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For Peggy Chowns . . . my great

Great-Aunt who loves reading
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‘Cat Royal has no Rivals!’ . . . R. B. SHERIDAN

‘Capital! (Apart from the bit about one’s underwear)’

. . . GEORGE, H.R.H. THE PRINCE OF WALES

‘Far too dangerous to be put in the hands of innocent

children! Burn every copy!’ . . . THOMAS BOWDLER.

‘Too short’ . . . JAMES BOSWELL.

‘I have made it required reading for every midshipman’

. . . ADMIRAL NELSON

‘Write on, sister’ . . . MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT

‘Scandalous’ . . . HANNAH MORE

‘It made me realize what bliss it is to be alive today, but

to be young is very heaven!’ . . . WILLIAM WORDSWORTH

‘Utterly insane!’ . . . H.M. KING GEORGE III

‘Revolutionary stuff. Charge her with something quick!’

. . . the RT. HON. PRIME MINISTER, WILLIAM PITT

‘Electrifying!’ . . . BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

‘I haven’t had time to read it, but I’m sure it is very

good anyway’ . . . GEORGE WASHINGTON

‘This book should be banned’

. . . the LORD CHAMBERLAIN
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Be warned, that the story you are about to read is not for the squeamish. I intend to bring you life as I live it. This is not the world of the drawing room and country estate, but backstage at Drury Lane and on the streets of London. If you want to survive in my neighbourhood, you have to be prepared to use coarse language that packs a verbal punch. I include a glossary at the back to assist you. But are you bold enough to follow me? If so, read on.

Catherine ‘Cat’ Royal
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IN THE THEATRE

MISS CATHERINE ‘CAT’ ROYAL . . . ward of the theatre

MR PEDRO HAWKINS . . . gifted African violinist, former slave

MR SHERIDAN . . . playwright, politician, theatre owner

MR JOHNNY SMITH . . . the new prompt with a secret

COVENT GARDEN MARKET

MR SYD FLETCHER . . . boxer, leader of the Butcher’s boys

MR BILLY ‘BOIL’ SHEPHERD . . . leader of rival gang, handy

with the razor

MR JONAS MILLER . . . hog-grubber clerk

THE DUKE’S HOUSEHOLD

LORD FRANCIS . . . son of a duke who wants to be a chimney sweep

LADY ELIZABETH . . . intelligent and pretty daughter of duke

DUKE OF AVON . . . pro-reform peer and friend of Mr Sheridan

MR MARZI-PAIN MARCHMONT . . . acquaintance of Lord Francis, a real pain in the a**e

THE EARL OF RANWORTH . . . a nice old gent

Actors, boatmen, rioters, boxing spectators, maids, etc.


London, January 1790
Curtain rises.
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A RIOT

Reader, you are set to embark on an adventure about one hidden treasure, two bare-knuckle boxers, three enemies and four hundred and thirty-eight rioters. It is told by an ignorant and prejudiced author . . . me. My name is Cat Royal, though how I came to be called this, I will explain later. For the moment I will start with the riot, for that was where the story really began.

It was the opening night of Mr Salter’s new play, The Mad Father. I sat as usual curled up behind a curtain in the manager’s box, watching the audience as much as I watched the stage. I love a full house: there is always so much to see. The vast auditorium was packed: all London was there from the flash dandies in the Pit to the ha’penny harlots high up in the gods. Candles blazed in the chandeliers, catching on the jewels and polished fans of the ladies in the boxes. It was a gorgeous display.

Tonight the mood of the crowd was dangerous. There was a low buzz in the room like a hive of angry bees threatening to swarm. The theatre owner, Mr Sheridan, was sitting hunched over the box rail, looking like thunder. In the candlelight, the red flush across his face burned brighter than ever. His dark eyes glinted. I am never quite sure what he is thinking but I guessed that this evening he must be feeling very foolish. In my humble opinion, it had been a mad idea for him to agree to put the play on in the first place, but even I didn’t dare mention this to him. I had seen it in rehearsal . . . an arsy-varsy affair, not a patch on Mr Sheridan’s own comedies, which were guaranteed to have the audience in fits of laughter. Mr Salter’s play by contrast was not worth a fart.

Prejudiced though I was against it, I was alarmed to see that the gentlemen of the Pit were exceedingly bored after the first act. Mr Kemble, our leading actor, had to struggle against a hostile shower of orange peel. I could tell that it would not be long before a more dangerous rain of bottles and rotten vegetables would fall. Some of the audience were climbing over the benches in an attempt to reach the forestage. Leading the vanguard was vile Jonas Miller from the lawyer’s office across the road. You should know, Reader, that he is a real hog-grubber that one. He thinks so highly of his own taste that he believes he has a right to praise or damn a play by forcing the actors off the stage. Ducking out of the shadows of the box, I filched Mr Sheridan’s opera glasses from his hand and took a swift look at the other parts of the House. The galleries, particularly the footmen in the gods, were on the point of revolt, giving a crude Anne’s fan to the actors with their white-gloved hands, wigs askew as they pushed and shoved to reach the rail. The ladies were gathering their shawls about them in anticipation of the riot to come. I noticed one party directly opposite was already on its feet, heading for the exit.

‘It’s not looking pretty, Cat,’ Mr Sheridan remarked over his shoulder. He too had read the signs. ‘I suggest we make a tactical retreat before the oranges are aimed in my direction.’

With a nod of agreement, I uncurled from my comfortable lookout. Jonas and his cronies had now reached the spikes guarding the stage from audience invasions. Poor Mr Kemble faltered in his speech, sensing that he was about to be upstaged by the frenzy of an audience demanding their money back.

‘I hope Kemble can turn the play around and stop them ripping up the benches: it cost hundreds of pounds to repair the damage after the last riot,’ Mr Sheridan muttered half to himself as I followed him down the dark corridors leading backstage. ‘I can’t afford it. Mr Salter is costing me far more than he’s worth.’

I rejoiced inwardly to hear my enemy so criticised by his employer. Ever since Mr Salter got off the Norwich mail coach and knocked on the door of Drury Lane looking for work as a playwright, he has been no friend of mine. In my defence, I should point out that he started it by calling me a ‘dirty beggar’ and suggesting that the Foundlings Hospital was a more suitable place for an orphan like myself than a theatre. Since then, I am not ashamed to admit that it has been open war between us. And as he has been angling for the job of prompt for weeks after Old Carver got too deaf to carry on, he knows that I’ve been using all my influence with Mr Sheridan and Mr Kemble to stop him getting the job.

Leaving the noise of the bellowing, braying audience behind, Mr Sheridan ducked into the shadowy labyrinth behind stage and made his way deftly around the scenery, ropes and barrels that littered his path. This was the world never seen by the paying public . . . workshops, storerooms, dressing rooms and cellars: the underbelly of the theatre. You could get lost in here for hours. But Mr Sheridan did not put a foot wrong; we both knew this place like the back of our hands. We passed Mr Salter who was quivering in the wings, his old tie wig scrunched up in his hands as he gazed in agony at the destruction of his hopes on stage. Mr Sheridan barely spared him a glance but pressed on without offering a word of comfort, a bitter smile on his lips. He seemed to have forgotten I was with him as he was now striding along, hands clasped behind his back, whistling ‘Rule, Britannia’ under his breath, horribly out of tune. His mind had clearly turned to other things. And there were many things that he could be thinking about . . . in addition to owning the theatre, he is a member of parliament, a leading figure in opposition to Prime Minister Pitt’s government, as well as best friend of the Prince of Wales. He has made himself into one of the first men in the country . . . which is no mean feat for an Irish actor’s son, you must agree. I admire him more than anyone I know . . . though even I am not blind to his shortcomings. You could not spend five minutes among my friends backstage without knowing that his inability to pay wages is probably his chief fault. He is distinctly devious about money matters and always in trouble with someone about his failure to pay up.

With all this on his plate, I could not even begin to imagine what business might be on his mind, but that did not stop me trying to find out. Curious to know where he was going in this purposeful manner, I followed him, slinking behind like his shadow.

Perhaps he was only going for a breath of fresh air? Sure enough, Mr Sheridan stopped at the stage door and said a few friendly words to Caleb, the doorkeeper, offering him a pinch from his snuffbox, which the old man gratefully received. I lingered in a dark corner, wondering if there would be anything more interesting to see. A stray rioter perhaps?

‘Has my visitor arrived yet?’ Mr Sheridan asked Caleb quietly, though I thought his expressive eyes twinkled with more than usual interest to hear the answer.

‘No, sir,’ Caleb replied hoarsely. ‘Not a sight nor sound of anybody round the back tonight. All the excitement’s out front from what I ’ear.’ The night breeze carried with it the sound of breaking glass and raucous voices; the protest at Mr Salter’s execrable writing had spilled over on to the street.

‘Oh, he’ll be here all right,’ said Mr Sheridan, looking out into the bleak January evening. ‘He has no choice but be here. Go get yourself a drink, Caleb. I’ll watch the door for a few minutes.’ There was a chink as he dropped some coins into the doorkeeper’s gnarled palm.

‘Thank ’ee very much, sir,’ wheezed Caleb. ‘I don’t mind if I do.’ He shuffled off in the direction of Bow Street in search of a warming mug of porter.

As soon as the old man had limped out of sight, there was a cough in the darkness beyond the doors. Mr Sheridan took a step outside.

‘Marchmont, is that you?’ he called.

Something scuffled over to our right behind a stack of barrels but it was too black to see anything. A rat?

‘Anyone there?’ challenged Mr Sheridan, moving towards the sound.

A gentleman stepped out of the night behind his back. He was much taller and slighter than the stocky Mr Sheridan, swathed in a black cloak and had a three-cornered hat pulled low on his brow, giving him a most villainous appearance. I shrank behind the door curtain, keeping out of sight but within call in case Mr Sheridan should need help.

‘Sherry, my old friend, of course it’s me. Why, were you expecting someone else?’ the man replied. His thin, high-pitched voice would have sent a shiver down my spine if I hadn’t already been trembling in the bitter wind blowing through the open door. I hid further in the folds of the door curtain, trying not to sneeze as my nose rubbed against the musty material.

Mr Sheridan ignored his question. He shifted uneasily, looking about him into the shadows.

‘Do you have the diamond?’ he asked, speaking so low I could barely hear him.

I swallowed my expression of surprise. No wonder he had sent Caleb away! He did not want anyone to hear this. This was evidently a conversation on which I should not be eavesdropping . . . that of course made it all the more tempting to listen.

Marchmont must have also noticed Mr Sheridan’s agitation for he laughed in a shrill neigh. ‘Don’t be so worried, old friend. The riot has distracted everyone, as you predicted. The diamond will be with you later tonight. We can slip our jewel across town without anyone noticing.’

So Mr Sheridan had not been as deficient in taste as I thought: the choice of play was deliberate, I noted.

‘Good, good,’ said Mr Sheridan, relaxing a little. ‘Would you like to come in for something to take off the chill? I have a few bottles stashed away in my room.’

‘Of course you do,’ Marchmont said with a knowing leer at one of England’s most celebrated drinkers. ‘I dare say I could force down a drop of something. The river was damned cold tonight.’

The two men stepped back into the theatre. I kept very still, hardly daring to breath. I would have got away with it too if the fastening of the man’s cloak had not snagged on the curtain. He turned to tug it free and caught sight of a pair of white-stockinged legs peeping out.

‘What’s this?’ Marchmont barked. I felt my arm seized in a fierce grip as I was wrenched into the open. Two fingers pinched my ear, dragging me upwards so I had to stand on tiptoes or part company with my earlobe. I squealed with the pain and tried to push him off. ‘A spy? What have you heard, girl?’

Behind Marchmont I could see Mr Sheridan looking back at me, his face white with shock except for the inflamed patch across his nose that was flushed red like a warning flag.

‘Nothing!’ I lied.

‘I don’t believe you! Why were you hiding there? Who’s paid you to follow me, eh? Tell me quickly or you’ll find yourself at the bottom of the Thames with only the fish to spy on.’

He twisted my ear, causing me to yelp in pain a second time.

Mr Sheridan took a step forward and grabbed Marchmont’s wrist, making him release his grip.

‘Don’t frighten the child, Marchmont. It’s only my little Cat. No one’s paid her to spy on us.’ He turned to me, his eyes sparkling with anger at my presumption. ‘What are you doing here, Cat? What did you hear? Everything, I’ll be bound.’

I nodded miserably, eyes trained on the shiny caps of his shoes. ‘Sorry, sir. I just followed you when we got backstage.’

‘And?’ he said threateningly.

‘And I stayed to see who you were meeting.’

‘And?’

‘And I heard you talking about the diamond.’ I looked up to see if I could read my fate in his face.

Surely he wouldn’t throw me out on to the streets after all these years? ‘But I promise I’ll not tell anyone, sir,’ I ended lamely.

Mr Sheridan’s expression was enigmatic. I could not be sure but there seemed to a ghost of a smile hovering around his lips.

‘You’ll keep my jewel safe for me, won’t you, Cat?’

I nodded my head vigorously. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘You’ll let me know if anyone comes sniffing around for my treasure . . . anyone that shouldn’t be here?’

‘Of course, sir.’

Marchmont laid an unnaturally white hand on Mr Sheridan’s arm. ‘Is this wise, Sherry? The girl already knows too much. You should get rid of her.’

Mr Sheridan ruffled my hair. ‘They’ve been saying that to me for years but somehow Drury Lane would not be the same without its Cat.’ He pushed me out of Marchmont’s reach. ‘Run along now and keep your ears open for me, won’t you?’

‘Yes, sir!’ I saluted him before darting away, eager to escape from the presence of Mr Marchmont. He made my skin crawl.

The conversation I had overheard gave me plenty to think about that night as I settled down in the Sparrow’s Nest . . . the costume store on the top floor of the theatre where I was allowed to sleep. The place was misnamed . . . the magpie would have been a more suitable bird in view of the treasures that lay scattered through the wardrobe. It was like a museum of curiosities: the regalia of heathen kings lay next to those of Christian saints; presses were filled with the cast-offs of Roman emperors and Egyptian queens, now mingled in democratic abandon with the rags of mechanicals and shepherdesses. I made my bed on the couch with Lady Macduff ’s velvet cloak for my blanket, careful to blow out my candle as instructed, for one spark in here would set the whole theatre ablaze.

So, I thought, staring open-eyed into the darkness, listening to the raucous noises of the night revellers outside as the four hundred and thirty-eight rioters ended their evening smashing bottles and shouting in the street, Mr Sheridan wanted to hide a treasure in the theatre? And he had tasked me to protect it. It was a charge I was determined to take most seriously.


ACT I
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SCENE 1 . . . A BALLOON RIDE

It occurs to me now, Reader, that you may be wondering who I am and just what I am doing living in a theatre.

My full name is Catherine Royal, known to almost everyone but the vicar and Mr Salter as Cat. I am four foot four, have long red hair and green eyes, and not a penny that I can call my own. But I am not asking for your pity: I think I am more fortunate than those heiresses of many thousands a year that you read about in sentimental novels for I live in the most exciting place in the whole wide world: the Theatre Royal Drury Lane, London. Forget everything you’ve heard about our rival house, Covent Garden, for Drury Lane undoubtedly has the best actors, backstage hands, musicians and dancers. And I should know for there is nothing that happens in our theatre that I am not aware of . . . well, almost nothing, as my tale will show.

Why do I live in a theatre? you ask. Why am I not at home with my mama and papa? Well, you see, I seem to have lost my parents, or rather, they lost me. Mr Sheridan himself found the infant me on the theatre steps one cold January night in 1780. Rather than hand me on to the Foundlings Hospital, where a scrawny scrap as I was then usually dies in the first few days, he decided to take me in. He even named me after his theatre, which explains why my surname is Royal. Mrs Reid, the head seamstress, says that Mr Sheridan was drunk at the time or he would never have done anything so soft-hearted. This is probably true. But drunk or not, he picked me up, transported me over the threshold of his theatre, and I have not left since. The theatre has become my family and I have become its Cat. It has fed and clothed me, taught me to read and write and given me employment. There is many an abandoned child who freezes to death on the streets of London in winter . . . but I was lucky.

And what do I do in the theatre? Well, Reader, you may think of it this way. The theatre is a kingdom. Mr Sheridan is our King George (without the fits of madness); Mr Kemble his Prime Minister; the actors and actresses the Royal Family. The different departments in the theatre are like the various ministries of government, providing costumes, scenery, music and dance to keep the Royal Family in fine form. You could call me the mail coach, running messages about the kingdom. Johnny says I am more like the oppressed masses doing the jobs no one else wants for no wages. He told me to write down that he is the Archbishop of Canterbury as, in his role as prompt, he administers the word to those in need. I wasn’t sure if this was blasphemous or not but he instructed me not to be so lily-livered and put it down in any case.

This brings me to Johnny. Or Mr Jonathan Smith as I suppose I should call him if I am to make a proper job of the introduction. I first met him the day after the riot. He was waiting outside Mr Kemble’s office early the next morning when I came down from the Sparrow’s Nest with a pile of washing. He was kicking his heels in the corridor and whistling ‘Rule, Britannia’, just as Mr Sheridan had the night before, with the difference that his rendition was far more tuneful. He did not see me, perhaps because I only come up to his chest, so he managed to trip me up as I passed.

‘Clothead!’ I squealed at him as the washing tumbled on to the floor with me on top of it. ‘Fool!’ (You see that I was brought up in the politest society and know how to introduce myself to a gentleman in the most agreeable way.)

Johnny almost fell over himself in his attempt to right his wrong. He hauled me up and began to load me down with the clothes, practically burying me under Miss Stageldoir’s smelly stockings.

‘I am so sorry, I did not see you there, Miss . . .?’

I sniffed disdainfully, then regretted this immediately as it brought a rather overwhelming whiff of feet to my nostrils. ‘Miss Catherine Royal,’ I said with dignity.

‘Miss Catherine Royal,’ said Johnny, making a low bow, his eyes gleaming mischievously as he squinted up at me. ‘Will Miss Royal ever forgive her humble servant?’ He remained bent over, his face contorted, half-laughing, half-pleading.

I had to smile. ‘Of course,’ I said, trying to curtsey to show him that I too could be refined if I tried. Unfortunately, my bob sent the clothes tumbling back to the ground. We bent down together to pick them up. ‘But you’d better call me Cat because no one will understand you if you call me Miss Royal.’

‘Your wish is my command,’ said Johnny, like the genie out of the Arabian Nights.

I took an instant liking to him: a tall youth with long black hair tied behind in a blue ribbon. His eyes were so brown they were almost black and seemed to dance with laughter. He was also very handsome. I guessed that the girls backstage would all be swooning over him before too long.

‘And who are you?’ I asked when he did not introduce himself.

‘Mr Jonathan . . .’ he hesitated for a moment, ‘Smith . . . at your service. Though you can call me Johnny.’ He gave me a wink.

‘Well, Johnny, what are you doing here? Mr Kemble doesn’t usually get in this early.’

He fortunately found my impertinent curiosity amusing. He laughed. ‘Oh, I have an appointment. You’re looking at the new prompt.’ He stood up and gave another bow, this time as if to an imaginary audience.

‘Oh good!’ I exclaimed, thinking how angry Mr Salter would be. ‘I’m so pleased they’ve appointed you.’

Johnny gave me a queer look. ‘I’m glad to hear it. Thank you for your vote of confidence. From what Sheridan . . . Mr Sheridan . . . told me, I have to secure your blessing if I am to succeed behind the scenes.’

This made me wonder. It was strange to think that someone as important as Mr Sheridan had thought to mention me to Johnny.

‘I’d better get these to the carrier. I’ll see you later,’ I said, a little embarrassed as I clasped the washing tightly to my chest.

‘See you later, Catkin.’

I could feel his eyes on my back as I made my way down the corridor. I had a warm glow inside, a wonderful sensation like being allowed near Mrs Reid’s fireside on a frosty day.

After sending the washing off on the carrier’s cart to the laundress in the nearby village of Islington, I slipped into the auditorium to see what the damage had been from last night’s riot. Long Tom, the tallest of the stagehands, was sweeping up the debris left in the Pit. There was a dank, unpleasant smell left by too many bodies crushed together down here night after night. It needed a good airing. How strange to think that somewhere amongst the squalid splendours of Drury Lane Mr Sheridan had hidden a treasure . . . a perfect diamond, a real jewel in her gilt crown. I wondered where he had put it. The stone would not be large; it could be almost anywhere.

‘Much harm done, Tom?’ I asked, clambering over the upturned benches to reach him.

‘Morning, Cat,’ he greeted me, gesturing to the pile of rotten vegetables and screwed-up playbills he had collected. ‘Not too bad. I’d say we got off lightly seeing what rubbish we inflicted on them last night. We’ll be able to open tonight as usual.’

I began to help him right the benches but then a door behind us banged open and a white-haired man with a cloak lined with scarlet flapped down the central aisle. Enter Signor Angelini, musical director.

‘Vivamente! Quickly now!’ he called over his shoulder, clapping his hands rapidly twice.

‘Buon giorno, Signorina Caterina,’ he said as he swept past me to the stage.

‘Buon giorno, maestro.’ I bobbed a curtsey.

Behind him trailed the members of the orchestra, the cellists carting their instruments under their arms like reluctant dance partners. The orchestra strongly resented being made to rehearse before noon. I spotted Peter Dodsley, a tall, thin man, never seen without his immaculate white wig. He played first violin and was an old friend of mine. He gave me a wink and suppressed a yawn.

‘You’re up early,’ I teased. Peter would probably have only slept for a few hours after earning a little extra on the side playing at some fancy party until the small hours of the morning.

‘Apparently,’ said Peter, nodding towards the maestro, ‘he has something special for us.’

‘I see,’ I grimaced back. We both knew that this probably meant that Signor Angelini wanted to inflict one of his own modern compositions on the orchestra, some wild piece full of unrestrained emotion. He’d then spend the rest of the day trying unsuccessfully to persuade Mr Kemble and Mr Sheridan to let him play it that evening. He’d been turned down so often that they were said to shout ‘No!’ as soon as they saw him darken their doorways holding a sheaf of music.

On this occasion, I heard raised voices coming from the stage. I turned from Peter to see Signor Angelini head to head with the stage manager, Henry Bishop, a powerfully built man with a shock of red hair peeping out from under his ancient wig.

‘Absolutely not, sir!’ Mr Bishop was shouting. ‘You cannot rehearse now. I’ve got a hot air balloon descent to practise for tonight’s musical farce.’

‘Dio! You think spectacle of stupid balloon dropping from ceiling more important than music?’ protested Signor Angelini, his conductor’s baton jabbing at the scenery suspended in the flies.

Mr Bishop put his hands on his hips and fixed the musician with his one good eye, the other being hidden by a leather patch, a casualty of a special effect with brimstone that went wrong a few years back. ‘Yes, I do. It’s what the public want and we’re going to give it to them. After last night, we can’t afford to disappoint them. Mr Kemble has ordered that we prepare for the farce . . . and unless I get this contraption working, there will be hell to pay.’ He stared down the Italian so that even the usually indomitable Signor Angelini withered like a plant in the hot sun.

‘Claro,’ the signor said, bowing to the stage manager’s authority, ‘but I can practise down there, no?’ He pointed to the cramped orchestra pit.

‘Of course. You tootle away as much as you like . . . it won’t disturb me and the men.’

‘If they are men, what are we then?’ Peter whispered to me archly. ‘A bunch of daisies?’

With an irritable flick of his wrist, Signor Angelini directed his players to their places in the Pit. Peter gave me a nod of farewell and settled himself down at his usual station at the front of the orchestra.

Behind him, ropes began to creak as Mr Bishop’s team started dropping and raising the mock air balloon, a copy of the amazing Montgolfier craft that they say really flew over Paris in 1783. Imagine, Reader: men taking flight like a bird for the first time since Icarus! We are living in exciting times. The balloon was a sumptuous piece of scenery . . . a circular frame draped in blue and yellow silks over a large wicker basket which was to hold the actors. I was most desirous to have a ride in it ever since seeing it under construction so I perched hopefully on the edge of the stage waiting to see if Mr Bishop needed any volunteers for a test flight.

‘So, maestro, where is the music?’ asked Peter with a hint of resignation in his voice as he bowed to the inevitable.

‘No new music,’ said Signor Angelini, rifling through his sheets, scattering them to the floor like seed corn. I jumped down to gather them up for him. ‘No, today we ’ave a new player to join us. ‘’E will be performing in the play.’

Peter looked about him but could only spot the familiar faces of his colleagues.

‘Where is he? What does he play?’ he asked.

Signor Angelini did not answer; he clapped his hands twice again and barked, ‘Pedro, come!’ The main doors to the auditorium swung open and a small figure could be seen silhouetted against the daylight streaming in from outside. The newcomer made his way confidently down the aisle to the orchestra pit and bowed low to Signor Angelini. With lightning swiftness, he then undid the case he held clutched under his arm, took out a violin and bow, and stood, feet apart, ready to play.

The new player was a boy no older than me, but he had the darkest skin of any child I had ever seen. Dressed in yellow and blue livery, his skin gleamed like the ebony notes on the pianoforte. I realised then that he must be from Africa, one of the people taken forcibly from their homes to work as slaves on the plantations of the West Indies. You’ve doubtless read about them since the recent exertions of the Abolitionists to bring their plight to the public’s attention. But how he had ended up in Drury Lane with a violin under his chin was anyone’s guess.

‘Who’s the boy, maestro?’ asked Peter dubiously, eying the violin as if it might explode at any moment.

‘Is this a joke?’ muttered the horn player, an unpleasant fellow who played his instrument most crudely (Peter has nicknamed him the brass-belcher but I would be grateful if you did not pass this on). ‘It’s bad enough with those bare-legged hoydens flitting about in the ballet; surely you don’t expect us to play with performing monkeys too?’ He scowled at Pedro, but the boy did not flinch. Pedro kept his gaze fixed on the conductor, his posture confident and dignified, though from the tightening of a muscle in his jaw I could tell he was offended.

‘Tcht!’ hissed Signor Angelini, waving an angry finger at the horn player. ‘Enough of your rudeness, barbarian. The boy can play like an angel. Pedro, start at the first movement.’

The horn player snorted scornfully. Now firmly on the boy’s side, I watched with bated breath as he took a moment to compose himself. He then launched into the piece, making the notes dance and flutter about the strings in a cloud of butterfly melodies, wiping the sneer off the face of the horn player.

‘Enough,’ interrupted Signor Angelini, cutting the stream of music off abruptly with a flick of his baton. ‘The opening of the second, if you please.’

Pedro took a deep breath, eyes closed, and now made his violin sing with such sweet sadness that I felt a sob rise in my throat. After only a few passages, Peter wept unashamedly into his white handkerchief, his shoulders heaving with emotion. Even the noises from the stage crew had stopped as Mr Bishop and his men stood still to listen to the performance.

‘Now the end of the third,’ said the conductor, looking round at the subdued audience with a triumphant smile.

The boy raised his bow and set off at a terrific pace, a virtuoso dash through the music, taking every obstacle in his path like a thoroughbred horse. Sweat beaded on his brow as he came to the conclusion, making the bow fly so fast that it became a blur. He finished on three victorious notes and was rewarded by the spontaneous applause of the orchestra and stage crew, as well as myself.

‘Very impressive!’ said Peter loudly. ‘That was Mozart as he should be played.’

Pedro, who had been studiously avoiding anyone’s eye but Signor Angelini’s, now shot a grateful look towards the first violin. The two musicians had come to a mutual understanding.

‘Indeed, Mr Dodsley,’ said the signor. ‘But, tristemente, Pedro will not be sitting with you to play Mozart. ’E will be playing the part of the Mogul Prince in the farce.’ The signor tapped his music stand with his baton. ‘Attention, gentlemen! Let us start at bar thirty.’

The music rehearsal now properly under way, I drifted off to see how work on the balloon was progressing. The stagehands were groaning in the wings as they tugged like mariners hoisting a sail, making the machine rise and fall slowly. I approached Mr Bishop with caution.

‘Will it work?’ I asked tentatively. I was never sure of my reception from Mr Bishop. Mostly he tolerated me, but occasionally he would scold me as a useful vent for his anger if he was having a bad day.

Perhaps the music had mellowed him, but he appeared to be in a good humour.

‘It might,’ he said, thoughtfully scratching his chin, examining the ropes and pulleys stretching up to the galleries above.

‘Can I be of assistance? I mean, would you like to try it with someone inside?’

Mr Bishop looked down at me, calculating my weight. ‘That’s not a bad idea. You’re a fraction of the weight of Mr Andrews, so it would give the lads something to practise on before we try the full burden. In you go, Cat.’

With a shout to his men, he lifted me into the basket and stood back.

‘Take her away!’ he ordered.

With a jolt, the basket began to move slowly up from the floor, ropes creaking in the blocks above. This must be what it is like to fly, I thought. I could see the will-o’-the-wisp lights of the orchestra in the Pit below, the gleam of the whites of the African boy’s upturned eyes as he watched me rise above him. Even the vast stage began to look very small. The white cross that marked the trapdoor in the floor looked tiny from up here.

‘One more heave and that should do it!’ bellowed Mr Bishop, standing underneath to monitor my progress. I leant over the side to give him a cheery wave.

‘Aargh!’

It was my scream that echoed around the stage as the rope holding the front of the basket came away from its fastening, tipping its contents . . . me . . . out forwards head over heels. As I fell, I just managed to grab on to a handle on the rim of the basket and ended up dangling twenty feet from the ground.

‘Stop!’ yelled Mr Bishop.

The balloon lurched to a standstill. There was another jolt and the tackle holding a second rope gave way, snaking to the floor like a whip. The orchestra ground to a dissonant halt.

‘Hang on Cat!’ Mr Bishop shouted quite unnecessarily. As if I was going to do anything else.

‘Can you lower her?’ he shouted into the wings.

‘The block’s jammed,’ Long Tom shouted back.

There was a hubbub of noise below me as people ran across the stage. Swinging like a pendulum, my skirts billowing in a most undignified manner, I clung on with my fingers, praying rescue would come quickly. Taking a terrifying glance downwards I saw one of the stage crew running on with a big piece of canvas, passing it out to the rest to form a net to catch me. Half the orchestra had also climbed on to the stage and were grabbing hold of the canvas. I felt sick with fear. Surely it was too far for me to fall even if they caught me?

Someone else must have been thinking the same thing for a new voice piped up.

‘She will break her neck if she jumps from there.’ It was the boy violinist. He leapt lightly on to the stage.

‘He’s right,’ chimed in Peter, climbing up beside him. ‘Don’t you have a ladder?’

‘Not long enough,’ said Mr Bishop.

‘No need for a ladder,’ said Pedro.

As I twirled in the air, I watched the boy bound across the stage, nimble as a squirrel, leap on to the rope Long Tom had used to haul the basket into the air and begin shinning up it.

‘Somebody stop the boy. ’E’ll kill ’imself!’ shrieked Signor Angelini, but Pedro was far out of reach before anyone grabbed the rope.

He climbed right up into the roof to the jammed block of the pulley system and leapt across to transfer to the rope leading down to the basket. I gave renewed shrieks as the basket began to sway alarmingly, my grip sliding on the wicker weaving. Calmly, Pedro slithered down the rope to stand on the upturned edge of the basket. Twisting one leg around the rope, he stretched over the side and held out his arm to me.

‘Here, take my hand,’ he said, holding it out inches from mine.

‘I can’t!’ I whispered, now almost paralysed with fright. ‘I can’t let go.’

With an impatient whistle between his teeth, Pedro let himself slide a little further over the edge so that he was now dangling upside down alongside me.

‘Is that better?’ he asked cheerfully, grabbing both my wrists in his hands. ‘Trust me now?’

‘Yes,’ I gasped. I let go.

Like some bizarre circus act, we swung there for a few moments, Pedro upside down, me dangling in his grip, before he heaved me up on to the upright side of the basket.

‘Here, hold on to this,’ he said, placing my hands on the rope. ‘I’ll see if I can unblock it above.’

Now I was no longer hanging by my fingertips, my pride was returning. If Pedro could climb the ropes, then so could I.

‘No, I’ll follow you,’ I said, kicking off my leather shoes for greater grip. They tumbled to the ground, hitting someone in the crowd gathered below. The victim cursed loudly.

Pedro shook his head. ‘English girls don’t climb,’ he said. ‘Sit still.’

‘This one does.’ Not waiting for him, I started to shin up the rope as I had seen him do. It wasn’t easy: I had to fight off the silk canopy of the balloon as it billowed around me. But I’d been playing backstage all my life, climbing over bits of scenery and scaling the odd rope, if never one so high, so I refused to be put to shame by this newcomer. After all, I was the girl who had perfected the one-armed cartwheel during many hours playing alone on the empty stage. I could do it.

Or perhaps not.

I had clambered up to the tackle and seen what was to come next. I bit my lip. The jump that Pedro had made looked a very long way from here. A one-armed cartwheel was one thing; a leap across this chasm another.

‘Stay there, Catkin!’ someone shouted below. ‘Don’t do anything stupid.’

But I could now feel Pedro’s breath literally hot on my heels. For the national honour, I had to do it. I held out my arm over the void, preparing to leap.

‘No good like that,’ Pedro panted below. ‘Swing closer.’

The rope began to sway. I glanced down and saw Pedro hanging off it to make it move to and fro, each time bringing us closer to the rope at the side of the stage. Catching on quickly, I began to copy him. The balloon and basket creaked ominously below. I could hear Mr Bishop clearing the stage in case something larger than my slipper fell on a head. But now the rope was almost within reach.

‘Ready?’ asked Pedro. ‘Next time, we go. I count to three . . . one, two, three!’

And we were off, both letting go with one hand to stretch across and hook the rope. Like acrobats, we hung straddled between the two ropes before swinging over to hold on to the one leading to the ground. Pedro slid down as if the rope was greased; I followed gingerly, having no desire to make a mistake at the last moment.

Mr Bishop was waiting to lift me to the floor.

‘I think you’d better not let Mr Andrews try it just yet,’ I panted with relief as my feet hit firm ground.

Mr Bishop scratched his head, pushing his wig on to the back of his head. ‘No, you’re right there, Cat. Back to the drawing board on the ropes.’

‘I didn’t notice that in the script,’ said Johnny Smith, coming forward to pat Pedro on the back. Johnny handed me my shoes with a rueful grin. I noticed that he had a red heel-shaped mark on his forehead.

Pedro shrugged; his face resumed its disengaged look. It made me think that he was probably used to being treated badly and found it safest to keep himself to himself. He didn’t know yet that he was among friends at Drury Lane. As he turned to leave the stage, I darted forward and caught him by the arm.

‘Thank you,’ I said, trying to coax a smile from him.

He looked at me with his large brown eyes and seemed on the point of saying something when the horn player blurted out:

‘What did I tell you? Performing monkeys . . . and now we’ve got two of them. And one of them wears a skirt!’

‘Hold your tongue, Harding,’ said Peter, his pale eyes flashing angrily at the offender.

I wheeled round, fists balled, ready to lash out at the horn player.

‘I didn’t see you risking your neck to save me,’ I said tartly. ‘At least there was one gentleman brave enough to do so.’

‘Gentleman! Pah!’ mocked Mr Harding, leering at me. ‘I saw no gentleman.’

‘Yes, gentleman,’ I said defiantly.

‘She’s right,’ chipped in Johnny from behind me. ‘It’s the manners that make the man, not the colour of his skin.’

The other musicians murmured their agreement, forcing Mr Harding to back down this time. He retreated to the orchestra pit, grumbling loudly. Satisfied that I had won this bout of verbal sparring, I turned back to speak to Pedro, but he had gone.


[image: image]

SCENE 2 . . . GANG LEADER

‘Where is ’e?’ asked Signor Angelini. ‘We still ’ave much to do!’

‘Perhaps he has gone to have his costume fitted?’ suggested Peter with a languid wave towards the rear of the stage. ‘You did tell him that Mrs Reid wanted to see him.’

‘Shall I go and look for him?’ I asked, eager to find out more about my rescuer.

Signor Angelini nodded. ‘If you would, Caterina. We ’ave wasted enough of time already this morning. If we do not want the music to be a farce as well as the play, we must work very ’ard.’

‘Wasted!’ protested Peter, putting an arm around my shoulders and giving me a comforting squeeze. ‘Only so we could save our Cat!’

‘Then she can help repair the delays by finding ’im for me,’ Signor Angelini said briskly, ushering the orchestra back to their places. ‘Run, Caterina. Tell the boy ’e won’t be in trouble if ’e gets back in the next quarter of an hour. After that, ’e will regret it.’ He swished his baton, giving me no doubt that he intended to apply it to Pedro if he was still missing after that time.

I ran as fast as I could up the rickety stairs leading to the Sparrow’s Nest. Mrs Reid was sitting with Sarah Bowers, heads bent over a long velvet train that had got ripped in the scuffle to leave the stage last night. A shaft of smoky light fell across their laps from the
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