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ON MAY 30TH, 1593,


A celebrated young playwright was killed in a tavern brawl in London. Or so the official version goes. Now Christopher Marlowe tells us the truth: that his ‘death’ was an elaborate ruse to avoid his prosecution for heresy; that he lived on in lonely exile, pining for his true love from across the Channel; and that he continued to write plays and poetry, hiding behind the name of a colourless merchant from Stratford – one William Shakespeare.


With the grip of a thriller and the emotional force of a sonnet, this extraordinary novel in verse brings the Elizabethan era to vibrant life as it gives voice to a man who was brilliant, passionate, headstrong and not altogether trustworthy. A cobbler’s son who rose so far in society that he counted nobles among his friends, a spy in the Queen’s service, a fickle lover and a declared atheist, he was always courting trouble. When it caught up with him, he was lucky to escape the hangman. But at what cost? Here is Christopher Marlowe’s reckoning.
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POETRY


Not the Usual Grasses Singing


How Things Are on Thursday


Material




When a man’s verses cannot be understood, nor a man’s good wit seconded


with the forward child understanding, it strikes a man more dead


than a great reckoning in a little room.


Truly, I would the gods had made thee poetical.


As You Like It, III, iii


The way to really develop as a writer is to make yourself a political


outcast, so that you have to live in secret. This is how Marlowe


developed into Shakespeare.


Ted Hughes, Letters


Poetry is nearer to vital truth than history.


Plato




TO THE WISE OR UNWISE READER








What can a dead man say that you will hear?


Suppose you swear him underneath the earth,


stabbed to the brain with some almighty curse,


would you recognise his voice if it appeared?







The tapping on the coffin lid is heard


as death watch beetle. He becomes a name;


a cipher whose identity is plain


to anyone who understands a word.







So what divine device should he employ


to settle with the world beyond his grave,


unmask the life that learnt its human folly


from death’s warm distance; how else can he save







himself from oblivion, but with poetry?


Stop. Pay attention. Hear a dead man speak.
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DEATH’S A GREAT DISGUISER








Church-dead. And not a headstone in my name.


No brassy plaque, no monument, no tomb,


no whittled initials on a makeshift cross,


no pile of stones upon a mountain top.


The plague is the excuse; the age’s curse


that swells to life as spring gives way to summer,


to sun, unconscious kisser of a warmth


that wakens canker as it wakens bloom.







Now fear infects the wind, and every breath


that neighbour breathes on neighbour in the street


brings death so close you smell it on the stairs.


Rats multiply, as God would have them do.


And fear infects like mould; like fungus, spreads –


folk catch it from the chopped-off ears and thumbs,


the burning heretics and eyeless heads


that slow-revolve the poles on London Bridge.







The child of casual violence grows inured,


an audience too used to real blood;


they’ve watched a preacher butchered, still awake,


and handed his beating heart like it was love.


And now the sanctioned butchery of State


breeds sadists who delight to man the rack,


reduce men from divine belief and brain


to begging, and the rubble of their spines.







From all this, I am dead. Reduced to ink


that magicks up my spirit from the page:


a voice who knows what mortals cannot think of;


a ghost, whose words ring deeper from the grave.







Corpse-dead. A gory stab-hole for an eye;


and that’s what they must think. No, must believe,


those thug-head pursers bent on gagging speech,


if I’m to slip their noose and stay alive.


Now I’m as dead as any to the world,


the foulest rain of blackened corpses on


the body that is entered in my name:


the plague pit where Kit Marlowe now belongs.1


For who could afford for that infected earth


to be dug up to check identities?


And so, I leave my former name behind.


Gone on the Deptford tide, the whole world blind.







Friend, I’m no one. If I write to you,


in fading light that distances the threat,


it’s as a breeze that strokes the Channel’s waves,


the spray that blesses some small vessel’s deck.







DECIPHERERS








I’ll write in code. Though my name melts away,


I’ll write in urine, onion juice and milk,


in words that can be summoned by a flame,


in ink as light and tough as spider silk.


I’ll send a ream of tamed rebellious thought


to seed a revolution in its sleep;


each letter glass-invisible to light,


each sheet as blank as signposts are to sheep.







The spy’s conventions, slipping edge to edge


among the shadows, under dirty night,


mislead the search. To fool intelligence,


we hide our greatest treasures in plain sight.


This poetry you have before your eyes:


the greatest code that man has yet devised.







CAPTAIN SILENCE








We dock in darkness. The skipper’s boy dispatched


to find our lodgings. Not a town for ghosts,


and with no wish to be remembered here


I’m wrapped in scholar’s garb, the bright man’s drab.


A quarter-moon is rationing its light


to smuggle us ashore without a fuss;


the fishermen are far away from port,


their wives inside and unaware of us.







You know I’ve come this way before; not here,


but in this manner, come as contraband


under the loose concealing cloak of night,


disguised as something of no interest,


as simple traveller. A man of books:


which words will make him interesting as dust


to folk who cannot read and do not care


they sign their papers only with a cross.


My name means more, and yet I shrug it off


like reptile skin, adopt some alias


that huffs forgettable, to snuff the flame


that now would be the death of me. Anon,


now Christopher is too much cross to bear.







The skipper calls me only with a cough.


Lugs, with his lanky son, my trunk of books.


No prop. For books will be my nourishment


in the sightless days without you. And if I


feel strange, or wordless, they will anchor thought,


ensure my brain is drowned in histories


that help me to remember who I am.







The skipper leads as shadows bolt from us


and streets fall back. And in his torch’s flame


a flicker of the tongue that can’t be bought,


which pirates sliced to secrecy. The rest,


that part he’d curl to make his consonants,


is long since fish-food on the Spanish main.


The boy speaks for him when we reach the door.


We’re hurried in, ‘Entrez,’ as though a storm


is savaging the calm still tail of May


and has the oak trees shaken by their roots.







The woman might be forty-five, or twelve.


A calculated innocence, a face


so open blank, it seems revealing as


it hides itself. This woman’s learnt to blanch


as bones will bleach when left to drink the sun,


as death will creep a pallor into skin


at just its mention. Clothed in widow’s weeds,


soft fingers straighten for gold. ‘Un angelot.’


Two months of food for sticking out her neck


for an Englishman. The payment’s hidden where


she’s still half warm. ‘So you will sleep above,’


she states as if she questions us, ‘the room


that slopes for Captain Silence and his boy.’


They heft my trunk upstairs between them, just.







‘The less we say, the better,’ she begins.


‘You want some ale? You’re thirsty? Or there’s sack


if you need something stronger.’ Then she pales,


as if she is reflecting me. Some look


betrays my loss to her, and in a blink


her loneliness has fastened on to mine.


‘You learnt the tongue from Huguenots?’1 She nods


and answers her own question. ‘That is right.


And you. You are a religious man? But, no,


forget I ask you anything.’ In truth,


I am a scholar of divinity


and study the divine with open eyes.


Beyond all question, I would give her truth;


and yet, I cannot save her if I speak.







‘My husband was an Englishman, like you.


Or not like you. He had no love of books.


Ballads he liked. He used to sing this one—’


Her brain defends itself by giving way.


‘I don’t remember it.’ But here, her eyes


brim with the silence, break their trembling banks


as though she heard his funeral song. Then he,


her husband, a growl, is whispering in her ear


the rudest ballad he knows, clutching her waist


to spin her for a kiss. And then he’s gone,


and we are momentarily with ghosts.


‘Forgive me,’ she says. ‘The silence is poisonous.’







Upstairs, I’m with her still. She’s through the wall,


the spectre of a woman I might touch


on any other night but this. I don’t


undress so much as loosen up a notch,


for comfort now would later be exposed,


a gift to spot and clear as light to slay;


and bad enough, I’m running for my life


without my skin a beacon for the moon,


a human sheath that swallows blades. I sit


laced in my boots, my stomach tight, my ears


so strongly tuned they model sight from sound.







Next door, the widow braves into her gown


and lies awake. She listens to the house


and reads the whispers that pronounce her safe


though I would have her sacrificed for love.


I know her stares are pulling at the wall


I’m on the other side of, and her bed


feels colder for the want of me. And yet,


as time goes on, she’s bidding me adieu.







A woman’s skin might send a man to sleep,


but I must twitch and listen to the night


say Nothing’s here. The moon is out of sight


and something gnaws now, in the walls. I write,


the extra tallow that I paid her for


illuminating every sorry word.







How we are trapped in silence; how this night


has brought a silent shipwreck to her shore,


how silence unites us as it chokes us off,


how thick the silence hangs around the door


that dogs might almost sniff it, and the causes:


cutlass, lies or longing. Gathered here,


awake, or sleeping aware, are three full-grown


examples of the muted. And the boy


fathered by silence, slight and safely bred


to keep his trap shut. How the silence grows,


how it wraps around the house like sealing snow


though we are in the final day of spring.







Silence surrounds the men of deepest faith


and, listened to, may call a man to prayer.


I pray that no one follows us tonight;


that in England, rural keepers of the peace


are kept bewitched by corpse and candlelight;


I pray those men are instantly believed


who, having played my dark and murderous friends,


have stayed to stay the executioner’s hand;


I pray my soul’s absolved in all the lies


that tumble slick as herring from their tongues.


I pray, my friend, you’re warm and safe at home,


that doors remain unkicked and truths untold


and we have silence when the daylight comes.







NON-CORRESPONDENT








I have to write to someone. Not the page,


this featureless companion of the road,


this marker of my friendlessness, but flesh


my lips have kissed, a face my mind can shape.


And I choose you, my smart and cautious friend,


my almost love. With you, I’ll share all thought,


open my heart’s slammed door, so you may roam


among its chambers, sore with what you know,


when I am gone. Some unimagined date,


when I have found a grave I cannot flee,


this trunk will limp its way to the address


pasted inside the lid, and every word


I almost wrote to you will spill from me.







And you will know me, then. And know my wrongs.


That you may not reply: forgive me, Tom.







THE SHAPE OF SILENCE








I dream of Kent. I’m still at school, at King’s,


in Canterbury, where my starveling brain


unloaded intrigue from a feast of tongues


that massacre and war made refugees.


Canterbury, where I gorged myself


on knowledge, sharpened up my fledgling wit,


feeding on scholarship an inner flame:


some hot conviction that the world was mine.


Canterbury, from whose huddled roofs


bursts the substantial faith of a cathedral


whose spire aspires to heaven, but whose stones


have been a butcher’s block where holy men


were finished off for their beliefs. Vespers.







A whisper: You’re wanted. Shrinking low, I duck


official eyes and follow the message boy.


He guides me to a room whose door shuts fast.


And clear as sherry there is Robert Greene,


stroking his beard until it points to Hell.


He’s master now; the Duke of Chaos reigns.


Envy has whipped the light that shows it bare,


and jealousy has fashioned wisdom’s chains.







‘Pretending to be dead?’ A crow, he caws.


‘You’ll find death is uncomfortable at best.


You shouldn’t mock us with your parlour trick.’


He points me to the iron branks. ‘It’s yours.


Unless you’ll try a smoother punishment.’


I say I will. My legs are rendered stone


and cannot port me out of there. I’m led,


like calf to slaughterhouse, to inner rooms


where boys are gagged with bandages, and on


until we reach the library. ‘See this?’


He opens up a box whose gilded clasp


features initials not my own. ‘Your tongue


goes here,’ he says, and strokes the tongue-shaped mould


designed for it. The velvet’s bright as blood.


He turns to the shadows, shouting, ‘Cut it off!’


and in the glint of threatened knives, I wake,


a grey light creeping through a widow’s drapes.


Only my breathing saturates the dawn.







THE TRUNK








A hand on my shoulder startles me. ‘Excuse.


It’s best you leave before the dawn. This place.


Its people love the smell of something fishy.


They get up early too.’ She’s loosely dressed.


I’m at the desk, as though I never slept.


The blown-out candle’s stink is barely cold


and she is nursing a flame to light its wick.


‘I don’t need trouble. Whoever you are. It’s time.


You must depart.’ She shakes my arm. ‘Go! Vite!’


She’s woken the captain and his boy. In vests


they’re readying to shift my trunk downstairs.







Her parlour seems colder now, the fire out.


The candlelight insists it’s night outside,


only her rush suggesting otherwise.


‘Yesterday’s bread. Some cheese.’ She packs my bag


as if we are related. ‘Best I can do.


Go up the road six miles. My cousin’s house


is at the crossroads. He’s the farrier.


He’ll find a horse for you. Tell him Monique


will cook him a pie if he brings meat across.


Exactly those words, you understand?’







I’m stuck.


Her brittleness unnerves me, like the shock


of a morning wash. She shivers anxiously


as if the changed wind slipping beneath the door


hints at the distant stench of consequence.


Her eyes evasive, fearing mine might lock


hers to some dangerous bond of loyalty.







‘The trunk?’ I ask. The boy is sitting on it.


The captain yawns. And there I glimpse again


the stub that recommends him to the State.


‘I’ll send it on,’ she says, ‘as you instruct.’







Two footsteps on, I’ll be reduced to robes,


to paper, quill and ink, a change of clothes.


‘The trunk,’ I tell her, ‘anyone can look.


‘It’s just some books, some poems. If someone


– authorities – should need to open it,


they will find nothing. It is literature.


Send it to Mr Le Doux. At the sign of the bear


in Middelburg. There’ll be an angelot


if the inventory’s present still.’ She nods.


‘May God be with you.’







Now I’m alone outside,


feeling a pinch no dawn will warm away.


The captain and boy will shuffle off and slip


mooring ahead of mackerel coming in.


I set off inland, towards the brightening sky,


conscious of night behind. All England’s dark


that threatens to engulf me is a beast


crouched at my back. And then I remember you.







FORGE








The farrier is shoeing with a force


you’d only use on hoofs. He hammers in


a quarter-dose of good luck for the road,


then puts the fetlock down. ‘You wanting me?’


His mouth is battened straight, as if the lips


are still turned in to hold a row of nails.


My mind sets cold; it’s hard enough to trust,


and Monique’s ‘cousin’ might mean anything;


they hardly seem related. He’s a ‘friend’,


but not a friend of mine. He runs his eyes


across my scholar’s cloak, my library skin.







‘I’ve a message from Monique,’ I say. ‘She asked


if you would take some meat across for her,


and she’ll bake you a pie.’


‘That’s what she said?


Monique is full of promises. Last time


I did her a favour, she reneged her word.’


He snorts, and turns to wash his spade-like hands


in a nearby bucket. ‘So you need a horse.


I hope you’re good for payment. Monique’s pies


are legendary. Like the phoenix, son.


They don’t exist.’ His apron is his towel.







Thinking me green, he guides me to the barn


and tries to palm me off with something slow.


‘A sturdy beast. You have some miles ahead?’


‘A few,’ I say. ‘But I don’t have a whip.’


‘Just so.’ He laughs. ‘For sturdy beasts and mules


have much in common. Some reluctance, no?’







My French needs greasing, but is adequate


to make him laugh. ‘Perhaps you’re after speed?


In case you’re set upon,’ he says, and shrugs.


‘It happens. The road attracts its travellers


and some are desperate.’ His eyes on me.


‘Some signs of life would do,’ I say. ‘This mare?’


‘Ten sovereigns.’


‘That’s too much!’


‘That’s what she costs.’


His arms across his chest, a barrier.


‘The price is made of many parts. She’s fast


as the man who sells her’s quiet. You understand.’


I understand that Monique’s words have cost


the doubled price of silence. So it goes;


life will be cheaper once I’ve disappeared.


I bargain for her tack to be thrown in.


The smell of leather as I saddle up


returns me briefly to my father’s shop:


the chatter of my sisters up the stairs


and hammered sunlight leant across the door.







‘You know the road to take? Towards Douai?


You have a scholar’s pallor,’ he explains.


‘The English scholars tend to go that way.


But you were never here,’ he adds. ‘Of course.’







She has no name. I call her Esperance,


blessing myself with hope.


Just after noon


we leave the Douai road and plod a stream


that cuts us easterly through woods; a route


less clock-predictable, should I be tracked.


Dear Nowhere-to-go, press on.


For at my back,


beyond La Manche, one destiny is crouched


still ready to spring: the cell, the lash, the rack,


the gibbet and noose. The vicious slice from throat


to belly; my intestines gentled out


by a dutiful executioner, my prick


hacked off and crammed into my mouth. Good miles


that keep me in my skin, my breath, my mind.


But every mile another mile from you.







CONJURORS








Watching my father at the last, I learnt


that love is a necessity of craft.


Who writes must love their pen and every mark


it makes upon the paper, and the words


that set their neighbours burning, and the line


that sounds against the skull when read again.







Elbows against a schoolboy’s desk, I learnt


the dead can be conjured from their words through ink,


that ancient writers rise and sing through time


as if immortal, the poet’s voice preserved


like the ambered insect some see as a scratch


but I’d imagine flying, brought to life.







And so to precious paper I commit


the only story I can never tell.







TOM WATSON1








‘He’s come to Cambridge. Thomas Watson.’


‘Swear!’


‘I swear. Staying with some old friend of his.


He’s come to see your Dido.’


Christmas week.


Nineteen years old, and my first play is born


on a student stage fusty with Latin jokes.


Act One starts in an hour, the snow is thick


across the quad, and crunches underfoot


as Knowles and I make for the buttery.


‘You can’t be sure.’


‘The rumour’s sound. He’ll come.


He’ll love it, Kit.’


‘He’ll recognise those lines


where Dido dies. I robbed the pith from him.’


‘Be calm. He’ll take it as a compliment.’







Our names marked down, I take some soup and bread


but cannot eat. Across the darkened lawns,


the hall is tricked out as a theatre.


Boys are in face-paint; two in Roman gowns


are testing their breasts won’t slip. It’s too late now


to change a word of it. They’ve memorised


their entrances and exits, have the lines


under their breath. The night is with the gods.







The final speech. As Dido’s sister bolts


headlong into imaginary flames


a silence settles. Then the hall erupts.







A thief’s anxiety, worming its nest of holes


in the poet’s stomach, softens at the salve


of warm appreciation from a throng


of drunken students.


One man stands apart.


As others press to greet me, he leans in


to his friend, his eye on me and whispering


something that makes his neighbour splutter; not


at me, but at the sea of gowns he parts


entirely by the focus of his gaze.







Anticipation makes me blurt his name


in time with him as we are introduced.


He laughs. ‘Another Watson? A common name,


I grant you, but Tom too? It’s ludicrous.


I’ve met a dozen Toms this last half-day,


but not another Watson. Peace, my friend.


You’re Christopher Marley, and I’m very glad


to meet you. Quite an ambitious play for one


so young. You’ll come to town and sup with us?


Gobbo’s paying.’ He motions to his friend.







Some tankards later, his voice conducts a crowd


jesting at one particular Oxford don


who, ‘finding a student tying his laces together,


would correct the miscreant’s bows, and demonstrate


the best knot for the job, before he’d rise,


and be felled to the floorboards like a tree!’


The table laughs. His eyes are bright with it.







More beer is hailed as one of his friends chips in:


‘And Richard Harvey is another ass.


He wrote a book some years ago, predicting


the destruction of the world in eighty-eight.


The calamity will be fire and water mixed.


And what might that describe?’


‘His bowels perhaps,’


Watson suggests, ‘when none of it comes true.’


The table erupts, and as the beer arrives,


Tom Watson leans in closer to my ear.


‘Dim-witted Dick is rector to my friend.


His brother, Gabriel, is tutor here.


You know him?’


‘I have had the dubious pleasure.’


He smiles. ‘You’d circle the globe to see two men


more cursed and blessed with brains. Intelligence


is only for the gifted. Don’t you think?’


This question pierces me. His eyes, like hearths


to come in from the cold to. Do I think?


I haven’t said much since the second beer,


which tugs at me now to head out for the jakes.


‘I’m not sure what you mean.’







His friends are lost


in jokes about the Harveys; all the air


around the two of us drawn in, enclosed,


as if his voice has conjured us a room.


His face is serious. ‘A lively wit


can only be ridden if it’s broken in.


You’ve heard that phrase? One privy councillor


I know is very fond of it.’


‘Lord Burghley?’


‘Sir Francis Walsingham. He has some work


for men with languages. If you like travel.


Delivering letters to the embassies.


Paris, and so on. Should I mention you?’







I hope I didn’t seem too puppy-keen;


my only other option was the Church.2


A life outside the walls of academe,


adventuring in the service of the Queen,


a chance to move among the powerful


and commandeer material for my pen


was more like life than all my lives till then.


The gods forgive me if I wolfed the bait.







‘Discretion, though. Should you speak to anyone


about the possibility, it’s gone.’







Odd to recruit me there, a public place.


And yet, surrounded by the drunk and loud,


and cloaked in a fog of less important talk,


he carved us privacy. A gale of noise


proves safer to talk in than the queue to piss,


or a quiet street. Words travel far on air,


and leap on the back of silence, riding miles


beyond our sight. But lean in, sup a beer,


exchange a tale. And then rejoin the jokes.


Allude to nothing further: be, and wait.







Thus Watson’s first free lesson in the art


of espionage on Dido’s opening night:


the safest jewels are hidden in plain sight.







TAMBURLAINE THE GREAT








This banished man is writing you a poem,


the only code I know that tells the truth,


though truth was both my glory, and my ruin,


the laurel, and the handcuff, of my youth.







London seduced me. Beckoned me her way


and spread herself beneath me, for a play.





 




‘They’ve never seen the like before.’ Applause,


a clapping swell like starlings after grain


and Edward Alleyn’s striding off the stage,


dressed as the thunderous Tamburlaine. ‘Some beer!’


He claps me on the back. ‘Look what you’ve made.


It seems they love a monster. As do I.’







Six years ago is now a life away.


Yet I close my eyes and put my feet up there


as solid as a tavern tabletop,


comfortable as a chair that I rock back


to balancing point, and just sustain in air


because I am young, full of success and praise,


and not yet too much ale.


‘My love! Some more!’


Dear Ned upbraids the tapster’s wife for beer,


orders a double supper, beef and bread,


then closes his eyes as if he hears the crowd


and shakes his head.


‘Oh, that was something, Kit.


I had them in my pocket from the first.







Your words, I tell you. If I had your words


three hours a night, I’d set the world on fire.’







I say, ‘You gave him life, they’re clapping you.


My words, but someone had to speak them, Ned.


An author cannot speak his words himself,


the world would lynch him. And his mother, too,


were she to hear.’


‘The world will hear of this!’


‘As far as the world might go. Perhaps not Kent.’


He laughs. ‘As far as Beckenham at least!


Come, man, your mother would love the show tonight,


if she had dreams for her son of better things.


A simple shepherd can become a king –


you show us how. And with a crown of words


make kings of both of us. This hollow town


will ring to the name of Tamburlaine for years!’







The man who sidles up behind his back


is red and pointy-bearded, greenly cloaked:


‘May it not be so. London’s tortured ears


are sick of it already. Is it news?


Congratulations.’ Proffers up his hand


as if it were a prodding stick. ‘Your name?’







Ned stands to introduce us: mizzen tall.


‘Christopher Marley,’ Ned says, ‘scholar poet –


Robert Greene, author of ladies’ romances.’







Greene slides his palm away. ‘And scholar too


at both the universities. I write


because I need to eat. There’s quite a crowd


of educated masters wielding pens


in London now. You’ve come to join the throng?’







‘He’s come to be head of it!’ says Ned, quite drunk


on the crowd’s applause, and sitting down as hard


as a man will sit on his conscience. ‘Come now, Robert.


Did you not see the play? A masterpiece.’







Greene’s sigh could strip his beard. ‘Not see, exactly,


but rather heard in roars along the street


when I was on my way here. And the chat,’


he motions round the tavern, ‘tells the plot.


Tell me, young Master Marlowe, scholar poet.


Is violence poetic? Should you write


so beautifully about atrocities?


I hear your hero has a monstrous rage


and murders his own children. What of love?


Do modern poets not have time for love?


Is it extinct?’







How wrong a man can judge.


And he heard my second syllable as ‘low’.


I let it pass. ‘Love is a mystery,’


I say, as a wench’s hips sway past my eyes.


‘Each person craves it, yet it doesn’t sell.


Or so I’m told. We cannot dine on love.


Perhaps too few believe in it.’


‘It’s true,’


Ned elbows in, ‘the modern public like


their entertainments savage. Buckets of blood,


and heartlessness. Or how could we compete


with public executions? Hanging’s free.’







Greene stays with me. ‘A Cambridge boy, I’m right?


We might have shared a tutor. William Gage?


I was at Benet first.’ He rubs his chin,


as though his beard’s a bet he’s bringing in


against the fluff of my young moustache. ‘You were


a sizar? Not a pensioner?’ He trawls,


fishing for scraps that he might hang on me.


What is my father’s trade? For he smells trade.


He guesses it straight away, as if my name


has come to him before.


‘A cobbler’s son?’


‘But then Our Lord’s son was a carpenter.


The trades are honest. Everyone needs shoes.’


My father’s words, my mouth. ‘Whose son are you?’







‘A petty miser. Hard as gold is soft


and can be clipped. He has disowned me, though.


I’m disinherited. A writer’s lot,


as you will learn, is not all sweet applause,


and there’s no wealth in it. There’s ladies, though’


– exchanging winks with one – ‘if you’re not bent


or too high-minded.’


‘Robert, will you join us?’


Ned doesn’t catch the slurs, his beery speech


too full of them to find a fault elsewhere.


I motion at the chair. Greene hesitates.


‘You don’t prefer to celebrate alone?


I wouldn’t want to steal your evening.’


‘I’d


be happy to hear how you live by the pen.


There must be quite an art to it,’ I say.


Greene eyes me carefully. ‘I don’t give tips


to the competition. Nose out. But I’ll stay.


So long as there’s wine and Ned is paying for it.


The good stuff. French. None of that sherry stuff.’


He pulls a chair in. Ned is scandalised.


‘Seems one too many free dinners has spoiled your palate!’


‘Too many? Who can have too many?’ Greene


twiddles his beard to dislodge evidence.







An hour he drank with us before a whore


was his excuse to leave us. All that hour


he talked about his books and of the plays


he promised to Ned. Occasionally he smiled,


but only sidewise, flinching every time


a groundling came to give Alleyn a slap


for his performance. ‘How to follow that?


Great Tamburlaine has clearly conquered all.’


He eyed me shrewdly. ‘After such a play,


the next must surely disappoint us, no?’







‘More of the same!’ cries Ned, still full in sail.


‘Tell us what happens next. How does he die?


Who overthrows him?’







None but God himself,


as I have learnt, but didn’t answer then.


I let the bluffers fill the empty space.


Ned offered up a plot. I had my own:


to guard my tongue, but give rein to my pen.







THE LOW COUNTRIES1








A room above an inn. The foreign words


on floors beneath me, drifting up like smoke


from kitchen servants, say I’m the stranger here.


The fields are almost marsh. Two days of rain


and still the skies are pouring. Clothing, soaked,


sweating before the open fire. My skin


is wrinkled as the elderly, my feet


as white and sodden as the Dover cliffs


stood out in water. All my papers soaked,


the ink cried out of them: a blot, a streak,


then blank again. Last night, I dreamt of rape.







From the space under my cot, from all the quiet


beneath my sleeping body, came the shift


of someone who had waited for my breath


to slow and mark that I was vulnerable.


A shadow consolidated into flesh,


some man who needed, more than meat or drink,


my soul’s destruction. Not a face, no voice,


but the cold desire for what he couldn’t have


I recognised. Intrusion was his name.


And the cry of fear he stuffed back in my throat


with fists of bedclothes echoed in the room:







a room with no one in it. Yet, afraid,


I kept my eyes on the door until the first


dull light began to detail me, alone.


I drifted back to sleep just after dawn,


exhausted by my vigilance and fear,







and found myself at the nightmare’s end, distressed


and running room to room in some great palace,


with no one recognising me as friend,


and, bursting finally into a hall,


my nightshirt torn, my privacy exposed,


I found myself half dressed before a court


of witnesses. The room was thick with them,


the walled-up souls who manage history.


‘Hold her down fast,’ they said. ‘Cut out her tongue.’







The rain falls still. It’s two hours after noon.


The silent shame that followed from my dream


is reeking from the dampness of the clothes


I took a walk in, trying to be clean,


though all the dirt is on the inside now.


And bursting to be told, to be let out,


but, with the stain of it, who can I tell


who wouldn’t blame me for inflaming it?







I take my driest paper, mix the ink,


and open where the daughter stumbles in


with bleeding stumps for hands,2 a bloody chin,


and blood ballooning as she tries to speak;


each word a victim of her absent tongue


translated to an empty sphere of air;


anguished to tell some caring heart who wreaked


this violent silence over their guilty deed.


But speechlessness has rendered her a worm:


no hands to write, no tongue to speak until


she spies the book that spells another’s tale –


the silenced woman turned to nightingale3


who sings, and in her singing, is avenged.







ARMADA YEAR








London. How fondly, thinking of her now,


I conjure up her smells: her market stalls,


the horse manure, the river’s fishy taint.


Can hear her in my ears like old advice:


the racket of the carts, the coster-wife


who’d shout out, ‘Flowers are lovely,’ to the rich


as I wandered back from breakfast to my desk.


I’d make the world in words, I’d show it things


you’d only see in mirrored glass, and then


scratch off the silver, let the truth go through.


The loveliness of youth. The innocence.







Government duty helped me pay the rent.


From time to time, called up as messenger:


the small thrill when my strict instructions were


to give the message personally to men


as close to princes as pond lilies are


to the water’s edge. Each courtier, each swain,


was study for my second Tamburlaine.







Watson was newly married: he and Ann


took up a lease above a draper’s shop


in Norton Folgate. I lodged in the roof.







‘So, Kit, how goes it?’ Watson, entering


the room I wrote in through those early months;


the smell of starch and boiled onions.


‘Tom,


can I greet you first?’


I feel that warm embrace


as if his arms are round me now, and not


this blanket. Missing him wells up, like blood


from a fresh wound, as I let my memory bathe


in that early evening as we pulled apart.







‘How’s the writing going?’


‘How was France?’


He laughed,


‘You first! You know I’m paid for my discretion.


No gossip for you before the third beer. So.


The shepherd king, sir? How’s your second part?’







‘Obscene. I had to pump the horror up;


dear Ned insisted.’


‘Have you eaten yet?


Can I tempt you to the tavern? All the light’s


gone out of the day. What say you? Save your wax


and dine with me. The Queen is paying for it.’







‘I’m halfway through a scene.’


‘And stuck?’


He read


my mind most clearly when he was relaxed.


‘Come back to it tomorrow when you’re fresh.


Your brain can solve it overnight, if greased


and given sustenance. Come on.’







He was


persuasive, warm. The most insistent arm


ever to link with mine and march me down


three flights of stairs and out into the night


to marvel at mud and stars. He was the shape


I moulded myself to, because he made


such wondrous things as him seem possible.







We strode into the tavern, earned a wink


from Kate the barmaid as she wiggled by,


two trays of food well-balanced. ‘Christopher,


you may slip in there; I’m a married man.’


To neighbours, ‘Well met, Harry! How’s the boil?


My wife can brew an unction. Hunt her down!’


We took the private corner he preferred.







‘How do you fare for money?’


‘Not so well.’


‘Still hiring the horse, though.’1


‘I must have the horse.


Tom, without the horse, I’m five foot five


and half the world looks down on me.’


‘I know.


Create the show and men believe it’s true.


Dress rich, ride rich, be rich. When will it work


do you think?’


‘Don’t doubt me, Tom. I’m come this far


with nothing but belief. A cobbler’s son


who now is qualified a gentleman.’2







The corners of his mouth twitched like a fly


in a spider’s web that movement fast reveals.







‘Don’t toy with me, Tom.’


‘Oh, we are serious.


I’m glad you have the horse, still. As for money,


the horse might get you more of it.’


‘How’s that?’


He leant in closer, made our wall-less room.


‘A Spanish invasion fleet is being prepared.’


My pulse leapt like a stag. ‘Twelve dozen ships


bearing three thousand guns. There will be peace


negotiations. But. We believe they’ll fail.’







‘The execution of the Queen of Scots3 –’







‘– has angered the Catholics greatly, yes, my friend.’


He dropped his voice two registers, as Kate


yawed to the side to fill our cups with ale.







‘A horse eats up the distances,’ he smiled


until she passed, ‘between the enemy


and us. We need a network on the ground.’


Watson took two short sips beneath the froth


and smacked his lips.


‘Pack and be ready to go.


You’ll not be called until the chain’s in place


through which to pass your information. But


be ready to serve your country.’







‘Tamburlaine!’


The room filled with his roar as Edward Alleyn


created a stage around him. ‘Is it done?


I thought I’d find you here. Where is my play?


Have you got time for drinking?’


‘It’s my first!’


‘He’s lying, this is number three,’ Tom said,


and shook his hand.


‘You poets. Always thirsty.


Can a humble actor join you?’


‘Certainly!


Where is this man, sir? Let us be introduced.’


Ned bellowed with laughter. ‘You are very rude!’


‘In the meanwhile,’ Watson said, ‘please be our guest.


Though our purse is empty, if you might chip in.’







Tom had been writing plays for Ned for months,4


though secretly, without his name to them.


‘If it’s not Latin, it’s not scholarly;


I cannot own the thing,’ he told me once.







Ned’s quick riposte, ‘Both spent my money, then?’


was subtle as a knife in an oyster shell.







‘I may have information,’ Watson said.


‘Some advance notice. What will be on the minds


of summer’s audience. You could plan ahead.’







Alleyn was interested. ‘Go on, then, speak.’


‘Better not speak,’ said Tom. ‘I’ll write it down.


Read it and cast it on the fire. And should


anyone ask how you’re so prescient,


say you consulted an astrologer.’







Ned tapped his nose. ‘Come on, then.’ Watson tore


the corner off a playbill on the wall,


borrowed the quill the tapster kept for sums


and scratched some words for Ned.


His brows rose up


like a crowd for an ovation.


‘This is news.’


‘Valuable news?’


‘I’ll double the summer gates


with the right plays in place.’ Handing a purse


over to Tom unconsciously, his eyes


still taking the words in.


‘On the fire,’ Tom said,


and Ned obeyed. It curled up, black as nightmares.







‘We will defeat them,’ Watson said, quite firm.


‘We will defeat them, Ned. You mark my word.’







MIDDELBURG1








At Middelburg, the printer’s twitchy eye,


its odd, incessant winking, puts me off.


My accent deteriorates. ‘Monsieur Le Doux.


You have a trunk for me?’


The facial tic


suggests he has it hidden. ‘Not at all.’


‘It didn’t come?’ His wink says nothing more.


‘If I give you this angel?’ ‘There you are.’


He snaps the money up. ‘It’s stored out back.’


I follow him through. An apprentice at the press


brings down black letter on to pristine sheet.


I check the contents. ‘Everything is there,’


he says politely. ‘Books are valuable


but far too heavy to stand in for gold.


I have some English titles you might like.


Things you can’t get a licence for. You know?’


The one time winking might have seemed to fit,


his face is motionless as masonry.


‘Religious tracts of various persuasions.


Wider debate than the English Queen allows.’


‘You publish poetry?’


‘If it will sell.


None at the moment. You have written verse.’


He knows. It’s not a question. ‘I have seen


your manuscripts.’ He shrugs apology.


‘When I was checking things against your list.


There might be a market for the saucy ones.’


‘We may do business later,’ I reply,


tucking a ream of paper beneath my arm.


‘For now, I’m at these lodgings. Send the trunk


as soon as you can manage.’ He folds the slip


into his pocket, winks me to the street.







I write all night. The lady of the house,


who provided extra candles for a mark,


is snoring on her purse. The moon is low;


a cat is prowling shadows on the stairs


and when I stop, my losses crowding in,


I think of your lips, one kiss. As though I live.


But I am the ruined queen of ancient Rome


who killed herself, and left her words to sing.







At noon, the trunk arrives between two boys


who frown at my shilling. The tall one kicks the short


to dig out a piece of parchment, firmly sealed:


‘Arrived this morning, sir.’ Another coin


and both skulk off. It is addressed ‘Le Doux’;


the seal’s unknown to me; the hand inside


is unfamiliar. But beside the words


is sketched the outline of a marigold.2


‘Meet me at one. The Flanders Mare. T.T.’







TAMBURLAINE THE SECOND








‘Oh, that was something. This’ll run for weeks.’


Over my shoulder, ‘Robert, sir, you’re late!


Where were you at this young man’s play?’ Ned barks.


Greene almost flinches. ‘Though there’s nothing I


would rather do than laud another’s art,


I was unwell.’ There is a hint of truth


around his lips; the lightest tint of green


reflected from his cloak, or in his blood


from the rumoured diet of fish and Rhenish wine.


Tonight, exaggerating for effect,


Greene is his name, his nature and attire.







‘On rewarding myself with a pint or two of wine


for finishing that script I promised you,


I find my head inoperative, too full


to take this young man’s pounding poetry.


But, Marlowe, you’re well, I trust. Another triumph?’







‘Marley,’ I say.


‘That doesn’t have the ring


an author needs, my boy. Whereas Mar-lowe


seems altogether fitting, since the sound


paints you with either syllable. Mar, low.


The play went well?’


Ned chips in, ‘Like a trollop!’


The insult doesn’t land with him at all.







‘That’s just as well for me. These fashions change,


sometimes before a man can capture them.’


He pushes a manuscript in front of Ned.


‘Alphonsus, King of Aragon1. The part


is made for you, Alleyn. Bold bombastic verse


in quite the style you’re used to. Guaranteed


to pack the house as full as Tamburlaine.


Ten pounds is not too much to ask.’


‘Ten pounds?


I paid half that for Tamburlaine Part Two!’


‘But this is twice as good again, at least.


(Excuse me, no offence intended.) And


the Spanish title makes it topical.
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