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ACT I

Macbeth

‘A false face must hide what the false heart doth know.’




CHAPTER 1

The offer was too good to be true. I knew that from the start. Opportunities don’t fall into your lap from the sky; they must be fought for, tooth and nail. I knew. But I wanted her to prove me wrong.

It rained stubbornly that morning, on and on like an infant that won’t hush. I didn’t have an umbrella. The omnibus could only carry me part of the way, and so by the time I turned into the square of tall, white townhouses, I was soaked through to my petticoats.

My left boot squelched from where I’d stepped in a puddle earlier. Pausing, I checked the direction again, but it was difficult to see house numbers through the drizzle. For a while I floundered there, listening to the water tinkling from the eaves, and toyed with the idea of going home again. But my family couldn’t afford to offend these people any more than we already had. Better to see the lady and possibly receive some refreshments than return to the cramped room with its mountain of chores.

When at last I found Number 13, it looked exactly like its neighbouring houses: three storeys of white brick with a slate roof and dormer windows. A cherubic girl of about six years peered down at me from her nursery in the attic. At that distance, the raindrops sliding across the window might have been tears, running down her plump cheeks. I waved. Before she could return my greeting, a hand appeared over her shoulder and drew the curtain firmly shut.

I wasn’t surprised. The gentry taught their little ones reserve from a young age, and perhaps they were right to do so.

The front door shone as black as a freshly polished boot. It wasn’t intended for the likes of me. Instead, I gripped the slick iron rail and took the area stairs to the basement. I can’t say I was nervous, exactly; nerves imply hope of a happy outcome. I trod wearily, a broken-winded horse on its way to the knacker’s yard. Mrs Dyer might have dressed her summons up as an invitation to tea, but that was the veneer of good breeding. She could have nothing pleasant to say. The only reason for her to seek me out would be to deliver more bad news.

I knocked on the trade door. After a long wait, a pimple-faced youth answered. ‘What d’you want?’

‘I’m here to see Mrs Dyer.’

His eyes raked me up and down, from my limp capote hat to my mud-splashed skirts. ‘Not likely.’

My cheeks flushed, more from anger than embarrassment. I had twice this boy’s training in service – and I knew how to answer a door with good manners. ‘Well go and ask her, then. Tell her Jenny Wilcox is here.’

He looked me over again. ‘I suppose you can come in from the rain. But I’ll be watching you.’

He let me into a smoky kitchen with soot-stained walls and sat back down at a long deal table. A pot bubbled over an open range. I’d expected to see a bevy of servants, like at Mrs Fielding’s house, but there was only the youth there, sharpening knives and polishing silverware.

I stood in front of the fire to dry myself off. My clothes started to steam and I could feel my hair frizzing at my ears, as it always did in the damp. I would look a mess. Still, perhaps that was good. Mrs Dyer might pity a bedraggled waif.

A bell chimed the hour from somewhere inside the house. Ten o’clock, the exact time of my appointment. As if by magic a footman appeared, dressed in an old-fashioned livery and powdered wig.

‘This way, please.’

Rain murmured on in the background as he led me out of the servants’ quarters and into a long corridor. Everything seemed smart and well kept. Pier tables displayed vases of fresh flowers and a mirror gleamed from the wall. Months of absence had served to make me feel out of place in a gentrified environment. Had I ever really enjoyed so much space?

The footman glided to a door at the very end of the hallway, beside a grandfather clock. He knocked once and counted to five under his breath before pushing the door open.

The parlour inside was decorated in pale green chintz. Ferns and a cage of lovebirds hung over the window. No fire burned in the grate – it was August, after all – and the space was occupied by a pair of matching china dogs instead.

A lady sat on the sofa, staring at them. Caramel hair was piled on top of her head and held in place with combs. She wore a high-necked teal gown with fashionable pagoda sleeves. So this was Mrs Dyer, my correspondent. Wife to the owner of the Mercury theatre.

The footman cleared his throat. ‘Miss Wilcox for you, madam.’

Her head turned slowly in my direction. She was handsome, a little past the age of forty. ‘Ah,’ she said, smiling with cochineal-stained lips. ‘Do come in. Sit down.’

She slid forward and began to busy herself with the silver tea-tray on the table in front of her. Her hands trembled as she worked. The cup rattled against its saucer, the porcelain chattering together like teeth in the cold.

But why? Mrs Dyer was at home. She’d asked me here. Surely there was no cause for her to be nervous?

Warily, I perched on the edge of my seat, trying not to leave a water mark. I didn’t know what to say, so I kept my mouth shut.

‘That will be all, James,’ she told the footman.

He made a low bow and retreated backwards, as though leaving the presence of a queen.

Mrs Dyer stirred milk into the tea. ‘I am so glad you received my letter, Jennifer – may I call you Jennifer?’

I took the cup from her perfectly manicured hands. ‘If you like.’ It was the only reasonable answer, but I’d rather she didn’t. Using my Christian name implied a level of familiarity. I didn’t know her from Adam. For the first time, she met my eyes. Hers were green like absinthe. ‘I can detect the family resemblance. You favour your brother.’

My fingers curled around the handle. ‘Forgive me, madam, but . . . I’m not sure exactly why you’ve asked me here. If Greg left the theatre owing you money, I can’t . . . I don’t have . . .’

Mrs Dyer assessed me over the rim of her cup and took a careful sip. She must have seen the truth of my words. He’d left us with barely tuppence to rub together. ‘As a matter of fact, Mr Wilcox did take more than he was owed. His wages were paid up until the next quarter day. But please do not imagine I invited you here to collect a debt. I wish to speak to you on a more . . . delicate subject.’

My pulse quickened. Every time I thought I’d cleaned up my brother’s mess, fresh sewage bobbed to the surface. Had he stolen something from his former employer, too? Maybe Mrs Dyer’s hands were trembling for the same reason as my own; maybe it was the effort of holding back all that wounded rage.

I drank to buy myself some time.

‘Do you enjoy the theatre, Jennifer?’

Her question took me by surprise. ‘I do, very much, when I have a chance to go. It’s been a while since I saw anything . . . Greg took me to the gallery once or twice, when he first started working for you. We saw East Lynne and The Corsican Brothers.’ Those happy memories were galling now.

‘Ah, yes. Such touching pieces.’ Her expression softened. ‘I do not recollect seeing you at the time. I should not have been aware of your existence, yet I am afraid gossip has spread rather rapidly through the theatre since your brother absconded. As a philanthropist, I was naturally concerned to hear that Mr Wilcox had left behind a family in need. We have lost a painter and a soubrette at the Mercury, but I fear you have lost even more from these sad events.’

She didn’t know the half of it. ‘What’s a sou—sub—’

‘A soubrette? That is what we call young actresses that play supporting roles. Actresses like Georgiana Mildmay.’

I could think of one or two other names for her.

The rain pattered on. One of the lovebirds chirped. Mrs Dyer took another sip.

What could she want with me? She seemed a kinder sort of lady than my mistress had been. There was no reason to think she’d help me, but it was worth asking whilst I was here. We were running too low on money for subtlety. ‘I’m not overly familiar with the theatre terms,’ I admitted. ‘My work’s all been in service. In houses like this. I don’t suppose . . . Forgive me for asking, but we’ve been left rather short. None of your acquaintance need a char, do they, madam?’

Mrs Dyer nursed her cup in her palms. She seemed to be weighing it, weighing me. ‘I had heard it said that you were seeking a new position, following your brother’s departure. Tell me, what was your previous role?’

I liked how she said role, as if I’d taken a part in a play. I’d certainly worked hard enough for it. Years of auditions in the scullery, clawing my way up the servants’ hierarchy, and all of it blown away in a moment. ‘I was lady’s maid to Mrs Fielding and her two daughters.’

She frowned. ‘Excuse me for speaking candidly. But would it not be a shame for an accomplished young woman like yourself to spend her time cleaning houses? As a lady’s maid, you must have possessed other talents. I am sure you can care for garments, style hair and sew perfectly. Life as a charwoman may prove somewhat . . . demeaning to you.’

I swallowed a ball of pride. Mrs Fielding hadn’t given me a reference. Without one, I’d be lucky to secure work sweeping carpets. ‘I’ll do what I must.’

‘What if,’ Mrs Dyer said slowly, her green eyes flicking back to the china dogs, ‘there were another option? A position more suited to your talents? Should you be willing to take that up instead?’

Hope sparked, painful in my chest. ‘Do you mean . . . something at your theatre? Is there an opening?’

‘Precisely.’ She flashed a smile. ‘My husband has taken a select group of actors on tour to Southend-on-Sea for the summer, but when he returns we shall be busy – very busy indeed. I must prepare by taking on more staff. I invited you here hoping that you would agree to be one of the number.’

I placed my cup down on the table before I could drop it. Relief made me weak. After so much misery over the last few months, I hardly dared trust what I was hearing. ‘Mrs Dyer . . . I don’t know what to say. It’s so kind of you to think of me! I’m sure you have other women eager for the place.’

‘I do. But the position calls for a very particular worker. One in whom I will place a great deal of trust.’

Anything. I’d do practically anything to help winch my family back to the place it’d fallen from. ‘Yes, madam. Of course, I’ll do my utmost to deserve your kindness. I’ll pay back what my brother owes you and be the best – the best in the position that I can be.’ I stumbled, realising I was babbling. ‘I’m sorry – what exactly is the position?’

She looked indulgently on my fluster. ‘We call it a “dresser”. A person who arranges costumes, hair, and applies stage paint to the actresses.’

I hadn’t dared expect work at all, let alone an interesting prospect like this. It would be something, to dress a character. I’d grown bored of tweaking my mistress and her daughters for the same old society balls, arranging fashionable hairstyles that didn’t suit them, fastening pastel-coloured gowns.

‘I could do that, Mrs Dyer. I’d be happy to do that.’

‘I am glad to hear it.’ Her throat worked beneath the high collar of her gown. ‘Yet do not let your gratitude run away with you. I will not engage you under false pretences. You must understand, the actress you shall be dressing . . . She is not a good woman, Jennifer. She needs to be watched.’

Surely she could be describing any actress. None of them were trustworthy. Look what Georgiana Mildmay had done! Mrs Dyer’s warning didn’t put me off. I hadn’t exactly liked my former mistress, either.

‘How do you mean, watched?’ I queried.

Mrs Dyer set her cup down beside mine on the table. A pink crescent marked the rim of hers. ‘Allow me to explain the situation. Our leading lady of many years retired in the spring and Mr Dyer promoted an actress of our company in her place. She calls herself Lilith Erikson. A stage name.’ Thunder purred outside. The light was growing dimmer by the second. ‘There is something not right about her, Jennifer. You will sense it the moment you meet her. My husband is convinced she has “untapped talent” and perhaps that is true. But I do not like the cut of her jib. You see, we are investing a great deal of capital in bringing her forward, the reputation of our theatre is at stake. Georgiana has already deserted us, and I should feel much happier knowing there was someone keeping an eye upon Lilith.’

‘I’d be glad to oblige. But surely you don’t need to worry so much? Your husband must trust Lilith, to give her this big chance?’

She looked me dead in the face. ‘Mr Dyer,’ she said levelly, ‘is bewitched. I mean that quite literally. My husband is a good man, but not a strong one. He is not proof against Lilith Erikson’s tricks.’

I lowered my gaze. Was there more to this than Mrs Dyer was letting on? Actresses had a reputation for loose morals. Maybe it wasn’t just her husband’s money she wanted to keep safe. His fidelity might be in question.

Well, I wasn’t above watching him for her. If she needed a sneak and a tattletale, I’d do that too. There wasn’t much choice.

‘Of course, I should be willing to pay for your discretion,’ Mrs Dyer continued, her hands quaking softly in her lap. ‘You would have forty-five pounds a year in this role.’

I blinked at her, certain I’d misheard. Forty-five pounds! That was more than even the manservants earned at my last place. It wasn’t the kind of wage I ever dreamed I’d see.

And what I could do with that fortune . . . I could save for Bertie’s operation again. Move us to better lodgings. With this job I’d have enough to keep us all safe.

‘You’re certain it’s that much? There hasn’t been some kind of mistake?’

Mrs Dyer gave a rueful smile. ‘You will learn, Jennifer, that I am good to those who are good to me. It is only a shame your brother did not count himself amongst that number.’

I took a fortifying sip of tea. Greg had never earned anywhere near that money. Mrs Dyer cared deeply to stump up so much cash. ‘Could you teach me, madam? About working in a theatre? I know a bit from my brother, but I’d need some help.’

‘Of course!’ she said warmly. ‘Never fear, I will verse you in all our ways.’ Mrs Dyer rose to her feet and unlocked a drawer in one of the cabinets. She returned with a purse and a leatherbound book. ‘The Complete Works of Shakespeare. Consider it a gift. Read it all, but pay close attention to Macbeth. That is the play we will open with, come September. You will be dressing Lilith as Lady Macbeth.’

It was a thick slab of a book. I flicked through the pages, surprised to see they were as thin as onion skin and packed with small, close print. It would take me ages to plough through it. I’d never read a book this big.

‘Thank you, madam. I’ve heard of Macbeth. Isn’t he a great villain?’

‘Indeed he is. Ghastly. Yet I consider his wife to be even worse.’ She stroked her chin, thoughtful. ‘What else may assist you? I am sure it would be helpful to see one or two productions at other theatres before you start – they will not be Macbeth, of course, but we are not above borrowing elements of costume from other companies. My wardrobe mistress, Mrs Nettles, is always scouting for inspiration.’

I didn’t have the money to spare for theatre tickets. It felt like pushing my luck to ask for an advance. ‘But . . . it’s summer,’ I said as an excuse. ‘Aren’t the London theatres shut right now?’

‘All but one.’ She paused. A strange, wistful smile took possession of her lips. ‘One very special playhouse remains open all year round, devoted to its art. The Helicon.’ Her voice hushed, as if she were imparting a sacred secret. ‘It belongs to the most splendid actor I have ever known. His name is Eugene Grieves. Have you heard of him?’

‘The name sounds familiar, but . . .’

‘I must confess to being something of a devotee.’ She unclasped her purse and released a spill of coins. Not worn and dull like the coins I traded with, but shiny, a dragon’s hoard. ‘Mr Dyer says that Lilith Erikson has talent, but you may judge between us when you have seen my conception of a brilliant actor. Here.’ Taking my hand, she opened it and let pennies shower in.

I cleared my throat. ‘Mrs Dyer, that’s more than enough for a single ticket!’

‘Take it all,’ she urged. ‘I believe you have younger brothers and sisters at home? Perhaps the children should like to go too?’

There it was: the crack in my defence. Kindness to me was one thing, but showing consideration for my siblings warmed my heart. I tried to hush my misgivings. This was the luck I’d prayed for. Maybe some rich ladies simply liked to help people of my class? To show themselves as virtuous and charitable Christians?

‘Thank you, madam,’ I said earnestly, closing my fingers over the treasure. It felt heavy, reliable. ‘I appreciate that. I’m sure they’ll be delighted to come. What’s the play?’

‘A great classic. You will see Eugene Grieves portray Doctor Faustus!’

It meant nothing to me. My ignorance made me ashamed, but she’d promised to be my teacher. ‘And what’s that about?’

Her lips parted in surprise. ‘Why, it is a famous legend! Faust. The foolish man who made a deal with the Devil.’




CHAPTER 2

I’d never seen Philip so excited. He stood on tiptoes before the mirror, combing his hair back with water.

Dorcas winked at me. ‘He wants to look nice for the ladies.’

Philip blushed a deep red. He was only thirteen. ‘Leave me alone! I’ve never been to the theatre before. Greg always said I had to stay at home and be the man of the house.’

I flinched to hear him speak Greg’s name. ‘You’ll love the theatre, Phil,’ I replied high and bright, as if I could bury the mention of our brother with the tone of my voice. ‘You’re right there inside the story. When there’s thunder, you feel it in your ribcage.’

Bertie set up a whine and pushed his uneaten supper across the table. ‘I want to go too!’

I cursed myself. I should have foreseen this. I wrapped my arms around his thin shoulders. ‘I know you do, love. But there are too many steps up to the gallery for your poorly foot. You wouldn’t make it.’ Bertie’s lower lip poked out, trembling. ‘I’ll take you when you’re older,’ I tried. ‘And remember, Mrs Khan from downstairs is coming to sit with you. She’ll tell you lots of stories, probably better stories than the one we’re seeing.’

Bertie was nine now, but his tears still caused the same surge of panic in me as his infant cries had done. I didn’t
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