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			A SHOCKING DEBUT

			The play was going well. The Guv’nor seemed to have regained most of his stamina and was charming the audience in his usual manner. They were eating out of his hand. I stood behind the prompt and watched from the wings. Scene Three finished and I saw Hamlet, Rosencrantz, and Guildenstern gathered opposite me, with Maurice Withers as Fortineras on my side of the stage waiting to go on. The lights were not dimmed for the brief scene change; it was a simple matter for the backdrop to come rolling down and the scene to start. At a cue from me, Sam Green and his men sent the backdrop rolling down. There was a sudden gasp from the audience, followed by a scream from Edwina Price, the prompt. The scream startled me since Miss Price normally never uttered a word during a performance, unless called upon to prompt.

			“Lights! Douse the lights!” Someone responding faster than me shouted the order, but the lights remained steadily burning. I saw the reason for the commotion and leapt forward.

			As the scene backdrop unfolded, something that had been rolled up inside it came bouncing out. It was a severed human head!
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			Chapter One

			LONDON, 1881

			There was a light dusting of snow, though not enough to hide traces of the filth and detritus that covered street and pavement at all hours of the day and night. There was enough built up in the gutters to camouflage the edge of the curb and make stepping off it a hazard. At that late hour, with the theatre district finally deserted, traffic was no longer heavy in the heart of London. The gaslights outside the Lyceum Theatre had been extinguished, although one solitary mantle still burned over the side entrance. A sign above it read STAGE DOOR in faded, weatherworn letters. I held my coat collar up and tight about my ears and pulled my bowler hat down more firmly on my head as I approached the theatre.

			Ahead of me a hansom cab pulled in close to the entrance and a tall man in a heavy Inverness coat got out. The cab moved away, its wheels muffled as it passed over the snow-covered cobblestones. The man held on to the brim of his top hat as a gust of wind blew around the corner, stirring his cape and swirling eddies of fresh snow into miniature white whirlwinds. He hurried inside the theatre, the door banging closed behind him.

			“Mr. Stoker has got there before me,” I muttered to myself. “So much for making a good impression.”

			Not that I needed to make an impression, good or bad. My position was secure, I knew. I had been Mr. Bram Stoker’s stage manager for three years now and we got along well . . . as well as any employer and employee might. I hurried forward and pushed through the stage door.

			“Good evening, Bill.”

			Old Bill Thomas, head buried in a copy of the Sporting Times, barely glanced up as I passed his cubicle. I wondered, not for the first time, if the man lived there. It seemed he was always behind his little window no matter what time of the day or night I entered or left the theatre. Bill was the doorman, keeping out the riffraff while acknowledging the cast and crew.

			It had been an odd sort of a day, even for a Henry Irving first night. First nights were always full of nervous actors, prima donnas, and unforeseen crises. Actors forgot lines they had repeated innumerable times; props got mysteriously moved from where I—as stage manager—had carefully placed them; scenery that had been securely fastened threatened to fall down. But on this occasion there had been an added distraction . . . Mr. Henry Irving had been poisoned.

			* * *

			I remember the scene—it will be a very long time before I forget it—with Mr. Irving, face like that of a dead man, leaning against the jamb of the door into his dressing room. Miss Ellen Terry was admonishing him to go to bed.

			“You cannot go on, Henry. Admit it. Why, you can hardly stand up straight.”

			“I can stand perfectly well, Ellen.”

			“The doctor says you have probably been poisoned. Come now! You have an understudy who is able to take over.”

			The little group in the passageway outside the Guv’nor’s dressing room turned briefly to look at Mr. Peter Richland, the understudy in question. He did not inspire confidence. Mr. Irving’s voice could fill the theatre, from the pit all the way up to the gods. Mr. Richland’s voice reflected more the weaknesses of the Prince of Denmark. All eyes turned back to Mr. Irving.

			“It is a first night,” he said, a little of his usual fire breaking through. “I have never missed a first night in my life, nor will I.”

			“It may well become a last night if you do not follow your doctor’s advice,” said Miss Terry.

			I glanced at Mr. Stoker, now helping support Mr. Irving, who was already in costume. Whether or not he had applied makeup I couldn’t say; his face was so colorless. I then looked at Dr. Cochran, hovering in the background behind this pale figure of Hamlet. He was fidgeting with items in his bag and was obviously trying not to be drawn into the argument.

			“I have made my decision!” The Guv’nor pushed himself away from the doorpost, patted Mr. Stoker on the shoulder, and then lurched back into his dressing room. “Where’s that callboy? Must be overture and beginners by now, isn’t it?”

			* * *

			The drama offstage was frequently a match for that onstage, I had come to realize. Happily, I was still young enough to adjust. At twenty-two I, Harry Rivers, had been delighted to obtain employment at London’s famous Lyceum Theatre, home of England’s prominent Shakespearean actor Henry Irving. I had dabbled in stagecraft during my education at the Hounslow Masonic Institution for Boys, which I attended courtesy of the Honorable Gregory Moffatt. I should explain that I am not of that class by any means, but my father, a blacksmith, had done a great deal of work for the Hon. Mr. Moffatt (third son of Baron Runnymede) and that gentleman had looked kindly upon me. There were one hundred and fifty boys at the school, taught by three masters. We were drilled in Greek, Latin, French, German, mathematics, history, and geography. I did not excel in any one of these subjects.

			My mother died trying, unsuccessfully, to bring my brother into the world. My father passed soon after that, so, at the age of fourteen, I had been forced to come to London to seek my fortune. After a few rough years as a crossing sweeper, errand boy, and newspaper seller, I began working as a cabdriver and thus met the owner of the small Novelty Theatre on Great Queen Street, Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Through this acquaintance, I obtained the job of theatre doorman. When I later heard that Mr. Irving was to take over the running of the Lyceum—a much more prestigious theatre—I applied for a position there. Apparently Mr. Irving had brought over from Ireland a Mr. Abraham Stoker, a theatre critic who had written very favorably of Mr. Irving’s performances in that country. Mr. Stoker became the Lyceum’s business manager and I became stage manager . . . a job with which I fell in love.

			I worked closely with Mr. Stoker and also became his personal assistant. I came to admire him a great deal, although I have to admit, even after three years, that I still could be caught off guard by some of his idiosyncrasies. He was not afraid to display his emotions and, despite a fine business sense, backed by years at the best Irish university, was easily swept up by tales of ancient Irish lore and legend. He openly believed in ghosts, sixth senses, and even “the little people,” and spent what little spare time he had writing his own stories. I must admit that I would not change my employment for any other.

			But now, Henry Irving had been poisoned. Happily, he had survived, although he was severely incapacitated, and Mr. Stoker and I had vowed to determine who was responsible. After all, if Mr. Irving died, the two of us would be out of a job.

			* * *

			“Sit down, Harry.”

			I moved across the small office and perched on the edge of a straight-backed chair, close to the theatre manager’s old and battered desk. It wasn’t really a desk as such; it was an ancient kitchen table. I knew that Mr. Stoker had brought it across from Ireland with him when he came to the Lyceum Theatre three years ago. He called it his “lucky table.” It had once been the family table at his home in Clontarf, a suburb of Dublin. Mr. Stoker—known to close associates as Bram, though Mr. Irving always insisted on using the full Abraham—had told me how he had grown up leaning on that table when, for the first seven years of his life, he had been barely able to walk. He had gone on to recover, had entered Trinity College, and had taken the table with him to his study where he advanced to graduate with honors. I knew that the old table was dear to him, full of memories. Right now the top surface was almost completely covered with papers: playbills, programs, call sheets, and innumerable scraps of paper with scribbled notes on them.

			“How’s the Guv’nor?” I asked. Everyone called Mr. Irving “the Guv’nor.”

			Stoker fingered his bushy mustache and looked at me with one piercing gray green eye; the other eye scrunched up. I knew that meant he was worried, though he’d never admit it.

			“He should never have gone on tonight.”

			“We all tried to tell him,” I said. Not that anyone can tell Mr. Irving anything he does not want to hear. “Peter Richland was beside himself, of course. This is the fourth or fifth time that he’s been ready to go on and the Guv’nor has made a comeback.”

			Stoker nodded his large head. “I feel for him,” he said. “Always the understudy and never the star. Must be very frustrating.”

			“I thought Mr. Irving was going to take ill at the start of Scene Five. He said the line ‘Alas, poor ghost!’ and then began that terrible retching cough, and I think he actually held on to a flat at one point.”

			“Mmm.” Again Mr. Stoker nodded.

			“Doctor Cochran says he doesn’t know what poisoned him. At first he thought it might just be food poisoning, but then he decided that it was far more serious than that. He said the Guv’nor’s lucky he didn’t die.”

			“You can’t kill Henry Irving.”

			“I agree, sir,” I said. “But someone certainly tried.”

			Because it was opening night Mr. Irving had insisted that the police not be called. The performance should have been postponed, with the star so desperately ill, but there had been a rush to open before the Sadler’s Wells Theatre launched their production of Twelfth Night, starring Philius Pheebes-Watson as Malvolio and Gladys Stringer as Olivia. There had been a keen rivalry between the two theatres ever since Mrs. Bateman had left as manager of the Lyceum and taken up the same position at Sadler’s Wells.

			Just ten years ago in 1871, Mr. Hezekiah Linthicum Bateman, an American, had taken over the lease of the Lyceum and assembled a company with Henry Irving heading it. When the Guv’nor did a widely acclaimed performance of Mathias in The Bells, he became something of a major player on the London stage. Four years later Bateman died, leaving his widow in charge of the theatre. Mrs. Bateman was capable but not really able to manage such a massive undertaking, and she relinquished the Lyceum in 1878 and moved to Sadler’s Wells Theatre. The Guv’nor then took over the Lyceum’s lease and, with the extremely capable assistance of Abraham Stoker as theatre manager, built up a formidable reputation for the theatre.

			Mrs. Bateman and Mr. Irving did not get along. I should say that they had not got along . . . At the beginning of January Mrs. Bateman had gone to join her husband. However, her place had been taken by her eldest daughter Kate. Kate—almost forty years of age—had married the actor George Crowe. The Guv’nor felt no friendlier toward Mrs. Crowe than he had toward her mother.

			“Where is the Guv’nor now?” I asked.

			“I finally managed to send him off home to bed. Not to stir until tomorrow night’s performance.”

			It was my turn to nod. When the curtain had come down—and after the usual number of curtain calls—the cast had dispersed to their various abodes, and both Mr. Stoker and myself had slipped out for a bite of supper. As usual after an opening, we had come back to the theatre for a quick review before going home ourselves.

			“It was a good house,” I said.

			My employer did not immediately respond. I studied his dark auburn hair—a far cry from my own “ginger” carrot red mop. Funny we should both be redheads, I thought. Perhaps his six feet and two inches compared to my puny five feet and six inches affected hair color in some way? Or his thirty-three years of age to my twenty-two? In the flickering lamplight I saw that Stoker’s generous beard and mustache were already highlighted with the slightest touches of silver gray. Bram Stoker was married to his work and carried the burden of the entire Lyceum Theatre, with its more than three hundred employees. He kept a finger on every aspect of the enterprise, from the payroll to the actors and actresses, the scenery builders, the front of house, programs, advertising . . . everything. I don’t think he had much time to spend with Mrs. Stoker or even their young son. I had heard rumors that the marriage was not a happy one, though I tried not to listen to gossip.

			“I’ll be interested to see what the critics have to say,” he said, and sighed. “They are never willing to give an inch, no matter the circumstances.”

			“Not that they would know about the poisoning,” I responded.

			“Oh, they’ll know.” His big head nodded once again, slowly, up and down. “Theatre tittle-tattle is the life’s blood of critics. Believe me, Harry, they’ll know.”

			It was nearly an hour later that I locked the office door and left the theatre. Mr. Stoker had, reluctantly it seemed to me, dragged himself away ahead of me and asked Bill Thomas to find him a hansom. When Bill would leave, I had no idea. Thoughts of Mr. Henry Irving’s poisoner could wait until tomorrow yet could not be disregarded. Someone had tried to poison the Guv’nor and we needed to know who and why. Bill Thomas had suggested that we might consider Herbert Willis.

			“He was always trouble,” Bill had said.

			It was true, though Bill did tend to think the worst of just about everyone. Willis was a stagehand and Mr. Stoker had let him go because he had been inebriated on the job once too often. He left shouting curses at the Lyceum—which I think disturbed Mr. Stoker more than he would admit—but it seemed too early to think of Willis as a would-be murderer.

			I set out through the dwindling snow in the direction of Chancery Lane. My gloomy rooms at Mrs. Bell’s establishment were never an attraction, but I knew that at least I’d find a cup of cocoa waiting for me and perhaps a scuttle full of coal in my room, to bank up a bright, warm fire.

			* * *

			It was my job to pick up copies of all the major newspapers on the morning following a first night. Although theatre managers, producers, and especially the actors themselves may pooh-pooh the opinions of the critics, those opinions can make or mar a production costing hundreds of pounds. I bought the Times, Morning Herald, Daily News, and Morning Chronicle. The more important Era, Stage Directory, and Referee, all of which focus on the theatre, were all weekly publications, so we would have to wait to see what they had to say. With the newsprint under my arm, I hurried into the theatre and made for Mr. Stoker’s office. I found the big man already there, a copy of the Times spread out across his desk and his gold-rimmed spectacles perched on the bridge of his nose.

			“I got that,” I said, indicating the Times. I couldn’t help adding, “As I always do.”

			He grunted and stabbed a finger at a column near the top of an inside page.

			“Did you see what our Mr. Matthew Burgundy has to say?”

			“I haven’t read anything yet, sir.” I was, perhaps, a little testy. “I only just got here.”

			He ignored my impertinence. “The old fool says that the Guv’nor ‘was not up to his usual brisk portrayal, making of the tragedy a veritable dirge.’ I ask you!”

			“Perhaps he doesn’t know of the poisoning,” I suggested.

			“Oh, he knows, Harry! He knows.”

			We went through the other reviews. The Morning Chronicle critic seemed to think that the Guv’nor’s hesitations and clutching at his stomach were all part of a new characterization and applauded it. Obviously that gentleman did not know of the poisoning. The rest seemed to share the opinion of the Times’s critic.

			“Well, not as bad as it might have been.” I tried to sound hopeful.

			Stoker grunted. He seemed to do a lot of grunting. He stood up, slipped off his spectacles, and consulted his gold pocket watch, which was a treasured gift from Mr. Irving.

			“What d’you have to do today, Harry?”

			I, too, stood up. The review of the reviews was over and there was work to be done.

			“I need to go through the properties after last night’s performance—I noticed Arthur Swindon moving things around. Then David wants me to look at the lights for Scene . . .”

			“Never mind all that.” The big man cleared a patch of space on the top of his desk and pulled down a ledger from the shelf behind his seat. “I want you to get on over to Sadler’s Wells and have a dig around, Harry. I’ve got a suspicion those people know more about poison than they need to for the sake of treading the boards. You’re on friendly terms with their doorman, are you not?” He opened the ledger and replaced his spectacles.

			I tugged at my wispy red mustache and wished, not for the first time, that I could manage to grow a beard. So much more impressive to pensively tug on a beard than on one’s naked chin

			“Yes, sir,” I said. “Old George Dale has been around for centuries it seems. Everyone knows George. I’ll get on over there.”

			I would much have preferred to stay inside the Lyceum. Drafty as it was, it was still warmer than outdoors in the winter wind. The snow had stopped falling just before dawn and there was even a slight hint of sun, somewhere high up above the ever-present mist that forever blew and drifted off the river. I felt in my pocket for change and, finding a little, decided to take a cab to Rosebery Avenue, Clerkenwell, the home of Sadler’s Wells Theatre.

			Clerkenwell is on the border of Islington, a neighborhood that is not the most salubrious yet is not bad enough to detract the theatre-goers from attending Sadler’s Wells, when their productions are of note. The theatre had, in the distant past, presented such luminaries as Edmund Kean and Joseph Grimaldi, but it had fluctuated between being a legitimate theatre and being a home for pantomime and variety. It had finally been condemned as a dangerous structure in 1878—just three years ago—but it was then refurbished and reopened the following year with Mrs. Bateman, and now Mrs. Crowe, at the helm.

			At that hour of the morning the roads were busy with the comings and goings of the gentlemen of the city. Hansoms and growlers were now supplemented by lumbering horse-drawn omnibuses, wagons, drays, delivery carts, and private carriages. The hansom I obtained seemed unable or unwilling to overtake any other vehicle, no matter how slowly it was moving, and I sat behind the leather apron tapping my foot on the floor and inwardly cursing at the time we were wasting. I was sure that Mr. Stoker had good reason to send me on this errand—the poisoning of the Guv’nor was surely cause enough—but I could not clear my head of the one thousand and one little jobs that I knew awaited me back at the theatre.

			Eventually my vehicle pulled over to the side of the road and the trapdoor above my head opened.

			“’Ere you are, guv. Right as rain!”

			Even from where I sat, I felt assaulted by the breath of the cabdriver. Surely he must have breakfasted on beer and garlic—a fearsome combination. I paid him and jumped down to the pavement as he cracked his whip. The elderly nag lurched away back into the line of traffic.

			I found George Dale as ever, eyes half closed as he peered through the dirty eyepieces of his pince-nez, looking at me and at the world passing by his little window over the top of the morning newspaper. Unlike our Bill Thomas, George was not especially conscientious as a doorman. He observed those who came and went but did little to verify their authority to be in the theatre.

			“’Arry Rivers, as I live and breathe,” he said, when his eyes finally focused on me. “Thought you was dead and gorn these many years.”

			“Oh, come on, George,” I said. “Why, I saw you only a month or so back. In fact I bought you a drink, if you recall?”

			He squinted his eyes and tugged at an earlobe. “Well, maybe you did and maybe you didn’t. I won’t let it stop you from buying me another.”

			“Can you leave your post for long enough to kill a porter?” I asked. “Or a Reid’s stout? As I recall that was always your poison of choice. I would like to have a word or three with you, if I may?”

			Explaining that he was never missed unless there was an emergency, George pried his large frame out of his cubbyhole and let me lead him across the street to the Bag o’ Nails tavern, a favorite of the Sadler’s Wells’ employees. He breathed laboriously and wheezed as though it were a great effort. I was always afraid that he might suddenly drop dead, but he had been that way as long as I’d known him. We had no difficulty finding a corner table at that hour, and he slumped down into the chair. Soon the two of us were sipping on large glasses of a good, dark stout. George finally looked up at me, a line of froth across his hairless top lip.

			“So, what is it you’re after, young ’Arry? You don’t go buying me no liquid ’freshment without there being a reason.”

			I studied my drink for a moment before answering. “Quite right, George. Not that I don’t enjoy your company . . . occasionally. But I was wondering, what can you tell me about the Sadler’s Wells’ scuttlebutt? We opened Mr. Irving’s new production of Hamlet last night. What was the reaction here? I can’t believe Mr. Philius Pheebes-Watson doesn’t have some comment.” Mr. Pheebes-Watson was to Sadler’s Wells what Henry Irving was to the Lyceum. He played the lead in all of their Shakespearean productions. To my mind Philius was a faint echo of the Guv’nor . . . and far too full of himself. He imagined himself the Guv’nor’s equal, but his command of the stage was sadly lacking.

			“Oh!” George allowed himself a broad grin, displaying a mouthful of rotting teeth. “Old Philly ’ad a comment or two, believe me! ’E’s such an ’am, that man. Considers ’isself one of our nation’s premier Shakespearean traggy . . . tragedy . . .”

			“Tragedians?” I offered.

			He nodded. “That’s it. Mind you, ’e was beside ’isself at the thought of old Irving being poisoned.”

			I sat up straight. “He knew about that?”

			George nodded and took another mouthful of Reid’s. I waited.

			“Ev’ryone knew about that,” he said, finally. “The old lady—Mrs. Crowe—could talk about nothin’ else. She fairly crowed.” He chuckled at his weak joke.

			I set down my glass and leaned forward. “Listen, George. And this is important. Just when was it that Mrs. Crowe first made mention of Mr. Irving’s problem? Think carefully. Exactly when did she first say something about it?”

			George’s rheumy eyes fastened on mine and he was silent for a moment. He could see that I was being very serious. He even allowed the hand gripping his glass of stout to sink slowly down to rest on the table. He squinted his eyes behind his dusty spectacles.

			“I can’t be absolutely certain, of course, but I’d say I over’eard ’er tellin’ Mr. Pheebes-Watson and Miss Stringer in the lunch break yesterday. She—Mrs. Crowe—always takes a spot of lunch at a card table in the OP corner when re’earsals is going. Bit o’ pork pie, as I recall. She was sayin’ as ’ow they couldn’t relax just ’cause Mr. Irving was going to be taken ill. They still needed to do a good job with our Twelfth Night.”

			“Mrs. Crowe regularly sits in the Opposite Prompt corner? And you’re certain that was at lunchtime yesterday?”

			“Oh yes . . . well, fairly certain.” His glass was up at his mouth again, but finding it almost empty, he waggled it at me. “Throat’s getting a mite dry with all this talkin’, ’Arry. Oh, and a dozen oysters would slip down real easy.”

			I waved for the girl.

			* * *

			“The Guv’nor was not taken ill until the tea break. Am I not right, sir?” I asked.

			Stoker acquiesced.

			“How, then,” I continued, “could Mrs. Crowe have known about it an hour or more before?”

			“A very good question, Harry. One that we must pursue.” He looked at me pensively. “Unless, of course, she is blessed with the sight.” I didn’t respond. It seemed to me that my boss frequently tried to lure me into discussion of his Irish superstitions and, especially, of his old granny’s supposed second sight. When I didn’t comment, he continued. “By the way, Dr. Cochran now is of the opinion that it was arsenic that laid low our star.”

			“Rat poison!” I said. “Found in every house in London, I don’t doubt, and most certainly in all the theatres.”

			The big man allowed himself a faint smile, something I seldom saw.

			“What?” I asked.

			“Nothing,” he replied, and then smiled again. “I was just thinking back to that performance of Macbeth . . . when was it? 1879? About late autumn, was it not?”

			I remembered and chuckled. “The rat?”

			He nodded. “Act Two, Scene One. There was the Guv’nor, with John Saxon as I recall, as Banquo, when this huge rat comes scuttling onto the stage.”

			“Ah yes! What was it the Guv’nor said?” I asked.

			“He pointed at the creature, swinging his arm across as it made for the prompt corner, and cried, ‘Art thou for Duncan?’”

			“I recall that half the audience believed we had trained a rat to play that part.” I laughed.

			“Well,” he said, suddenly somber again, “there is certainly good reason to keep the rat poison on hand. The question is, Harry, how did it get into the Guv’nor’s food and who was it who put it there?”

			There was a tap at the door.

			“Come!”

			The door opened tentatively and Bill Thomas’s worried face peered in. I knew something important must have happened to pry Bill loose from his cubicle.

			“Well?” snapped the boss.

			“Begging your pardon, Mr. Stoker. But we’ve just received word that the understudy, Mr. Richland, has been killed.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I didn’t know Peter Richland very well. He was the understudy to Mr. Irving for all of the Lyceum productions. Everyone knew that the Guv’nor would never fail to appear, so there was really no chance that Richland would ever have to stand in. If he had, I would hate to think of the reaction there would have been from both the audience and fellow thespians. It would have been a major disappointment not to see Mr. Irving as Hamlet, and to top that, Mr. Richland could never carry the part in anything like the manner of the Guv’nor. Exactly why Mr. Irving kept him on in that position I have no idea.

			The man was—had been, I suppose I must now say—a pale-faced introvert whose only intercourse with his fellow actors and actresses was to complain that he was “ill used.” He did, I must admit, somewhat resemble Mr. Irving in stature, which I’m sure is why he was first employed, but his voice had nowhere near the quality nor the carrying power. He would stand in the wings, dressed appropriately for the part being played by the Guv’nor, and mouth the words as Mr. Irving uttered them onstage. He even made gestures as he mimed the character. Then he would hurry off to his dressing room to change for the next scene and return to stand beside the prompt and continue his solitary work, just in case the Guv’nor should collapse in mid-performance.

			Peter Richland was the only understudy employed as such. Other parts were understudied by other players—minor characters ready to take over for major players if necessary. Peter Richland had nothing else to occupy his time. I could see how that could wear on a man. Especially when Mr. Irving might meet with some slight injury—or even a major setback, as with this poisoning—and then, just as Peter Richland believed his chance at glory had come, the Guv’nor would shake off the pain and, in true theatre tradition, go on to give his usual outstanding performance, leaving Richland once again standing in the wings.

			Mr. Stoker called the cast together onstage an hour or so before the next performance. Along with front of house staff and stagehands, I sat down in the front row of the stalls and listened to what he had to say. Above me, the gaslit chandeliers burned in wine-colored shades. The auditorium and front of house were still lit by gas; only the stage lighting had been changed over to the new electricity. I was surrounded by the myrtle green and cream and purple background of the gilt moldings, frescoes, and medallions. A truly beautiful auditorium giving an atmosphere of great luxury, it seemed to me. I was always impressed by it, as I’m sure were most of the patrons.

			I was not a little surprised to see Mr. Henry Irving himself stride onto the stage. His face was pale, but then it was always pale without his makeup. He held himself up straight, as though to prove that he was not affected by the poison. I did, however, notice that he carried a tumbler of water, from which he sipped repeatedly.

			“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, his face turning to look directly at his loyal cast. He always appeared to me to be acting a part, even when just being himself. He could be very dramatic on the most ordinary of occasions. But this was no ordinary occasion. “You have by now, I am sure, heard of the passing of our fellow thespian Mr. Peter Richland, a stalwart member of our company for some time. Some of you may not be aware of the fact that this good fellow served his time in theatres about this great country of ours, his formative years spent with the late, great Mr. Ronald Foxit’s Shakespearean Company.”

			We all knew that Foxit’s company was a ramshackle affair that operated on a threadbare budget and played only the smallest of provincial theatres. Mr. Irving made it sound as though it had been grand and noteworthy. I thought I saw some of the people onstage—John Saxon for one and Guy Purdy for another—smirking and winking at their neighbors. Mr. Irving seemed not to notice.

			“How did he die, Henry?”

			Miss Ellen Terry had joined the cast onstage, unnoticed by most, and now she stepped forward. Brought into the Lyceum to be Mr. Irving’s principal actress when Mrs. Bateman left as manager, she had distinguished herself in the classical dramas. She was loved and adored by all: her fellow thespians, the Lyceum audiences, and even the critics. I had heard Mr. Stoker comment on her beautiful voice and claim that she was “endowed with one of those magnetically sympathetic natures, the rarest and most precious quality a performer can have.” She now stood quietly, in a simple white dress with her long blond hair piled up on her head, and looked directly at the Guv’nor.

			“He was run down by a carriage,” said Irving, tossing off the line as though part of a theatrical scene. “I need not distress you with details of the trauma he apparently suffered, my dear. It would appear, from the Metropolitan Police report, that he may have left the theatre after last night’s performance and then spent time—perhaps some considerable time—in our neighborly tavern, the Druid’s Head.”

			There were murmurs and smiles, with heads nodding, since all at the Lyceum were familiar with that particular watering hole.

			“From there,” continued the Guv’nor, “he would seem to have blundered out into the late night traffic and . . . met his fate.”

			There were further murmurs and muttered comments.

			“I understand that there will be a service of sorts on Saturday at St. Paul’s Church, between the matinee and the evening performance.”

			John Saxon held up his hand, like a small boy in school trying to attract the attention of his master. Irving looked his way and inclined his head very slightly.

			“Er, will there even be a matinee performance, I was wondering, Henry?”

			Irving looked perplexed. “And why would there not be?”

			“Oh! Er, I don’t know. I suppose . . .” His voice trailed off.

			Irving’s steely gaze swept the theatre. “Any other questions?” No one said anything. “Then I would encourage you all to attend the church service . . . your duties allowing you to do so. That is all.”

			He turned on his heel and, with Miss Terry close beside him, strode from the stage, dismissing us with the wave of a hand.

			I looked about for Stoker and saw him heading for the passageway that led from the stage to the office, a somewhat dark passage under the staircase leading to the two “star” dressing rooms above the stage on the OP side. I made off in the same direction.

			I found the big man at his desk.

			“The Guv’nor spoke of trauma suffered by Richland,” I said. “What was that all about?”

			“If you’d ever seen a man who’s been trampled by a team of horses, you wouldn’t have to ask, Harry,” he said. “But now that you have asked, here’s a chance to see it firsthand. The police at St. James’s Division, Piccadilly, have the body. A Superintendent Dunlap is in charge. They want someone to officially identify it.”

			“Identify it?” I echoed, my voice sounding somewhat hollow, even to my own ears.

			He nodded. “Hop on over there, Harry. Won’t take you but a minute.”

			* * *

			I had not previously had the opportunity, if that is the right word, to visit a morgue. The one at St. James’s Division police station did not inspire me to repeat the effort at any time in the future. The morgue was in the basement, below street level, and was even colder than the February air outside. It reeked of a mixture of bodily excretions and stale tobacco smoke topped by liberal applications of carbolic soap. I held my scarf up over my nose and tried to breathe as shallowly as possible. The officer I had been handed over to was a Sergeant Samuel Charles Bellamy. He was in plain clothes, which he explained by stating that he was a detective policeman. He pointed to one of several sheet-covered figures lying on tables at the back of the white-tiled room.

			“Strand fatality, approximately eleven thirty on the late evening of the 8th day of February 1881.” The sergeant read from an oak and metal clipboard that looked as though it had seen many years of service. “Victim male, approximately thirty-five years of age; five feet and eleven inches in height; eleven stone four pounds in weight. Contents of pockets: none. Jewelry: none . . .”

			“Yes. Thank you, Sergeant,” I said. “I’m just here to identify the man. Can we get this over with?”

			The policeman shrugged and advanced on a figure lying on one of the tables. A soiled grayish sheet covered the victim’s head and body but allowed his feet to stick out incongruously from the bottom. The detective sergeant gripped the top of the covering and pulled it back. One of the dead man’s arms flopped out and hung down over the edge of the table. I looked at it, trying not to focus on the victim’s face. The hand seemed clean and fresh, almost as though belonging to someone alive.

			I was not expecting what I saw when I turned my gaze to the head, though to be honest I didn’t know what I expected. The man’s face had been smashed and crushed almost beyond recognition. There had obviously been a great deal of blood, but this, mercifully, had been hosed off for the most part. The chest had caved in, and it looked as though one arm was at an unnatural angle. I glanced quickly at the destroyed features, nodded, and looked away again. I felt a great desire to vomit.

			Upstairs in the office Sergeant Bellamy was kind enough to give me a cup of tea, which I clutched as I tried to absorb any and all heat from the liquid and from the steam it emitted. The sergeant wore his gray-flecked sideboards long and full in the old-fashioned muttonchops style, his thinning black hair brushed across the top of his head and plastered down with macassar oil. He had neither mustache nor beard. He was a tall man but had a slight stoop.

			“You identify the body as this man Peter Richland?” he asked, a pen poised over the clipboard.

			I nodded. I had been able to make out that the face—crushed as it was—had recently been shaved of beard and mustache. This was something Richland had reluctantly done to play—given the opportunity—the part of Hamlet. It wasn’t much but it was just about the only identifying factor available.

			“How did you know he belonged to the Lyceum?” I asked.

			“Not too difficult to a trained eye, sir,” said the sergeant, in a superior tone. “We found that he had traces of that theatre makeup stuff on his face and he was only a short distance from the theatre.”

			“Of course.” I nodded my head. “Of course.”

			* * *

			The funeral took place on Saturday, with a mixture of rain and snow falling. It made the somber affair even more so. There were few mourners. There was normally a matinee performance on a Saturday, but despite what the Guv’nor had said to us, in his address onstage, it had been canceled after all, at Miss Terry’s insistence, so as not to tax the Guv’nor after his poisoning. This then allowed Lyceum staff to attend the funeral, though it seemed that most of the people had found that they had duties of one sort or another that precluded them from being there. There were a few faces I recognized, however. Bill Thomas had abandoned his seat at the stage door. Miss Margery Connelly, the wardrobe mistress, accompanied by Miss Edwina Price, the prompt, were both there. A few of the actors, though none of the leads, stood about as though rehearsing a crowd scene.

			St. Paul’s Church—the Parish Church of Covent Garden—is known as the Actors’ Church and has a long association with London’s theatre community. The funeral was taking place in the churchyard. The rector was an ancient, thin rail of a man who looked to be in danger of sailing off into the stormy skies above, should the wind blow too strongly. He conducted the service in a high, reedy voice, on more than one occasion stopping to cough in such hollow, rasping fashion that many looked to see a second body join the one in the coffin. But he made it through the service and then, wrapping his cloak tightly about him, hurried off to the comparative warmth of the church, leaving the grave digger to finalize the event.

			I noticed a small, plump woman whose hat and veil did not hide her red face and graying hair. She had been standing close beside the rector throughout the service. I made a small bet with myself that she was Richland’s mother. I believe he had no wife to grieve for him. I approached and introduced myself.

			“Good day to you, Mr. Rivers,” she replied. “I appreciate your coming here today.”

			I couldn’t help noticing that her eyes behind the veil had a twinkle to them, with no sign of tears. Yet as we spoke, her mouth changed rapidly from a slight smile to a thin, hard line.

			“We shall all miss your son, Mrs. Richland,” I said. “Such a tragedy.”

			“Hamlet is a tragedy,” she said, her eyes boring into mine. “Peter wanted to play Hamlet. It seemed as though he might . . . at one time.”

			“Ah! With Mr. Irving’s, er, mishap, you mean?” I said.

			“Peter would have made a wonderful Hamlet. He was a very gifted child.”

			“Of course. Of course.” I nodded my head and looked about me, hoping to see someone I could use as an excuse to break the conversation.

			I had no need. Suddenly, without a further word, Mrs. Richland turned away and walked off in the direction of the Henrietta Street entrance to the churchyard. Her back was straight and she did not hurry.

			Before returning to the theatre I caught up with Bill Thomas and he and I made a short detour to the Druid’s Head. We were soon ensconced in a niche by the fireplace, each with a tankard of porter in hand.

			“Speak not ill of the dead,” said Bill, his face somber, “but I don’t think Peter Richland will be missed nor mourned at the Lyceum.”

			“You are right there, Bill,” I said.

			“Was that his mother I saw you addressing?”

			I nodded.

			“I thought I recognized her.”

			“You’ve met her before?” I was surprised.

			“She stopped by the theatre one time to drop off something for her son. Medicine he’d forgotten to take, or some such thing. I only saw her briefly.”

			“She seems to be taking it well. I expected to see a lot of tears and hand-wringing, but she had a determined set to her mouth and both eyes quite dry.”

			Bill took a deep drink from his tankard and then belched. He sat back on the settle. “You can never tell how a person will take a death, especially the death of your own son,” he said quietly. “Just because there are no tears doesn’t mean there is no sorrow.” Quite the philosopher, I thought.

			We sat quietly for a few moments. John Martin, the tavern keeper of the Druid’s Head, loomed over us. If he could have acted, he would have made a magnificent Falstaff. His stomach preceded him as he steered around the tables and chairs of his establishment. His deep voice bounced off the low, blackened beams of the ceiling. His ruddy nose and cheeks reflected the red glow of the log fire in the hearth. He now stood before us clutching half a dozen empty tankards in his ham-sized fists.

			“You at the funeral of that study man?”

			“Understudy,” I said. “Yes, we were just there.”

			“Funny what ’appened to ’im.”

			“What do you mean, John?” I was suddenly curious.

			He moved around and stood with his buttocks to the fire. I felt a sudden chill as the warmth was cut off.

			“Why, ’e seemed sober enough when ’e left ’ere that night. Walked out wif ’is friend, and the next fing I knew there was a commotion outside. When I looked out, someone by the road said as ’ow a gent ’ad been run down.”

			“You didn’t actually see it happen, then?”

			“No. Don’t know as ’ow anyone did. Though there was a couple of toffs out there, wif too much wine in ’em. And then someone cried out about one man pushing the other, or somefing.”

			“One man pushing the other?” I was interested. “You mean, Richland didn’t just get run down?”

			John shrugged and, thankfully, moved out of the line of the fire’s warmth. “Confusing stories,” he said. “One of the gents said that your man, the study, blundered out into the road and was ’it by a growler goin’ too fast . . . nufin’ new there. The other gent was on about ’ow the study’s friend ’ad pushed ’im in front of the four-wheeler and then—afterward—had dragged the body off to the other side of the road and then away down an alley.” He sniffed. “All that matters, if you ask me, is that your man got ’isself killed.” He somehow managed to add Bill’s now empty tankard to those in his hands and sailed off toward the bar.

			“But you say you didn’t actually see this, John?” He had disappeared behind the bar and didn’t hear me.

			“Happens all the time,” said Bill. “Those growlers are always going too fast. No consideration for others, especially when they’ve a few drinks in them. Bound to be accidents. Have another drink, Harry?”

			I looked at Bill. “An accident?” I asked. “Or murder?”

			* * *

			“Ithink we have neither the time nor perhaps the interest to investigate Peter Richland’s death,” said Stoker when I reported my conversation with the owner of the Druid’s Head. “‘Did he fall or was he pushed?’ is the basis of many a theatrical drama, not to mention works of literature, Harry, as you well know. The police seem satisfied with the turn of events, I take it?”

			“No mention of any fubbery at St. James’s Division,” I said. “All cut-and-dried, according to the detective sergeant at the morgue.”

			“You mentioned that there was nothing in Richland’s pockets and no jewelry?”

			“That’s correct, sir. Strange, don’t you think, though, the police didn’t comment on it? You’d imagine that at the very least he would have had a pocket watch.”

			“But you spoke of an eyewitness saying that the man with him dragged his body over to the other side of the road and out of sight down an alley, did you not, Harry?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			He shrugged. “Well, there you are, then. A
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