow the English government, and more than enough to test the credulity of any half-sane person. But because he was a Catholic, and enough anti-Papist sentiment remained strong, he was found guilty of every trumped-up charge and sentenced to death.

Charles was appalled and disgusted, especially since Lord Stafford had been a friend and supporter of his father. He could not overturn  the conviction, though he was able to remit the more extreme charges of treason to remove drawing and quartering as part of the execution. Yet still there were those in the Commons who questioned his authority to do even this little favor to the wronged old lord, accusing Charles anew of being a friend of the Pope.

Thus on a cold and gray January morning in 1681, I sat with Charles in a plain carriage outside of Westminster, near to the scaffold. He’d wanted to witness the execution for himself, though he’d not wanted it said he’d been there, which was why the carriage was unmarked, and why he’d brought me and not the queen. We weren’t the only ones. The yard was ringed with carriages, their horses steaming lightly in frosty morning air. My cloak was lined with fur, more furs wrapped over me, and my feet were propped on a pierced-tin warmer of hot coals. Yet still I shivered, not from the cold but from the hideous sight I was there to see.

Unfair or not, executions were always a popular amusement, and the crowd for a Catholic peer like Lord Stafford was vast, a shifting sea of caps and hats and bare heads, too, standing together in the pale winter sun. I’d attended enough executions in my day, of highwaymen and murderers, to know they were not to my taste. I’d neither the stomach for the gore nor the taste for the cruelty that was required to truly enjoy an execution.

I couldn’t tell with Charles. Beside me, he sat without moving, his expression studiously without emotion and intent on the figures on the scaffold. Though he’d never say so, I knew he was thinking of another execution (or a martyrdom, as true royalists called it) long ago, that of his father’s before the Banqueting House at Whitehall. He’d not seen his father’s death. By then he’d already been sent from the country and into exile, but his youngest brother, Henry, only ten, had been forced by Cromwell’s men to watch, and later shown his father’s head at close range, like some barbarous hunting trophy. Of course Henry would have later described it all to Charles, and Charles in turn would never have forgotten the slaughter of his much-loved parent.

I glanced toward him now, drawing my hand from my muff to  place it over his in silent sympathy. His fingers closed over mine, but he didn’t look away from the scaffold. A small procession had appeared: officials, clerics, and finally the poor old gentleman himself, walking unsteadily to the block. His long, white hair was tossed in wisps around his shoulders, and his chest narrow and frail beneath his white linen shirt. He received his last prayers, knelt bravely, more victim than villain, to my eyes. The crowd before him knew it, too, the most silent and respectful crowd I’d ever seen at an execution, without any of the usual jeering or catcalls.

The last lords to have been executed here had been the men who’d participated in the death of Charles I. How many in this crowd were thinking of that now, or, like my Charles beside me, of that earlier royal execution? How many were watching and thinking of all the unholiness and loss of the wars that had followed, and how England was so perilously close to tumbling that way again? How many, like Charles himself, would do anything to avoid it?

I saw the axe swing high, and at the last I looked away, unable to bear the sight. An instant later came the thump that marked the end of Stafford’s mortal life, and the beginning of the one he was sure to have in heaven. In unison the crowd seemed to moan and shudder, a shared sorrow. Drawn by the sound, I looked up in time to see the executioner holding aloft the dripping, severed head, his fingers twisted into the thin white hair to keep from dropping it.

“That’s blood on the heads of those who brought about this murder,” Charles said quietly, his eyes fixed on Stafford’s head. “Mark well what I say, Nelly. This shall not be forgotten.”

 

Given the trials of this session, no one was surprised when Charles dissolved Parliament on the eighteenth of January 1681, and announced that it next would meet in March. It was where they’d meet that stunned everyone: not in London, but in Oxford.

This was far more calculated than another “small trick.” The king understood entirely what he was doing. He’d precedence on his side, of course. Parliament had met before in Oxford, most recently when the plague had forced the members to flee. But it had also been his  father’s capital during the wars, those same wars he’d wish to be well remembered. Even now Oxford remained a royalist stronghold where the king’s supporters outnumbered all others. Here Shaftesbury and his fellow Whigs would be removed from their followers and the mobbish displays that filled the streets of the City.

But most of all, by moving Parliament, Charles was reminding the country that he still was the one who’d that power. No matter how hard the Whigs tried to attack him, ultimately he was the one who would decide England’s fate. It all made for a nasty dose of physic for Shaftesbury, and ’Od’s blood, I could not wait to see it.

 

It seemed to me the king did not so much arrive in Oxford as he entered it, like a great noble hero already assured of victory. Charles described it all to me later, full of happy joy at such a welcome. Banners and flags flew from every staff and steeple to welcome him, drums thundered, and trumpets blared. So many well-wishers thronged the streets to clamor for him, swelling around the royal carriage for a glimpse of him and the queen that it took them more than an hour to reach their lodgings. Over and over, the same cheer of “Long live the king!” echoed through the ancient town until every house rang with the pride.

I understood the heady love of a crowd, and this for Charles was as fine as it could be. I could barely remember the first days of his reign, when he was newly restored to his throne, but surely the wild devotion of his people could not have been greater than it was now in Oxford. But just as I understood the joy to be had from a crowd, I also knew how fickle a lover it could prove to be. Charles knew it, too, and as much as he basked in the cheers, he realized he’d still much work before him.

Shaftesbury had brought down plenty of Whiggish followers from London, and they roamed the streets with their red ribbons on their coats and caps, chanting their same tired slogan of “No York, no popery!” Shaftesbury had made it clear that he was determined to push the Second Exclusion Act through this session of Parliament, and was shamelessly lobbying and bribing whomever he could. Even Monmouth had appeared in town, still ignoring his father’s declaration of  his bastardy and clinging to his place as the Protestant duke and heir. He paraded about the streets in a fancy sedan, acting as if he were royalty already, with a private guard around him. While he drew more curiosity than serious support, it was still the attention that he craved above all else. Was it any wonder that Charles had ordered soldiers to patrol the streets to keep the peace, and to stand ready in case the braves hired by both sides came to blows?

Of course I couldn’t resist being part of this merry Oxford circus. I soon joined Charles by his command and my own wish, for my role as his Protestant mistress was important to the gaudy show he was staging. I didn’t ride in his carriage into town—that was the queen’s place—but I followed in my own, gaily emblazoned with the Tories’ blue ribbons, and more blue ribbons braided into the manes and tails of my horses. I’d also made sure to wear my biggest pearls in my ears, and that the silk knots and lace on all my gowns was fresh and crisp, to offer the bravest show possible for Charles. With so much at stake, I meant to leave nothing to chance.

Unwilling to languish in my shadow, Lady Portsmouth had come to Oxford, too, though not in such a bold style as did I. How could she? She was rightly seen as grasping, greedy, Romish, and French, with nothing whatsoever to recommend her to true, sturdy Englishmen, who’d always been quick to demonstrate their dislike of her. Thus she came skulking into town, and was not seen much about it, nor did I care a French fig about her either way.

Besides, Oxford was my town, the place I’d been born, and a place ready to embrace me as its own. With so many young blades about the universities, I’d a ready following among those who liked a show of wit, and there remained a good many who recalled me from the playhouse. On my second day, whilst bound from my lodgings to the king’s, my carriage was stopped and my horses held by a crowd of angry fellows who’d mistaken me for that whoring French baggage the Duchess of Portsmouth, and much deserving of a little ill treatment at their hands. As soon as I realized their mistake, I thrust my body from the window of my carriage and held my hands out for their attention, exactly as I’d once appealed to the rowdies in the pit.

“Pray, good people, be civil!” I called wryly, with booming good fellowship. “As you can see, I am the Protestant whore!”

At once the menace turned to cheers, and my would-be assailants became my escorts, bearing my carriage on a rush of favor to the king. Preoccupied as he was, Charles still laughed heartily to see me arrive in such a fashion, and to hear of how I’d come to have such a crowd with me.

“You should be the politician, my dear,” he said, smiling still as I joined him in his rooms. “How much more agreeable you’d make Parliament!”

“Why not, sir, when politicians and players are snipped from the same cloth?” I asked, delighted I’d made him laugh amidst so much serious talk. “We both mix a smidgen of truth with a barrel of fiction, then gloss it with a nice sheen to catch the eye.”

“Take care with what you say, Nelly, take care,” he warned. “Else you’ll find yourself with a seat in the Commons, and I’ll have lost a friend.”

“Never, sir,” I declared, my arms around his waist. “I’ve too little patience for politics, and too much loyalty to leave you.”

I’d said it as a jest, true, but there was much truth in it besides. I  was as loyal and true a friend as he’d ever have. Yet where once Charles would have laughed aloud and called me his cunning sprite and a score of other endearments, now he only smiled, turning thoughtful as he let his gaze wander over me.

“I like that gown,” he said, a compliment with the feel of another purpose. “I’ve always liked you in blue.”

“It’s blue for Tories, sir.” I turned before him on my toes, as I’d once done with my old jigs. “I want all the world to know where I stand. And if scarlet for Whigs is likewise the color of whores, well, then, for once I’ll let them claim it for themselves.”

“Hah,” he said, amused by my logic. “Here I’d thought it no more than that you looked well in blue.”

“Thank’ee, sir,” I said, pleasure staining my cheeks. “It comes from learning to dress at the playhouse. A good costume can save an  indifferent performance, just as a bad one can rob even a brilliant play of its luster.”

He nodded, as if this notion were both new to him and useful, too. Later I realized it was both, considering what he did soon afterward.

“I will be going to the Cotswolds tomorrow for the hawking,” he said. “I would have you with me, if that pleases you.”

“Aye, it pleases me, sir.” I turned again, making my petticoats fan shamelessly about my legs for the sheer sport of it. “Because it pleases you, it pleases me.”

 

Later I realized that the next week was another of Charles’s small, cunning tricks, meant to divert and confound his enemies. Instead of remaining in Oxford to fuss and scheme like Shaftesbury until the session began, he left, as if, being king, he was so confident and supreme he need do no more. He took me and a few others to Burford (that same place named in our son’s title), in the Cotswolds, a small town of jumbled stone houses and agreeable folk. We inspected the old market, dined at the priory, and went hawking on the Burford Downs, the birds a beautiful sight to see as they wheeled and dove over the frost-covered fields.

But of the greatest interest to Charles and me were the races he arranged specially for our visit. After announcing that for that year, the race for the King’s Plate would be shifted from Newmarket to Burford, gentlemen from all over the country conveyed their fastest horses. Surely there could be no more extreme contrast between the grim business of politics taking place in Oxford and this jovial crowd of jockeys, trainers, bettors, rogues, gentlemen, and their not-quite ladies, and crowds of local people.

“Doesn’t this remind you of our first days at Newmarket, Nelly?” Charles asked, his face ruddy from the cold. He’d brought his horse to where I sat, bundled in furs, in an open carriage. “Back when every race was wild and unpredictable, before matters had become so tidily organized?”

“Ah, sir, then our whole lives were wild and unpredictable,” I said wistfully, for it did seem long ago. “But they were good days, too, good days.”

He smiled, teasing. “You’re too young to look back on former days.”

“Pish, I’m thirty-one, sir, as old as Dame Methuselah,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “I’m entitled to look back if I please.”

“I’m fifty-one,” he said proudly, “and I’ll only look before me, not back.”

This was not quite true, of course. More and more, he repeated the old tales of his exile until the younger members of the court nigh perished of boredom. But Charles and I had been so many years in each other’s company that I could indulge him that small folly, and love him all the more for it. “Hey-ho, a soothsayer now, are you? ”

“Yes.” He glanced back across the downs, to where horses were gathering for the next race. “I’ll see England at peace, Nelly, even if I must do it without Parliament.”

I looked at him sharply. “How, sir?”

He smiled and winked. “You’ll soon see every bit as clearly as I do, Nelly. In time, you’ll see it all.”

 

We returned the Oxford the following week, and on March 21, the king gave his opening speech to the new Parliament. In the cramped, makeshift meeting hall at the university, there was little room for spectators—there wasn’t much room for the members, either, who complained about that along with everything else—so I was forced to learn of the doings from others. Though Charles was conciliatory, even welcoming, Shaftesbury had at once plunged into the wretched question of exclusion again, this time pushing further for Monmouth to be legitimized and named as Charles’s successor. As the debates grew more heated, Charles let them suggest other outrageous possibilities, including a Parliament-sponsored regent to oversee Mary of Orange. The members quarreled back and forth, each faction loudly (and sometimes violently) promoting a different solution.

“How can you let them speak so, sir?” I’d asked, shocked by the  Whigs’ boldness. “Those poxy dogs! How dare they try to dictate to you?”

But Charles had only smiled indulgently at me, just as he’d smiled at Shaftesbury and the other Whigs. “Be easy, Nelly. You shall see. I’ve the law and reason on my side.”

Still I worried, for him and for England. The streets seemed to vibrate with the dissention of Parliament, and the arguments in the two houses spilled, brawling, into every tavern and alehouse. Surely this could only lead to the civil war and mayhem that Charles claimed to so fear!

Yet the people of Oxford were like the people in Burford; they preferred to keep themselves apart from the quarrelling, and cheer only for the king. Wise folk, I thought, and gladly added my own cheers to theirs.

Things could not continue in this fashion endlessly, however. Charles knew this, too, of course, yet he alone could control it. After a week of debates, Charles summoned the Commons and the Lords both to join him in the Hall of Christ Church. Eagerly they all hurried to the meeting place, expecting Charles finally to concede to their varied demands.

But what they found was something altogether different. Shocked, their confidence vanished, and their jollity with it. Waiting for them in the hall sat the king on his throne. He watched them gravely, silently, dressed in his full robes with his crown on his head—the regalia of His Majesty that had been smuggled into the hall in great secrecy, and was required for what came next.

The members exclaimed and chattered among themselves, striving to make sense of what Charles intended. They made so much racketing that the sergeant at arms was required to call for silence three times before there was quiet enough for the king to speak, and give his orders to the lord chancellor beside him.

“All the world may see to what a point we are come,” he said, clearly and distinctly, so that there’d be no questions later, “that we are not like to have a good end when the divisions at the beginning are such as these.”

Like that, he dismissed Parliament.

Like that, the controversy and debates and quarrels over his succession were done. He rose swiftly, removed his robes in a side chamber, and left the hall, soon leaving the town altogether for Windsor.

We’d all been told to leave Oxford and follow as quickly as could be arranged, even if it meant having our trunks sent after us. It wasn’t until much later that evening, when I’d settled myself at Burford House, that Charles could separate himself from the others and come to me.

“Oh, sir, what you did!” I exclaimed as I hurried toward him. “All of Oxford spoke of nothing else!”

He laughed as if he’d not a care left in the world, taking me into his embrace. “Likely all of London speaks of it as well by now.”

“But to have your robes and crown waiting—”

“Smuggled inside their own sedan chair.” He laughed, clearly pleased by how well everything had gone. “I hadn’t forgotten what you said about the importance of fine costumes.”

“Oh, aye, and a pretty show you set, too!” I exclaimed. “To dissolve Parliament like that before they’d fair begun—”

“Nor will I call them back again,” he said, brooking no doubt, “not so long as I reign.”

I gasped, stunned, for this was audacious indeed. “How can you do that, sir?”

“I can because that is what my people want,” he said. “They don’t want to be ruled by the petty dictators of Parliament. This last fortnight has proved that to me. This is the right course for England.”

“For England,” I repeated, and at last let myself smile. I’d always trusted him before, and I would trust him now, for he was not only my king, but my Charles.

Sensing my doubt, he brushed his fingers fondly over my cheek. “I’ve told you before, Nelly. Better one master than five hundred.”

I sighed, settling my arms neatly around his waist. “Only if that one master is you, sir.”

“You flatter me, sweet.”

“ ’Od’s faith, sir,” I exclaimed. “I speak only the purest of truth.”

He laughed again, drawing me closer. “Ah, Nelly, Nelly. Whatever would I do without you, eh?”

“Not laugh half so much,” I said promptly, “nor so well.”

My king then smiled so warmly at me, I could have melted from it. “Without you, I wouldn’t have much worth laughing about.”

“No, sir, you wouldn’t,” I said, and winked as I stood up on my toes to kiss him. “And where, I ask you, would be the joy in that?”




Author’s Note

More than three hundred years after her death, Nell Gwyn remains the best remembered of the mistresses of Charles II. She wasn’t the most beautiful, or the highest born, or the most notorious, but she had the rare gift of making Charles laugh, and she might well have loved him the best. Her charm and her bawdy wit still manage to reach across the centuries, and today she remains one of the most endearing characters—and symbols—of Charles’s infamous reign as the “Merry Monarch.”

The contentious Parliament that Charles dissolved so briskly in 1681 was the last to sit in his reign. Keeping both his word and his intention, he never called another, and ruled without the “interference” of Parliament until his death. Except for the outraged politicians, England remained at peace, exactly as Charles had wished, though it was done once again with the help of secret subsidies from Louis XIV.

Unfortunately these peaceful years were short. In late February 1685, after a pleasant evening at Whitehall surrounded by his friends as well as his queen, Nell, and Louise, Duchess of Portsmouth, Charles retired to his rooms. He bantered with his gentlemen attendants, made plans for the next day, and went to bed. Sometime in the night, he was struck by the stroke that would eventually lead to his death.

For an agonizing week, he lingered, surviving despite the horrific seventeenth-century treatments inflicted upon him by his desperate surgeons. He was able to bid farewell to his wife, his family, his many children (including his surviving son with Nell, Charles, by then Duke  of St. Albans), and the Duchess of Portsmouth. But because Nell had never been raised to the peerage, those in charge of the deathbed denied her admittance, banishing her to weep inconsolably outside the door to the king’s bed chamber.

Charles’s last words, a plea to his brother James—“Don’t let poor Nelly starve”—were likely little consolation to her, nor was the knowledge that he’d finally approved a title for her (as Countess of Greenwich) for her next birthday, but died before he could sign the patent. When Charles, fifty-five, finally died at noon on February 6, Nell lost not only her lover and royal protector, but her best friend, as well.

While modern medicine claims that no one perishes of a broken heart, surely Charles’s death hastened Nell’s own end. Financially, her world crashed overnight. Never as avaricious as her rivals, she had few resources left to her. Her pensions ended, and the leases on numerous properties bound to the king’s lifetime ceased. The City bankers who had extended her endless credit now closed in on her like the proverbial vultures to demand payment, and it was only through the intercession of several friends from the happier days that she was able to save any of her property. The Duke of York, now James II, made a small show of respecting Charles’s dying wish by keeping her from starving. But he also attempted to blackmail both her and her son into converting to Catholicism, which Nell—she of the best Pope burnings in Pall Mall—firmly refused to do.

A series of strokes in 1687 left her cruelly paralyzed and speechless, an invalid confined to her famous silver bed. She died in November at age thirty-seven. Her funeral packed her church with mourners from every rank of society, their grief genuine for the small woman whose main joy in life had been to make others laugh.

Her son Charles, Duke of St. Albans, proved himself worthy of both his famous parents. Left adrift at seventeen by Nell’s death, he chose a career in the military with great success, and was a loyal Whig supporter of William I. Though forced to sell his mother’s Pall Mall house to pay his debts (many inherited from Nell), he married happily, sired thirteen children, and lived out his life at Burford House, in the shadow of Windsor Castle.

Though King Charles had always despaired of his brother James’s unfortunate conversion to Catholicism, he maintained that, for the sake of England and the monarchy, James must be his rightful heir. That Charles also believed that his brother would make a deplorable king and would not remain on the throne for four years after he assumed it was a depressing contradiction that proved all too true. In his brief reign, James II sought to undo all the good of his brother, and force his religion on the English. He was overthrown in the bloodless Glorious Revolution of 1688, and lived in exile in France until his death in 1701. His son James Francis, born shortly before the Glorious Revolution and the only male Stuart of his generation to survive infancy, was also removed from succession, though as the “Old Pretender” he continued to be a political rallying point, if not a figure of any political power, throughout his life.

The aspirations of James, Duke of Monmouth, were shorter and more tragic. Still hoping to lay claim to the throne of England after Charles’s death, he rallied his supporters in a doomed rebellion against his uncle James II in 1685. James swiftly sent the full force of his army to brutally put down the rebellion, and thus efficiently slaughtered hundreds of Monmouth’s ill-prepared followers. Monmouth himself was captured and brought back to London for trial. James showed no mercy to his brother’s hapless, foolish son, and Monmouth, thirty-five, was beheaded as a traitor by his uncle’s order.

Many of Nell’s other friends did not long survive Charles, either. George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, found life at James II’s court a humorless place indeed, and soon retreated to his estate in Yorkshire, where he died in 1687 after catching a chill while hunting. Thomas Killigrew lost control of the King’s Theatre to one of his sons in 1683, and died soon after at Whitehall Palace. Charles Hart, Nell’s “Charles the First,” continued as a prominent actor and partner in the King’s Company, and also died in 1683. Charles Sackville, Lord Buckhurst, Earl of Middlesex and Dorset (Nell’s “Charles the Second”) continued as her friend to the end of her life. Though he retired from James II’s Court, he served in several high posts under successive rulers William, Mary, and Anne before he died in 1706.

The most tragically short life, however, remains that of Nell’s good friend John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester. Blessed with exceptional looks, wit, and talent, he nonetheless squandered his gifts and destroyed his health through debauchery. There is no doubt that syphilis finally killed him, though modern medical scholars say that alcoholism was equally to blame. His deathbed confession and repudiation of his earlier life, under the guidance of the famous Anglican Gilbert Burnet, made for the most famous cautionary tale of his time. The fact that within the next three years, Rochester’s young wife and son were also dead of syphilis and his line ended only increased his legend. But to Nell, he was a constant friend and coconspirator, and a loyal supporter throughout his too-short life.

The “pox” (which covered syphilis, gonorrhea, and all other sexually transmitted ailments) represented the darker side of the promiscuous Restoration era. Its causes might have been misunderstood, but the devastating results were all too obvious. Treatment was as barbaric as only the medicine of the time could be, relying on bleeding and purging, noxious potions, and such hair-raising procedures as searing away infected flesh with a hot poker! Remission or changing symptoms were perceived as a “cure,” with the infected happily returning to his (or her) former haunts and practices.

Charles himself went through periodic stages of being “poxed,” and took quicksilver (mercury) as an early attempt at a cure. Louise de Kéroualle was widely known to have spent more than a year recovering from a bout of the pox, visiting all the famous healing baths and spas of the time in search of relief (one does not want to consider the shared effects of all that communal bathing). The only time Nell suspected herself of being afflicted was late in her life, in 1679, but no one knows for certain. Just as with the king, her early death may have been related to the pox, but the cause may just as well have been from lingering childhood malnutrition or heredity. I think it is, however, pretty safe to say that among those at court who solemnly shook their heads over Rochester’s death, many must have been equally infected, and simply didn’t realize it.

If Nell’s world was a bawdy place, then it was also one famous  for its wit, both high and low. The English language has never been more amusing, whether in the artfully composed pornography that Rochester produced to entertain the court, or the popular plays of Dryden, Behn, and Etherege, or even the doggerel slanders of anonymous tavern ballads and broadsides. While this novel is a work of fiction, I wouldn’t dare try to “improve” on the words of these writers. The many quotes that spice these pages were taken from their seventeenth-century sources, and are as close as possible to the way Nell would have heard them. I’ve tried to make sure that Nell credits the writer or the speaker, but I’d also like to add my own humble thanks for both the pleasure and the inspiration these works have given me.

Nell’s Cinderella story, her plucky rise from a barefoot waif to Whitehall Palace, is an endearing one. The Victorians in particular doted on her history, reducing the wonderfully bawdy woman to a saccharine “whore with a heart of gold.” Equally, other, later historians with a misogynistic bent were quick to drop her into the pool of faceless, faithless women of ill repute, branding her as just one more slut who caught the king’s eye.

But Nell, I think, was more complicated than that. She delighted in calling herself a whore, yet by all evidence, she was not promiscuous. Instead she seems to have been serially monogamous, with only four men definitely linked to her, and she was entirely loyal to Charles until her death, a claim neither Lady Portsmouth nor Lady Castlemaine could make.

Nor do I believe Nell was the Cockney-dialect-spouting cartoon she’s often depicted to be. Even as a comedian, an impenetrable accent would have made her transition from orange seller to actress impossible at that time, an even greater handicap than her illiteracy; more likely, she spoke as a native of Oxford. My guess is that she was also intelligent, given her reputation for a quick rejoinders and memorization. Funny people are generally smart people, and she was clearly one of the funniest women of her generation.

Like so many others, Nell was one more fatherless “lost soul” of the post-Civil War generation, born into a society turned upside  down and ready to embrace the merry hedonism of Charles II’s London. What separated her (and Rochester, too) from the rest were the twin gifts of beauty and wit that gave her the rare ability to escape from the bleakness of life through jests and humor.

Because Charles was reserved by nature himself, he delighted in having wild, witty creatures like Nell, Rochester, and Buckingham around him, ready to mock the foolishness of authority in a way that he, as king, couldn’t. He loved to laugh at them, and with them. In Nell he found a woman who was nearly his ideal. She was beautiful, energetic, and funny. No wonder their relationship was ended only by his death.

But even the broadest clown is sometimes sad, and there is a rare poignancy to Nell that transcends all the pratfalls and mimicked voices. Throughout her life, she worked hard at “improving” herself, and remained keenly aware of how she could never quite measure up to the grand ladies at court. Her constant desire to please Charles, her heartfelt remorse when her pranks occasionally went too far, her intense pride in the things that she felt proved she had “risen,” like her gaudy silver bed and how almost everything she possessed (even to the windowpanes in her Pall Mall house) was marked with her monogram; all are almost painfully touching.

Though Charles was obviously fond of Nell, his treatment of her could be second-rate. He never granted her a title or gave her rooms in the palace, and she was never given the richest estates or places that the other royal mistresses had. He granted her a pension only after her friends Rochester and Dorset pressed him, and even then it was significantly less than what he gave to both Castlemaine and Portsmouth. There were certain parties and balls at court to which Nell was never invited, and many houses that would pointedly invite him without her.

Yet no matter how often she was wounded, she always forgave Charles. He was her king. Though she was the one raised in a brothel, in the final reckoning she often behaved with more honor and decency than those born in the palace.

Nell Gwyn wasn’t perfect. She was impulsive and insecure, brash  and vulgar. But she was also loyal, kind, resourceful, and generous, and she loved her king with all her heart. I’ve tried to sort through the haze of myths that surround her and find the woman she might have been, and the life that could have been hers. I hope I captured her joyful spirit, and I like to think she might even have laughed with me.

 

Susan Holloway Scott  
November 2007
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READERS GUIDE

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Nell believed her experience as an actress prepared her for her role as a royal mistress. Do you agree? How do you think her days on the stage could have helped or hurt her?
2. Religion and politics were tightly intertwined in Restoration England. Do you think that Nell helped or hurt her position by so boldly proclaiming herself the “Protestant whore”?
3. As one of the first women permitted to act on the English stage, Nell achieved a form of celebrity rare for women in her time. How did this clash with traditional roles of women at the time?
4. Once Nell gave birth to the king’s son, she virtually retired from the stage. However, other actresses of the time continued to perform throughout their lives, some having careers lasting twenty or thirty years. Do you think Nell made the right choice becoming a full-time royal mistress?
5. Though the future of the English succession depended on Charles fathering a male heir, he refused to put aside his barren wife, Catherine of Braganza, in favor of a more fertile queen, much as his ancestor Henry VIII repeatedly did. Why do you think he refused?
6. By using humor, Nell could often say politically charged things to Charles that others could not. Do you think she was as much a court jester as a royal mistress? Why?
7. By becoming an actress, Nell pursued one of the few financially rewarding (if still disreputable) careers open to English women in the seventeenth century. Do you think this was a “good” time to be a woman, or not?
8. Both the plague and the pox were major public health issues in London during Nell’s life. How do you think these diseases affected English history?
9. While Nell did have many female friends, she’s best known as a “man’s woman” on account of her close friendships with so many of the prominent gentlemen wits of her time, like Rochester, Buckingham, Killigrew, and Buckhurst. These relationships seem to have been so affectionate that many historians assume that she also had sex with all the members of the “Merry Gang”—which she steadfastly denied. What do you think?
10. Nell was never as opportunistic as the other royal mistresses, and therefore ended up in a much more precarious financial situation at the king’s death. Was she a romantic idealist in her love for Charles, or haplessly foolish not to take advantage of her place as his mistress?
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You will have heard much wickedness spoken of me. Don’t pretend otherwise, I beg you. I know the truth, just as I know every word and breath of the hateful slanders that have been hurled at me. It is what comes of being a loyal daughter of France, here in this foreign land. I cannot change who I am, or what I have done. The English will always despise me, and that cannot be changed, either.

It was not always so, of course. Once, before I’d come to Versailles and the great court of King Louis XIV, I was a girl like any other, shy and trembling, innocent of the power of my nascent beauty. But how then could I have guessed my future, or how my fate, my fortune, my very heart, would carry me across the cold gray water and into the land of my enemies?

In the spring I turned nineteen, I stood on the heaving deck of the royal sloop, dutifully at the side of the princess I served, Henriette, Madame la Duchesse d’Orleans. The crossing from Dunkirk to Dover had already been delayed for nearly a week because of ill weather, and though the skies had finally brightened enough for the sloop’s captain  to clear the harbor, our brief voyage had been a hazardous one. We two ladies were as good as alone on the deck, with the crew so occupied with their tasks that they kept a respectful distance apart from us, though always ready to assist the princess if necessary.

Not that they’d be needed. Madame was proud of her ease at sea, claiming it was a natural gift of her English blood. Heedless of the rough waters that kept all her other attendants retching below, she squinted into the blowing mist and rain, her dark curls limp from the salty spray and her fur-lined cloak beaded with sea-water. Resolutely she turned her pale face towards the east, desperate for her first glimpse of land.

Such was the sorry lot of a princess. She was born daughter to one English king, sister to another, and now wife to the brother of the French king, but this was the first time in ten years that those royal gentlemen had permitted Madame to visit the country of her birth. Some would say that the life of this princess had been tragic since her very birth, for within a fortnight of Madame’s birth and baptism, her queenly mother had been forced to flee from the king’s enemies to France. Two years passed before the infant had been smuggled across the sea to rejoin her exiled mother and escape the English civil war that made a regicide of her father, King Charles I. It was a sad tale indeed, well-known even to us in France.

These vicissitudes and sorrows had served to draw Madame closer to her older brother, the dark prince who had likewise been exiled but who was now King Charles II. Though more often apart than together, these two had remained as bound together through their letters as any brother and sister, royal or common, in perfect sympathy of spirit and soul.

“The sailors believe we’ll make Dover by dusk, Louise,” Madame said to me, though her gaze never shifted from the wet, gray horizon. “To think that I could dine with my brother this very night!”

“Yes, Madame,” I said, shivering inside my plain woolen cloak. If Madame did not feel the cold, then I, as her youngest maid-of-honor, was not permitted to feel it, either. “Perhaps you should rest now, to be refreshed when you meet His Majesty.”

She shook her head, her gloved hands tightening on the wooden taffrail as if she feared I’d try to pull her away by force. “My brother will find me worn and changed and scold me for it, too, yet I also know he’ll love me still, just as I love him.”

“Then please let me fetch another cloak to warm you, Madame, or—”

“I’m well enough, Louise.” She sighed restlessly, slipping one hand inside her cloak to press the pain in her belly. She wasn’t well, let alone well enough, and all of us in her household knew it. In the last months, she’d shrunk and diminished into a fragile wisp of the vigorous lady she’d been, her digestion so weak that she now subsisted entirely on warmed milk. The way she tried to deny her illness only made me fear the more for her and dread the worst: that her hateful husband, the painted sodomite Monsieur, was methodically poisoning her.

I feared for her, yes, for she was kind to me, yet I was not shocked. Monsieur did not love her as a husband should, despising her for not bearing him a male heir. He would freely justify whatever it pleased him to do, and his brother the king would forgive him. It was always the same with Monsieur. I’d learned long ago that in the court of Louis XIV, any wickedness, any crime, any perversion was possible.

Three years before, my parents had spent nearly their last sous to purchase this post for me at Versailles, so that I might catch the eye and heart of some great nobleman. As soon as I’d arrived, I’d realized the folly of their dreams for a splendid match. All around me were other ladies infinitely more beautiful than I, with far better blood and higher friends than I possessed as the daughter of the impoverished Comte de Kéroualle. I’d no dowry beyond my beauty, and my father’s simple loyalty to the king promised no useful influence at court. As for myself, my dark hair and eyes were not to current taste, my manner in company too shy, my wardrobe so hopelessly provincial that the other maids-of-honor laughed behind their fans when I passed by.

To my shame, I’d attracted no suitors, not a single gentleman who’d been willing to overlook my relative poverty. Though my round cheeks and small stature made me appear younger, I was painfully aware of being nineteen years old in a world where sixteen was  considered the ideal age for a noble bride, a world that scarce seemed to notice my existence.

But now, with this journey, I meant for all of that to change. I was weary of being overlooked. I could no longer afford to stand meekly, modestly, to the side while others seized the most glittering rewards. I’d resolved to wrest more from my life and my future. I had, in short, discovered my ambition.

“You’re quiet, Louise.” Madame reached out to take my hand. “And here I thought you were the bravest of the lot!”

“I’m not afraid, Madame.” I nodded solemnly, praying that my eagerness was not so transparent. I’d already taken the first step by making sure to be chosen to accompany Madame on her visit. Though I was full aware of the risks of what I’d planned next, I’d no desire that anyone else—not even Madame—know of them, too. “I was trying to imagine England, that is all.”

“England.” Her smile softened. “You will like it, I think. It’s a sweet, dear place, and now, in the spring, everything will be lush and green and full of flowers.”

“It must be very beautiful, Madame.” Green and lush would be a pleasing change from gray and chill; now I was so cold, I doubted I’d ever feel my toes or fingers again. “No wonder you have missed it so.”

She smiled absently, lost in her own musings. “And the gentlemen, Louise! The English gentlemen all follow the lead of my brother, the most charming and gallant fellow in the world.”

I’d heard much from Madame of her brother Charles, the King of England, of how he was tall and dashing, his country’s savior after a tumultuous civil war. In her eyes, he was perfection as a ruler, a man, and a Christian.

But I’d also heard of how this king was a charming libertine led by his mistresses, like a heathen sultan with his harem. Several of Madame’s English ladies had known Charles before they’d come to France, and they regaled the rest of us with breathless tales of his prodigious appetites. Fascinated, I’d listened to every word. Our French king had mistresses, too. Truly, what monarch didn’t? For Louis love was another war to be waged and won, with his mistresses only more  trophies to display at Versailles as beautiful tribute of his conquests. But to hear the English ladies, Charles relished and delighted in his women, and treated love as a dance meant to please both partners. If every English gentleman were like him, as Madame claimed, why, then England must be a rare place indeed.

“I’ll have to take care with you, Louise,” Madame teased. “My brother’s gentlemen will think you’re the most enchanting young lady they’ve ever seen. One look at your sweet face, and they’ll be lost—lost! I shouldn’t wonder if you returned to Paris with a string of English hearts.”

“You are too kind, Madame,” I murmured, and dipped my chin with the show of modesty she expected of me, and far safer on the slippery deck than a curtsey.

“Not at all,” exclaimed Madame with the forced gaiety that her illness had given her. “At my brother’s court, you would be regarded as a great beauty, with poems written in your honor and your portrait painted by Lely. He has always preferred fair women with dark hair, and thus has set the fashion. And you speak English as well, Louise, which is a considerable recommendation.”

“With your assistance, Madame.” I’d actually learned the language as a child, from the English officers who were prisoners of war in our château, but it was only now that I’d realized the true usefulness of such a gift. “I am but a novice at true expression in that tongue.”

“You speak it enchantingly.” She was studying my face more closely, as if considering me for the first time. “I must take care with you while we’re in Dover, my dear. There are a good many rogues among my brother’s court who will regard you as a delicious sweetmeat, to be gobbled up in one bite. I would never forgive myself if any harm befell you.”

“Yes, Madame,” I said, and once again I was grateful that she was not privy to either my thoughts or my ambitions. Yet, as I bowed my head in deference, a flash of white in the watery distance caught my eye, and I gasped with excitement just as the lookout in the crosstrees over our heads called out the landfall. “Forgive me, Madame, but look there! Boats, Madame, a flock of little boats coming toward us!”

“And land!” She made a wordless cry of joy. “Oh, Louise, that’s England, there, that dark shadow on the horizon. England, my England at last!”

At once the vessel seemed to jump to fresh life. The crew bustled to bring us safely into port, while Madame’s servants and attendants recovered sufficiently to join her on the deck and be in evidence when we made Dover. This last bit of water seemed to take forever to cross, with the changing winds making us cross back and forth as the captain did strive to reach our destination. I feared my poor frail lady would expire from anticipation before we could arrive, she was in such a fever of excitement, and as the smaller boats from the port drew close to us in welcome, tears streamed unnoticed down her pale cheeks. I remained close at her side, blotting her face with her lace-edged handkerchief so she’d not look forlorn, but her single concern was to see her brother.

At last another sloop, larger than our own and flying a royal pennant, drew alongside us. This vessel’s deck was likewise as crowded as our own, but even among so many, one man seemed to make all others around him disappear. He was a head taller than the rest, dressed in rich but somber dark colors that made him seem taller still. His skin was dark, too, nearly as dark as the sailors who weathered their lives in the sun, his features strong and manly beneath his long black hair. Even from across the water I could sense the intensity of his presence and the power that lay behind the easy way he stood the deck, as if he’d been born at sea and not in a palace. Because this, I knew, was the English king, and never for a moment did I doubt it.

He did not wait until we’d moored to come aboard, or even for the sailors to throw a gangplank between the two vessels. Instead he jumped over the gap without hesitation, and rushed across the deck to Madame. He seized her in his arms, brother and sister reunited after so long apart. They laughed and cried and spoke over each other’s words, then laughed and cried again, and their happiness was so complete that all of us who witnessed it wept with them. But even in the English Channel, the protocol of a court ruled all, and at last Madame began to present her people to the king, each bowing or curtseying  before him on the wet deck in order of rank and importance, as was proper.

My place would come next, near the end. I touched the small gold crucifix I wore about my neck for luck, and whispered a quick prayer to the Virgin Mother for guidance. I was determined to put aside my shyness and be brave. I would not falter. I pushed my hood back so my face would show, and licked my lips one last time so they’d not seem so chapped. I stepped forward and sank into the most graceful curtsey I could manage on an unsteady deck, my head bowed so deeply that all the king would see would be my glossy black curls, and the white nape of my neck.

“Mademoiselle Louise de Kéroualle,” Madame was saying. “You must be kind to her, Charles. She is one of my favorite ladies.”

“Mademoiselle.” His voice, far over my head, was deep and rich, ripe with amusement. To my shock, he took my hand in his and raised me to my feet, a gesture of favor far beyond my station, and one that scattered all my bold resolutions into disarray. Though I now stood as tall as I ever would, he held my hand still, as if he’d no wish to let it go, as if he’d every right in the world to claim my hand, and me as his prize.

“Mademoiselle,” he said, addressing me in French. “If you are one of my sister’s favorites, then I am sure you must be one of mine as well.”

Daring greatly, I lifted my gaze to meet his. He was smiling, smiling at me.

And, oh, may the Blessed Mother preserve me, my fate with him was cast. . . .
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Susan Holloway Scott is the author of more than thirty historical novels. A graduate of Brown University, she lives with her family in Pennsylvania. Visit her Web site at  www.susanhollowayscott.com.
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