
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      

      Also by Robert Winder


      

      The Marriage of Time and Convenience

      


      

      No Admission


      

      Hell for Leather: A Modern Cricket Journey


      

      Bloody Foreigners


      

   
COPYRIGHT

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-748-12395-7

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2010 by Robert Winder

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

 www.hachette.co.uk
      


      
      
      To Hermione, Luke and Kit

      
   
      
      
      HISTORICAL NOTE

      
      This is by no means a true story (so far as we know), but the historical background is, I hope, accurate. All the characters
         are authentic historical figures except for those without surnames – servants, innkeepers, spies, shopkeepers, carters and
         soldiers. William Shakespeare did return to London in 1613 when his plays were being staged to celebrate the wedding of the King’s daughter; he did buy the gatehouse in Blackfriars; and he did (it is commonly thought) collaborate with John Fletcher in the writing of Henry VIII. Sir Walter Raleigh was imprisoned in the Tower; the court of King James I was louche; the atmosphere in the years after the Gunpowder Plot (a bona fide terrorist atrocity) was tense; Sir Edward Coke did prosecute Guy Fawkes; Richard Stanyhurst did write for Holinshed; and the Globe did burn down in June 1613.
      

      
      In the interest of dramatic effect, however – and as a re-enactment of Shakespeare’s own easygoing attitude to historical
         fact – I admit to taking a few notable liberties.
      

      
      The scheming Margaret, launching plots against Henry VII from Flanders, is a composite figure based primarily on Margaret
         of Anjou, the wife of King Henry VI. In fact, Queen Margaret was exiled in France and died in Angers in 1482, several years
         before the action of the play in which she now appears. In this I was following the inspiring example of Shakespeare himself,
         who raised the same queen from the dead to shout curses at the King in his Richard III. In the pages that follow she is occasionally (and wrongly) disparaged by her enemies as a ‘Yorkist’, on the grounds that
         the Wars of the Roses were so chaotic that even Shakespeare’s associates might sometimes have been confused!
      

      
      In line with the fashion of the time, one or two men and women who are not related at times refer to one another as ‘cousin’.
         I have also nudged several of the characters’ ages into line. Stuart children such as Constance Donne and John Harvard entered
         adulthood early, and would have seemed very young (by modern standards) to play the roles assigned to them. I therefore added
         two or three years to the age they had actually attained in 1613. And there is not the remotest indication that Sir Edward
         Coke, one of the father figures of the English legal system, ever stooped quite so low as he does in these pages.
      

      
      Nor is the book’s vocabulary entirely Jacobean. Some words – tremendous (1625), blunderbuss (1645) and menagerie (1700) –
         are usually thought to have appeared in English rather later. Words such as steeple-chasing, torrential and fumarole are nineteenth-century
         inventions that Shakespeare would almost certainly not have known. But he was an inspired and relentless coiner of new words,
         so I hope it is not fanciful to imagine him ranging ahead of his lexicographers on such occasions. I am more than happy to
         suggest, even in the case of phrases or sentiments that seem modern to us, that Shakespeare put his fingerprints on them long,
         long ago.
      

      
      As for the more sensational aspects of the tale, there is no evidence that they are true – but neither is there proof that
         they are false. Some are historical controversies that have intrigued or enraged scholars for years. Others (such as the notion
         that Shakespeare may have had a hand in the King James Bible) are complete fiction. When in doubt, I heeded Oscar Wilde’s
         famous dictum that the only duty we owe to history is to rewrite it.
      

      
      Throughout the novel, Shakespeare and his friends recall lines that they themselves wrote or performed. Sometimes their memories
         are accurate, sometimes not. They are certainly not ‘quoting’ from the plays as we might do today, because these plays did
         not yet exist in an authoritative form. The first folio would not be published for a decade, and the King’s Men were too inventive
         to be word-perfect. Sometimes they even blend or merge disparate lines into one.
      

      
      The character with whom I have made most free is William Shakespeare himself. His personal mannerisms are entirely imaginary,
         as is his dialogue (except where he quotes his own plays and poems). It is nowhere suggested that he befriended Sir Walter Raleigh, and he is hardly ever named as a contributor to the King James
         Bible (especially not in 1613, when it would have been too late). Such are the gaps in our knowledge that I was obliged to
         spin his motives out of thin air. It is thought he may have worked on a new play at this stage in his life, but there is scant evidence for it.
      

      
      I like to think that he would have written The True and Tragicall Historie of King Henry VII if he possibly could. The first Tudor monarch is a beguiling figure and an oddly neglected one. Most bookshops have a long
         shelf of biographical works concerning his son, Henry VIII, yet stock next to nothing about the father. This may be because
         we do not have the Shakespeare play to illuminate his life, character and times. This is a shame, because Henry VII is a good
         story: among his other achievements he turned a swamp of warring barons into the cradle of modern England, oversaw the first
         nautical steps into the Atlantic and played midwife to the birth of printing.
      

      
      The novel offers a description of Shakespeare at work, so I should state here that I do not find the various attempts to find
         alternative authors for his plays persuasive or even interesting. The documentary record is sparse – though it supports Shakespeare’s
         authorship more amply than any other claimant’s. It is possible that the sketchy trail of evidence suggests nothing more than
         that a writer as prolific as Shakespeare led a quiet and orderly life. We like to imagine genius as having a rumbustious streak,
         and a bohemian appetite for the kind of incidents that make headlines, but the production of literature on this magnificent
         scale requires an abundance of peace, quiet, and clear-headedness. In any case, I have assumed a free hand here and attributed
         a significant measure of Shakespeare’s creative power to his fellow actors. We do not know the truth, and probably never will,
         but drama is a team sport, and I suspect that if Shakespeare had to address an award ceremony, the list of people requiring
         thanks might be longer than we suppose.
      

      
      Novels do not usually require a bibliography, but in this case there were some extremely informative guides, so I am grateful,
         among others, to: Shakespeare’s Life and Stage by S.H. Burton (Chambers, 1989), Shakespeare of London by Marchette Chute (Souvenir, 1977), John Donne by John Stubbs (Norton, 2006), Will in the World by Stephen Greenblatt (Norton, 2004), The Age of Shakespeare by Frank Kermode (Weidenfeld, 2004), Elizabethan London by Liza Picard (Phoenix, 2004), Shakespeare by Anthony Burgess (Penguin, 1972), William Shakespeare: A Compact Documentary Life by S. Schoenbaum (Clarendon, 1977), Big Chief Elizabeth by Giles Milton (Sceptre, 2001), The Perfect Prince: The Mystery of Perkin Warbeck by Ann Wroe (Random House, 2003), The Power and the Glory by Adam Nicolson (HarperCollins, 2003), Oxford History of England: The Early Stuarts by Godfrey Davies (Oxford, 1937), Henry VII by Jocelyn Hunt and Carolyn Towle (Longman, 1998) and Richard III: The Great Debate by Paul Kendall (Folio, 1965). I apologise for so wilfully choosing, every now and then, to ignore or contradict these most
         impressive works.
      

      
      Finally, a great many thanks to Toby Eady, Jamie Coleman, Richard Beswick and Rowan Cope for their redoubtable, sharp and
         repeated reading of the work-in-progress. For whatever lapses, misjudgements and other failings that still linger in the text,
         they are of course partly to blame.
      

      
   
      
      
      

      
      Time’s glory is to calm contending kings

      
      To unmask falsehood, and bring truth to light.

      
      Shakespeare: The Rape of Lucrece

      
   
      
      Chapter 
1

      
      The measurement of human emotions is not an exact science; there are very few remedies for real sorrow. Misery may be biological,
         born of some inherited uproar in the blood, or it may be circumstantial – down to bad luck, heart-stopping loss, or the cruelty
         of others. Either way, the qualities we count on to keep us balanced – equanimity, ambition, optimism – can slip through the
         cracks between nature and nurture, leaving us alone, fearful and on shaky ground.
      

      
      In all the confusing terms that have tried to describe unhappiness down the ages, however, there is one common thread, and
         it has little to do with moody physiologies or life’s feverish ups and downs. It is a straightforward question of narrative.
         Put simply: true despair – the sense that life is meaningless and not worth living – is the emotion that invades us when the
         story we tell about ourselves turns out not to be true.
      

      
      Each of us wants to be the protagonist, the central character in the chronicle that is our life. Some, the more egotistical,
         give barely a thought to the hopes and fears of others, but none can shrug off the unease that grips us when our own life
         story turns out to be imaginary or, worse, an illusion. The warrior who finds himself a coward; the Puritan unable to resist
         the lure of harlotry; the truth-teller revealed to be a liar … these are predicaments from which there is no escape.
      

      
      That is why life stories, like all stories, have to be edited, revised, corrected.

      
      This can be true on the largest scale, when entire nations discover to their shame that they have been fooling themselves
         with falsehoods. But though it is the work of a moment to exercise the editor’s pencil, the side effects of altering a story
         may be harder to contain. Human beings have never found it easy to believe new versions of old tales, just as they rarely
         give up discredited gods without a fight. It takes labour to invent a new narrative; time and patience are required to make
         it credible. And some people, embarked on a life of disbelief, wind up finding it difficult to believe in anything – least
         of all themselves.
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      These were the notions that tumbled through the mind of William Shakespeare as he sat in the Whitehall Theatre, watching a
         gala performance of his own Richard III. He had, as everyone in the audience knew, a mind of rare agility, so he experienced them as sensations rather than ideas.
         But he dared not move a muscle. It was late February 1613, and he was sitting only a few feet from the mighty King James himself,
         the blustering glutton who these past ten years had nudged England and Scotland towards their present uneasy union. The crowded
         aisles were only half aware of the stage – they had eyes chiefly for the royal party and its celebrated guest. Not for the
         first time – he turned heads wherever he went, and could not scratch his ear without sparking a flutter of interest – Shakespeare
         was a prisoner of his own fame, pinned to his seat as securely as a thief in the stocks. But while etiquette insisted that
         he remain impassive, the weight of his heart told him that he had suffered a blow from which he might not soon recover.
      

      
      The culprit was in his pocket: a leather-backed pamphlet that had the temerity to criticise the play. Its argument was blunt,
         not to say waspish: ‘Shakspere’ had taken a well-intentioned and legitimate monarch (Richard III) and depicted him as a murderous
         hell-hound. He was thus the willing collaborator in a calculated piece of political myth-making. In crowing over the toppling
         of a king, he had written a disgraceful apologia for treason that falsely presented the greedy, usurping Tudors as a troop
         of white knights rescuing England from tyranny.
      

      
      The criticism pierced Shakespeare’s heart like a bolt from a crossbow, because he knew, not all that deep down, that it was well aimed. He had based his play on the usual sources, Hall
         and Holinshed, but had also leaned on Sir Thomas More’s life of Richard, an unreliable and sycophantically hostile portrait
         clearly intended to impress and protect the monarch’s successor. He had not heard the fashionable sneer that history was merely
         the version of the past written by the winner, but Shakespeare felt the truth of this cliché in his arteries without needing
         to form it into a shapely thought.
      

      
      In normal circumstances he might have been able to shrug off such barbs. He was celebrated, wealthy and content, and could
         afford to ignore the cavils of lesser men. But now, watching his superb, vile crookback, Richard of York, scheming for the
         crown like a malignant spider, humiliation came in a single white-hot flash. The thrilling heat of his own rhetorical zest
         made it even worse.
      

      
      It was not the easiest time for him to bear an assault of this sort. Only two weeks ago, on the fourth of February, he had
         buried his younger brother Gilbert – just one day short of a year following the death of his older brother, Richard. February
         had become a bleak month to him: he felt edgy, transparent, insubstantial.
      

      
      He glanced sideways and had to stifle a gasp. The King’s pale, fleshy face was slumped forward over the pudgy jowls of his
         outsized chins: a single fat bubble snuffled and popped in the loose corner of his baggy mouth. His famous horse’s tongue
         lolled over his bulging lip. He was fast asleep.
      

      
      His well-born neighbours were taking care not to notice.

      
      Shakespeare stared ahead for a moment, then nudged his companion’s arm.

      
      ‘Do you think anyone would mind if we left?’

      
      A selection of pampered heads twitched at this heresy while, down on the stage, Richard III began to shout at ghosts. Shakespeare
         sank deeper into his seat.
      

      
      Perhaps he should not have come. He had been invited down to London to be the honoured guest at more than a dozen performances
         of his own plays, however, and ought by rights to be enjoying himself. He had been welcomed back in the capital like a Roman
         emperor enjoying a Triumph. The plays were being staged as part of the pageant marking the Valentine’s Day wedding of the King’s daughter, Elizabeth, to the German Elector Palatine, so it would
         have been churlish as well as dangerous to stand aloof. It was never politic to say no to kings, and in the present atmosphere
         of suspicion and unease a refusal could easily be taken as a slight.
      

      
      Besides, if he was honest, part of him had missed the riot and bustle of London life. And until this evening he had half enjoyed
         pretending to be embarrassed by all the acclaim. But now he found himself pecking at it with a tetchy conscience. In the high
         court of his own opinion he was finding himself guilty of a historic error.
      

      
      Could he really have displayed the birth of the Tudor monarchy in an unmerited heroic light? Had he sold his own virtuosity
         too cheap?
      

      
      These were uncomfortable questions, even for a man as successful as he. The applause of the audience, even as it revelled
         in the cartoon villainy of his depraved King Richard, juddered in his ears like the cackle of a witch. All that hard-won fame
         – the high eminence that allowed him to patronise this theatre as if he too were a duke: it sharpened the fear that he had
         prostituted his gift. Had he really been a publicity scribbler, a pen for hire? The thought made him pale.
      

      
      He forced himself to concentrate on the stage. ‘If you do sweat to put a tyrant down,’ said the actor playing Henry Tudor,
         then still Richmond, ‘You sleep in peace, the tyrant being slain.’
      

      
      Thank God: it was nearly over.

      
      He was a theatrical man, and when he had a clear thought he acted on it, so he met this seizure in his self-confidence with
         a powerful urge to set things straight. Yet what could he do? It was too late to unwrite or disclaim Richard III – he was finished with plays. In theory, he supposed, he could attempt some new assignment and create a more truthful version
         of England’s history. Nevertheless, he could not suppress the weary feeling that overcame him at the thought of such a task.
         He was two years retired and lacked the optimistic fire needed for such work. When it came right down to it, he was no longer
         sure he had it in him.
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      He slept fitfully and woke early. He knew that what a man felt didn’t matter – it was what a man did that counted – but he was not a free agent, and much as he would have liked to spend the day sauntering around the bookstalls
         or in Field’s Printing House, he had engagements he could not neglect. His week was filled with visits and meetings – feasts,
         society events, church readings and so on – and it had long been arranged, by well-meaning friends, that this morning he would
         visit the Tower of London’s most famous guest, Sir Walter Raleigh. The great Elizabethan had been locked up in prison for
         ten years, and Shakespeare conceded with shame that he thought of him only rarely. Some scruple had prevented him from going
         till now.
      

      
      In truth, the two had never been close. They had met a few times in the old days at the Mermaid; indeed, Raleigh had often
         favoured him with compliments. Even so the man was a florid Protestant, and a few minutes in his company sometimes seemed
         a good while. More significantly, Raleigh had always been a rival at court to Essex, Shakespeare’s friend. They moved in different
         circles, and that was that.
      

      
      Still, it was a gross injustice that the man lay confined in the Tower. Pondering it anew, Shakespeare gasped at the iniquity
         in the idea of such an epic figure – the first Governor of Virginia, no less! – brought to such a pass. How long ago it seemed,
         that lofty tide of Elizabethan glory: those stirring deeds on ocean swells, the spirited sonnets and ballads, the golden fables
         from Hispaniola and the glorious, heavenly routing of the Armada. What did it say on the medal? Flavit Jehovah, et dissipati sunt – God blew, and they were scattered. Even the heavens were on their side back then.
      

      
      It was almost painful to recall such times now. And this wasn’t the only reason why Shakespeare had mixed feelings about today’s
         outing. He felt awkward in these ceremonial roles; it embarrassed him to think that this was what his life amounted to – courtesy
         visits to condemned men, staged opportunities for a couple of elderly refugees, heroes of a bygone age, to get together for
         appearances’ sake.
      

      
      There was one bright streak in the sky, however. Shakespeare knew that Sir Walter was working on a History, and the grey cloud that now hovered over his own Richard III made this a fine time for a conversation on this matter. He knew very well that history wasn’t the past – merely what he had instead of the past; if anything, it was an obliging pool of magical tales, a well of inspiration. These days, though, he had a swelling
         sense of the way the past shifted and danced as it grew remote. There were worse people to debate this with than Sir Walter
         Raleigh.
      

      
      He dropped in on a bookseller and paid sixpence for a copy of his own Sonnets, as a gift. The price made him wince – it should
         not have cost more than fourpence – but who was he to complain? Outside, he tiptoed through the evil-smelling mounds of mud
         and refuse before taking a carriage to the eastern end of Thames Street. At the great Lion Gate he stood for a moment, the
         broad river at his back, gazing at the looming bulk of the famous Tower that rose high and mighty behind its moat and rampart.
         He had not been here since the imprisonment of his friend Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton – locked up behind these
         walls for his part in a ramshackle rebellion a dozen years ago. A shudder passed through him, like the ghost of a guilty conscience,
         to recall the fearful circular stairs that led to Southampton’s room in the Bell Tower. He could hear a few barks and howls
         from the caged animals in the menagerie on the other side of this wall, and for a moment fancied he could hear, in the raucous
         scream of gulls on the battlements, the cries of all the other battered souls that had passed this way. Southampton and Essex,
         those innocent young Princes, Thomas More, Anne Boleyn, Guy Fawkes and the rest … They had suffered bitter agonies within
         these haughty walls. Most had lost their heads.
      

      
      Shakespeare himself had seen Essex’s terrified face skewered on a stake at London Bridge. It had been boiled, to prevent rotting,
         but still bore an astonished look, as if it had glimpsed some unspeakable horror. The once-noble visage of a brilliant courtier
         stared with lidless eyes across the river like the blank skull of some gaping, nut-brown devil. It was dreadful: Shakespeare
         could neither eat nor sleep for days.
      

      
      There was a pause while a guard was sent for to lead the way to Raleigh’s rooms. Then Shakespeare was escorted beneath the
         great battlements, along the line of the outer wall by the river, and across a wide expanse of grass. Spring flowers were
         beginning to burst out along the verges, and birds sang in the trees. It was quite possible to forget this was a home to desperate
         souls; it was more palace than dungeon.
      

      
      ‘Here we are,’ said the guard. ‘The Bloody Tower. A pretty name.’
      

      
      He knocked at the door, pushed it open and stood aside. Over by the window Shakespeare could see a tall man, still slim but
         grey-haired, with a neat beard and a fine white shirt. He was holding a leather-bound volume in one hand.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ said Sir Walter Raleigh, only half turning.

      
      ‘A visitor,’ said the guard.

      
      Raleigh laid down the book. ‘So I see.’

      
      He seemed indifferent to the prospect of company.

      
      ‘I am sorry. Perhaps this is not a good time.’

      
      ‘There is no such thing as a good time. Not in these walls, and not in this world neither.’ Raleigh turned away and took up
         his book again.
      

      
      Shakespeare smiled. It was a long time since he had gone unrecognised.

      
      ‘It is me, Will Shakespeare. I am sorry. It has been years.’

      
      ‘William Shakespeare!’ Raleigh hurried across the stone flags. ‘Cakes and crocodiles! Come in, come in! They said you were
         coming tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘If they told you yesterday, they spoke the truth.’

      
      ‘Ah, the truth . . .’ Raleigh lifted his hands in a shrug. ‘A slippery fish, the truth.’

      
      His creamy Devon accent made him sound sad.

      
      The room was larger than Shakespeare had expected and more cheerful. The stone walls were caked in whitewash, and there were
         rugs, drapes, chairs, a heavy oak desk full of books and papers, and a huge fireplace. The windows, though not generous, admitted
         a fair amount of light. It was a cell, but a comfortable one.
      

      
      ‘I am sorry it is early. I vaulted in on the spur of the morning.’

      
      Vaulted? Where did that come from? He took a nervous breath.
      

      
      ‘It is just as well. They still take an interest in my visitors. Perhaps this way they won’t trouble you.’

      
      ‘Trouble?’ Shakespeare had not thought of this as a perilous mission. Raleigh had been imprisoned for so long – surely he
         was not regarded as a danger any more.
      

      
      ‘But never mind that.’ Raleigh’s low voice washed over Shakespeare like a rolling sea swell. ‘Please. Have a seat. Have something to drink.’
      

      
      Shakespeare shook his head.

      
      ‘I insist.’ Raleigh poured water out of an earthenware beaker. ‘I can vouch for its freshness. And I value your opinion.’

      
      Shakespeare shrugged, accepted the cup and took a sip.

      
      Raleigh was looking at him in a way that suggested he was eager for a response. Shakespeare was confused – it was only water.

      
      ‘Like silver dew. Very refreshing.’

      
      ‘I am glad you like it. I made it.’

      
      ‘Made it?’

      
      Raleigh beamed. ‘From salt water, using a process of my own devising. I have invented a means of removing the salt. If we
         have time I will show you. There is an old hen house across the lawn – the constable lets me use it for experiments.’
      

      
      Shakespeare relaxed. It looked as if Raleigh was happy to do the talking.

      
      ‘All we need now is to find a way to take my method to sea. As yet the apparatus is too large and clumsy, but one day all
         our ships may have fresh water.’
      

      
      ‘And you will be the patron saint of our sailors.’

      
      ‘It’s a shame Bess isn’t here. She’s back in Devon, I’m afraid. Adores your work, though. I know she’d want to ask you about
         Romeo and Juliet.’
      

      
      Wait for it, thought Shakespeare. Here it comes. Was the play based on his own life? Where had he got the idea? Who was the
         unlucky lady? He hated to disappoint people by admitting that he had plucked the unhappy couple from an old book.
      

      
      He was surprised by Raleigh’s quick, fidgety manner. He would have imagined that prison bred a morose or sullen disposition,
         but it seemed to have produced the opposite effect here. The explorer was very talkative.
      

      
      ‘She won’t forgive me if I don’t ask,’ he continued. ‘See, she’s always believed that Romeo and Juliet was based on us. Forbidden romance, and all that.’
      

      
      He arched his eyebrows.

      
      Shakespeare hesitated. The secret wedding of Sir Walter Raleigh and Bess Throckmorton was, it was true, a famous scandal,
         so the pair did fit the part of star-crossed lovers – indeed, they had been imprisoned for it. Shakespeare could not now recall
         which came first – their stormy passion or his heartbreaking play.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ he said carefully, ‘I wouldn’t say “based”. It crossed my mind that there were echoes, but you two resisted self-slaughter,
         I am glad to say.’
      

      
      ‘That’s life,’ said Raleigh with a breezy smile. ‘So much duller than art. No matter. It is wonderful to see you. You will
         have to forgive my excitement, but a visitor is a red-letter occasion. I used to receive a good many guests, but recently
         … Oh, but listen to me. You must want something more to drink – they give me gallons of ale. Or eat. Or smoke! I have this
         marvellous tobacco, just off the boat. This year I am going to grow some out in the garden, but this –’ he snatched a long
         pipe with a silver bowl from the shelf by the fireplace, and held up a pinch of chopped leaf – ‘this is the real thing … from
         Virginia!’
      

      
      Shakespeare almost purred with pleasure. To be offered tobacco by Sir Walter Raleigh himself! It was almost enough to make
         him wish he smoked.
      

      
      ‘Is it true, that story about the Queen and your smoke?’

      
      It was a very famous incident. The Queen had refused to believe Raleigh when he said that he could, for a reward, weigh the
         smoke from his pipe – so he proved it to her. First he weighed out the tobacco, then he smoked it, and then he weighed the
         ash. A simple subtraction was enough to produce the answer.
      

      
      The Queen’s reply was what had made the tale endure. She said that she had seen many men turn gold into smoke, but none who
         could turn smoke into gold.
      

      
      ‘Not quite,’ said Raleigh, lighting the pipe. ‘There never was a reward. Here.’

      
      Shakespeare lacked the heart to decline. He took a light puff, gave an acrid cough, and felt tears leap to his eyes. When
         he tried to speak, his voice was a croak.
      

      
      ‘Delicious.’ He fought for breath. ‘Sweet, sweet poison.’

      
      ‘My comfort in miserable times.’ Raleigh took back the pipe and drew in a mouthful. ‘Naturally the King disapproves. Oh, but maps and monkeys!’
      

      
      Cakes and crocodiles? Maps and monkeys? Shakespeare, his eyes still watering from the bitter fumes, wondered whether Raleigh
         had been infected with these vivid tropical flourishes by solitude alone.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, you caught me red-fingered. Look what I was reading when you came in.’ He held out the book to show the gilt lettering
         on the spine: Hamlet.
      

      
      Shakespeare smiled. ‘Alas, poor Hamlet.’

      
      ‘Poor?’ said Raleigh. ‘It is a miracle. That volley of revenges at the end – you surpassed even yourself. But be honest –
         those remarks about the kingdom: Something is rotten in the state of Denmark. Please tell me I am right to see them as barbs
         aimed at our own beloved Queen. I cherish the fondest hope . . .’
      

      
      Shakespeare scraped a fleck of tobacco leaf from his tongue. It was true. King James’s wife, Anne of Denmark, was a byword
         for vulgar excess, and everyone knew it. Most people blamed it on the eye-wrenching trip south from flint-poor Scotland –
         when she and her husband, stunned by England’s wealth, had gorged themselves like cows in clover. Some predicted that she
         would rein in her extravagance, but there was no sign of it yet. Her famous masques were the butt of many a ballad: the guests
         sunk in a Bacchanalian frenzy; the King swooning in jelly, cream and cake, grovelling among the remnants; while his wife and
         her Viking friends bathed in pools of wine and gnawed at meat like ravenous animals.
      

      
      Raleigh was right: London was full of carousing Danes, refugees from their country’s war with Sweden. Those with more money
         than martial spirit had boarded the royal caravan to London, but none would have enjoyed Hamlet’s description of their homeland
         as an unweeded garden, as rank and gross as a prison.
      

      
      ‘I wish I could say so,’ said Shakespeare. ‘Alas, we wrote Hamlet years before we had a Danish queen. But this may be why it is never staged in London.’
      

      
      ‘We?’

      
      ‘The King’s Men. We work on these things together.’

      
      ‘Oh, but to think! After all our labours, all our victories … that we should end up with this weak Scottish king and his gross Danish queen. And both of them greedy sots. It is not right. I hear
         that the King looses only at fattened stags, and is fonder of his caged wolves than his subjects – except for his damned favourites.
         Is it true that he kisses his boon companions in public? We are worse than Roman, with our spectacles and taste for blood.
         Before God, it shames us, what we have become.’
      

      
      ‘I myself have been away, but people say that it is so.’

      
      ‘I trust you are no friend to Robert Carr. There is no man I detest more. The thought of him in my house—’

      
      ‘Your house?’

      
      ‘Do you not know? The King confiscated Sherborne Castle and has given it to this fawning Scottish lackey. And to think we
         named the Virginia settlement – Jamestown – in his honour. Oh, my heart aches . . .’
      

      
      ‘I have never met Robert Carr. Nor do I wish to.’

      
      ‘Well, if you do meet him, you have my full permission to put his eyes out. And the King’s, while you are about it.’
      

      
      There were daggers in the silence that followed. This went beyond grumbling. It was downright sedition. Oftentimes, to win
         us to our harm, whispered the voice in Shakespeare’s inner ear, the instruments of darkness tell us truths. The glance he
         flashed at Raleigh was sharpened by suspicion.
      

      
      Raleigh seemed to notice. ‘I go too far,’ he said. ‘I apologise. It is easy for me to voice my thoughts – I am already a prisoner.
         But I see I have offended you.’
      

      
      ‘Not at all.’ Shakespeare was wounded by the implication that he was too timid, that he trimmed his sails to safeguard his
         freedom. He too was horrified by the coarse, gluttonous state into which the kingdom had fallen – and he did not often care
         who knew it. Everything fine and valuable lay smashed, drowned, dissolved. The England that he loved – the land of heron and
         buttercup, conker and rook, catkin, acorn and hawthorn hedge – lay ransacked under the clumsy wheels of its new rulers. This
         was the chief cause of his own heavy-hearted retreat to Stratford.
      

      
      ‘Back to Hamlet,’ said Raleigh. ‘I don’t care if you wrote it before the Queen arrived – I still credit you with the insight. Like a master mariner, you sniffed the storm before it broke, saw
         before any of us that England was sliding into the pit.’
      

      
      Shakespeare sighed. Was it possible that he had foreseen this decadent royal spree? No. He could not accept the suggestion
         that he was any kind of seer. If anything, the accession of King James had lifted his spirits; he had even permitted himself
         to believe that the Puritan cause would be thwarted. Those hopes lay in ruins now.
      

      
      ‘Maybe you should have set it in Spain. “Something is rotten in the state of Spain” – no one could have taken offence at that.’

      
      ‘Have you not heard? We are friends with Spain now.’

      
      Raleigh thumped the table with the flat of his palm. ‘Yes, God help us.’

      
      Shakespeare had no wish to be drawn into a theological argument, and sought to ease the tension by changing the subject. There
         wasn’t time.
      

      
      ‘But listen to me,’ said Raleigh. ‘I am too raw and salty. Excitement has stolen my manners. Let us talk of happier times,
         you and I.’
      

      
      Shakespeare rubbed his head. Raleigh had been sequestered in this cabin for ten years, so had to be forgiven a few sour remarks.
         Nonetheless Shakespeare disliked bile and was not looking for trouble. He began to wish he had not come.
      

      
      ‘Well, I shall sit,’ said Raleigh.

      
      Shakespeare took a seat opposite him.

      
      ‘Tell me, why did you leave London? More to the point, what prompted you to stop writing plays? Those of us with time on our
         hands – we are distraught.’
      

      
      It was a compliment, and Raleigh smiled to make sure it was received as such.

      
      Shakespeare’s eyes closed for an instant, the reasons for his withdrawal fanning out like a peacock’s tail in his mind. Disgust
         at the grisly taste of the modern audience, which valued severed heads above wit; despair over the King’s decision to suspend
         Parliament and rule like a tyrant; weariness with the endless need to cringe and simper after royal favour and patronage;
         impatience with the foul stink of a city that had become noxious and overcrowded; frustration at the intrusive attentions inspired by his own fame: these were the promptings that led him to seek a calmer life in Stratford, where willows
         grew aslant brooks and rabbits did not flee footsteps. There were other reasons too, which he barely admitted even to himself:
         a loss of drive, a fear that his talent was draining away, a cooling of all desire.
      

      
      He shrugged. ‘I missed my family,’ he said. ‘I had been away too long.’

      
      And at once he felt a stab of shame. How could he have said such a thing to a man separated from his family for good?

      
      Once again Raleigh noticed his discomfort. This time he laughed.

      
      ‘Have no worries on my account. Bess and the boys live right here with me. Not in these rooms – they rent a house outside
         the walls. But they are about me all the time. I am by no means deprived of their society.’
      

      
      Shakespeare breathed out.

      
      ‘Let us be serious. You are a man of rare substance, so I know that you must fear for our kingdom, as I do,’ said Raleigh.
         ‘These last months, since the deaths of Salisbury and Prince Henry, who is there left to stand against the King’s folly? Will
         none stand up for England?’
      

      
      Shakespeare felt reproached, but forced himself to agree.

      
      ‘It is indeed a dangerous time.’

      
      ‘Worse than dangerous. A viper’s nest.’

      
      Shakespeare had to smile. Only here, in the chief dungeon of England, could a man speak so freely without fear for his life.

      
      ‘It is not safe to say so, yet if it succours you to know there are those who feel the same, then count on it. When the King
         broke with the people, he broke with me too.’
      

      
      ‘I did not doubt this, but am glad to hear it,’ said Raleigh. ‘Let’s walk outside.’

      
      He led the way up to a raised pavement that connected this tower to its neighbour.

      
      ‘They allow me to me wander at will up here. We cannot be overheard, and the view is good. Though it is painful to see water
         so close and not be on it.’
      

      
      He looked out at the river, at the swarm of ships and boats that nosed and wheeled in the centre of the stream. Just out of
         sight, in Rotherhithe, a sturdy freighter called the Mayflower was unloading wine and nuts from Aquitaine.
      

      
      ‘I refuse to be melancholy. There is too much to do.’

      
      Shakespeare felt a miniature drill of shame. He faced inland.

      
      ‘Tower Green,’ nodded Raleigh. ‘Where your friend Essex was executed. A long time ago. Even I wasn’t here then.’

      
      ‘He was hot, and loved not wisely, but he was never a bad man.’

      
      ‘I know. And for the sufferings he endured here, in this accursed place, I swear I feel closer to him than to many a living
         friend.’
      

      
      It was easy to see what drew people to Raleigh, Shakespeare thought, and just as easy to see what vexed them. The man was
         a confusing mixture – by turns as sombre as an ox and as eager as a puppy.
      

      
      ‘What do people say about their king?’ said Raleigh. ‘Tell me the truth.’

      
      ‘People, or me?’

      
      ‘Both.’

      
      ‘The people say he is a fine and noble leader – every inch a king.’

      
      ‘They are not fools. They would be scalped if they said otherwise.’

      
      ‘True.’ Shakespeare groaned. ‘Ours is a garden of beastly delights. The King showers wealth on every pretty upstart, while
         his queen … They serve thirty dishes at table, with Chinese silk and Venetian glass. It is … wanton.’
      

      
      ‘Just as I said – a sty, stewed in corruption.’

      
      ‘It is not only that. There is terror abroad. Since the Plot was discovered, we live under a tyranny. Fear stalks the alleys
         and the courtyards. It taps at the doors and windows, haunts the streets and doorways, and drips from the trees and rooftops.
         Who knows where it will strike? It turns people from their beds and makes honest men start in the night. Children scream at
         ghosts. Even the dogs cower. I do not know how long this state of things can endure. Something violent, something monstrous,
         is ripening in the body politic. We have been peaceable a long while, but I do not know—’
      

      
      ‘It will not last. The injustice of kings is always punished.’

      
      A gust of cold wind snapped through Shakespeare’s hair. Raleigh was already changing the subject and stretching his legs.
         They strolled along the rampart, speaking about the latest news from the court – was it true the King was giving away more in gifts each year than the old Queen had done in her entire reign? They also touched
         on the chestnut colour of the Orinoco River, the number of deer in Richmond, the sickliness of the young Prince Charles, the
         whereabouts of mutual friends, the high price of sugar (Raleigh insisting that in the New World it grew like a weed) and the
         latest cures for plague.
      

      
      After a while Raleigh returned to the subject of Shakespeare’s plays, which he knew and loved well. He was not, however, above
         chiding his guest for his unfriendly portrait of Joan of Arc.
      

      
      ‘You made her a madwoman,’ he said. ‘Yet she was a warrior and a saint.’

      
      Shakespeare almost blushed. He had been young when he wrote Henry VI and happy to go along with the popular depiction of Joan as a demented French witch. He cleared his throat to apologise,
         but it was too late.
      

      
      ‘Never mind. Do you know who I like best in Hamlet?’ Raleigh was saying. ‘Fortinbras. Now there’s a proper instrument of fate.’
      

      
      Shakespeare was surprised. ‘Fortinbras? He is a man, neither less nor more. Not even that, if I am truthful. We needed someone to come on at the end and sweep away the corpses. He was near at hand, that is all.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, your imagination knew better than that. Fortinbras is a pure angel of revenge. Vengeance: your great subject, and mine
         too. Who killed Fortinbras’s father? Why, Hamlet’s father! So here comes the son, at the bitter end, to avenge his father’s
         death. Do you not see the parallel? Here, in just such a way, comes our own King James, bent on revenge for the wild spirit
         of his mother Mary – Queen of Scots, friend of Spain, traitor to our cause and executed by Elizabeth. Round it all goes. And
         here he loafs, a cuckoo in our golden nest, devouring all our fledglings.’
      

      
      Raleigh smiled and again Shakespeare felt a wary ripple, like a shadow passing.

      
      ‘We should have been friends before this day,’ said Raleigh. ‘We think alike, and both have cause to hate our king, who sues
         for peace with Spain and falls asleep in your plays – oh yes, he is famous for it! Oh, think back to when the world was bright,
         when we crossed oceans and mapped stars, and had your work to enliven our souls! Now . . .’
      

      
      They stood in silence.
      

      
      ‘When I say that injustice is always punished, do not mistake me. Things do not always get better.’ Raleigh shivered. ‘I have
         studied the Ancients, and this I know: nations and empires fall. Worlds decline. Look below us. There are only six firm roadways
         in the kingdom now: the Strand, Cheapside and four great Roman arteries. A thousand years ago you could travel the land on
         hard roads. We have fallen far.’
      

      
      Something swam into focus in Shakespeare’s mind.

      
      ‘I too have feared the abyss,’ he said. ‘Ever since the murder of France.’

      
      They stared out over the city once again, both thinking on the same event. Henry IV of France had been assassinated by a Catholic
         diehard enraged by the tolerant edicts the King was passing in favour of his Huguenot Protestants. Raleigh himself had fought
         alongside Huguenots in the Netherlands. The conflict between Catholics and Protestants was becoming sharp and raw; it was
         as if mighty armies were slowly massing across all Europe. If one sword were raised, if one blade flashed in the bright air,
         who could say how many might fall?
      

      
      Shakespeare gazed over the rooftops that dropped away to the west. London was conquering its surrounding hills in a fabulous
         tumble of steep eaves, Roman walls and broken stones. St Paul’s and Westminster Abbey stood like marooned hulks above a tossing
         forest of smoke and spires. From this vantage point it was hard to imagine the maggoty hovels that littered the public byways,
         the army of vagrants and beggars that flocked from the countryside these days. Shakespeare could sense the restless yearning
         of a man like Raleigh, who had seen the far side of the oceans – all silver pools in luxuriant jungles, rare fruits and grand
         forests of maple and mahogany.
      

      
      ‘Good view, isn’t it?’ said Raleigh. ‘I came up here to watch that naval battle they mounted on the river, for the Princess’s
         wedding. Did you see it? Ridiculous.’
      

      
      Shakespeare shook his head.

      
      ‘Thank God the battlements of Durham House are obscured. That would be too painful.’

      
      Shakespeare had passed Raleigh’s old mansion often; it was one of London’s most obvious landmarks. In some ways it actually
         resembled the Tower – it was a bulky stone fortress that rose on the bank of the river between Westminster and Blackfriars – and Shakespeare
         blinked at the thought of how much Raleigh must miss it. He had made it a temple to Elizabethan learning, a tranquil harbour
         for scholars and scientists.
      

      
      ‘It baffles me now to remember those days,’ Raleigh said in a low voice. ‘Young Thomas Hariot was there, of course, building
         his telescope up on the roof. Did you know about that? And did you hear about those Indian fellows we brought over?’
      

      
      Shakespeare shook his head.

      
      ‘Before your time, maybe. Well, I took them to Hampton Court to meet the Queen. She loved them, of course. And Hariot set
         himself to learn their language. I tell you, we discovered more about the New World from those two astonished Virginians than
         from all our conquests. And the King thinks them savages!’
      

      
      Shakespeare scratched his arm.

      
      ‘You must have known the old Queen quite well.’

      
      ‘As well as any man in England! But I will tell you something that most people don’t know. I never heard anyone, man or woman, who could swear like Gloriana. My God! Even the windows had to stop their ears!’
      

      
      Shakespeare grinned.

      
      ‘And is it true, the other famous story … about the cloak?’

      
      ‘Of course. The funny thing, though, is that it was – still is – a common practice in Spain. People were astounded, but it
         was not so very outrageous.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose, in muddy England, men could not afford to be so free with cloaks.’

      
      ‘I suppose.’

      
      There was a pause.

      
      ‘Anyway, I am glad to find you so well, though it pains me to see you here.’

      
      Raleigh smiled. ‘Oh, I count myself a king of infinite space, though I am, as you would say, bounded in this grey nutshell.’

      
      Shakespeare registered the tribute with a faint smile.

      
      ‘What scrapes at my heart is not my own trouble, but the national anguish. We let hard-won glories slip away like sand, and they call me a warmonger!’
      

      
      Shakespeare had heard Raleigh thus described many times, without ever thinking to object. He was a well-known firebrand, itching
         to attack Spanish fleets.
      

      
      ‘Believe me, no man who has seen war can endure it. Dulce bellum inexpertis – war is sweet to those who know it not. But war is not the point. Can they not see? The future lies to the west, in the
         colonies. Spain understands this. She is seizing all she can while we stand idle. I tell you, I know what befell the French
         Huguenots in Florida, and it was unendurable. Yet we do nothing! Our future is being written thousands of miles away, while
         we paddle our fingers and lick the grease from our spoons. All I want is an English nation at Roanoke, but this King – he
         sees the New World as a sewer, a place to toss penniless vagrants. I would harvest wheat; he seeks to plant convicts. I swear,
         Will, that I do hate war most truly. But if we permit Spain to conquer the new territories, we shall be lost, quite lost.’
      

      
      Shakespeare could not let him continue. He could tell that this was a speech, and an argument, that Raleigh had made before;
         but he himself was more interested in the past than the years ahead. He had long since renounced such juggling fiends.
      

      
      ‘I sometimes think,’ he murmured, ‘that when it comes to the future, history is the only soothsayer. There isn’t much that
         happens that has never happened before.’
      

      
      ‘Exactly!’ said Raleigh, still agitated. ‘That’s what I am saying! Study the past to know the future. Oh, if I were not trapped
         under this rock. Snakes and seahorses!’
      

      
      Shakespeare smiled.

      
      ‘I am repeating myself, I know,’ continued Raleigh, ‘but if history teaches us anything, it is that time is an avenger. You
         of all people must agree. After all, you have given it magnificent, vivid names – fortune’s wheel, fortune’s knave, the whirligig
         of time. These are perfect phrases. Civilisations rising and falling to the thoughtless dance of a child’s toy. The earth
         spins and nothing goes unpunished. Even kings have to answer for the cruelties done on their behalf.’
      

      
      Shakespeare bowed his head, humbled by Raleigh’s praise. It was true that he had put this story on stage time after time. The cruelty of kings did echo down the years. It haunted a thousand
         dreams and gave birth to vengeful children. Yet something new stirred within him now – a spasm of resolve, a tremor of desire.
         If Sir Walter Raleigh, unjustly locked in this place, could summon up such righteous fury, then who was he, William Shakespeare,
         to curl up and hide?
      

      
      He had abandoned English history since Queen Elizabeth’s block on such work – the Queen herself had counselled him against
         pitching his tent on such delicate ground. The previous day’s shadow over his Richard III returned, here in this black heart of English power, and spread fresh gloom over his spirit.
      

      
      In the depths of the shade, however, he heard the high, sad sound of a distant bugle. Someone had to dramatise anew the abuse
         of royal authority, and who was better suited for such a task than he himself?
      

      
      Raleigh was looking at him with a watchful gaze. ‘It is very good of you to come. I think something troubles you.’

      
      Shakespeare shook himself. It was impertinent to seek sympathy from a prisoner. ‘I reproach myself for not coming sooner.
         Is there anything I can do?’
      

      
      Raleigh was leading the way indoors. With an ostentatious gesture he stretched out an arm, inviting Shakespeare to take precedence.
         With just such a flourish, Shakespeare thought, did once you cast your cloak before a queen.
      

      
      ‘Actually there is something,’ said Raleigh. ‘You could speak for me, as Prince Henry used to. Poor man – they say he died from a chill, playing
         tennis. Infernal stupidity! He was a dear friend to my cause. Do you know what he said one time? That only his father would
         cage a bird as rare as me! But now he is dead; his brother Charles is too young and is, they say, a very paltry youth. So
         no one speaks for me now but Bacon – and you can’t trust that snake.’
      

      
      Shakespeare nodded. ‘I will do what I can,’ he said. ‘Though in truth I too lack a friendly ear at court. Much has changed.
         I am no longer who I was.’
      

      
      ‘I have offered to make another voyage, to find gold for the King, to crown his glory with all the treasure of El Dorado.
         I long for one last chance.’
      

      
      ‘To whom should I appeal? Not Bacon, you said.’
      

      
      ‘Not Bacon. But not Coke either. He would have my head if he could.’

      
      Whilst Shakespeare did not know Sir Edward Coke – one of the Chief Justices involved with Raleigh’s so-called ‘trial’ – he
         knew that the trial had been staged; it was common knowledge. It had made a fine play! The famous verdict – that Raleigh possessed
         ‘the heart of a Spaniard’ – was greeted with howls of mirth in the waterside inns and dens where the colonist was revered
         as a nautical hero.
      

      
      ‘Of course I shall do what I can,’ said Shakespeare. ‘For old times’ sake.’

      
      ‘Old times’ sake,’ repeated Raleigh. ‘I like that.’

      
      He looked younger when he smiled: his teeth were still fair, and it was possible to glimpse, in these rare moments when his
         well-bred features lifted and lightened, the handsome visage of a courtier who had once charmed monarchs.
      

      
      Shakespeare felt abashed. What do I know? he thought. What do I know?

      
      It was time to leave.

      
      ‘Well,’ said Raleigh.

      
      ‘Well,’ said Shakespeare.

      
      ‘In all honesty I should not complain. In court it was announced that I should be dragged through the streets, and have my
         heart and bowels plucked out. I was reprieved. I lost my estates, my houses, my hopes – but not yet my life.’
      

      
      ‘I thank you for your hospitality.’

      
      ‘Come again.’

      
      ‘I should like to.’

      
      Raleigh tapped on the door. It opened at once.

      
      ‘Farewell, then,’ he said. ‘You have brightened a grey day.’

      
      ‘So have you.’ Shakespeare shook his hand. ‘So have you.’

      [image: image]

      
      The door clanged shut with a deep, low boom, like a bell or gong – as if making some great announcement. Shakespeare leaned
         against the nearest patch of clean wall and sighed. The interview had been an ordeal and his shoulders ached. Yet he also felt a familiar tingle of exhilaration and renewal. He rejected the charge, often
         levelled at London’s playwrights, that he was a parasite, feeding on the vitality of others, but he could not deny that he
         always found stimulation in human contact. Was that so strange?
      

      
      Raleigh was a remarkable man. He had explored the Indies, supervised colonies and launched new trades. He had searched for
         gold in far-off mountains and he had written poetry. He had made fortunes and lost them, befriended queens and crossed them.
         His reward? To fret away his twilight years in this benighted cell. Who could fail to be enchanted by a man who refused to
         bow to such ill use?
      

      
      The more he brooded, the more the spectacle of Raleigh’s zeal made Shakespeare darken with self-reproach. He could not say
         when his own creative urge had faded, for he made a substantial effort to avoid self-examination. It had been a slow, sleepy
         process – a flame dying in the grate. Every now and then, if wind stirred the fine ash, he could feel flickers of warmth in
         the embers, but it had been a long time since he had written anything: he felt empty and in an odd sense inexperienced. He
         was too old to start over again. On the other hand, what had Raleigh said about the future – how it was being written far away? An interesting notion.
      

      
      The guard was giving him a strange look. Shakespeare collected himself, nodded and followed him out on to the grass. He looked
         up, half expecting to see Raleigh’s head at the window, but the casement was empty.
      

      
      They reached the gatehouse and came to a halt in front of a heavy curtain by the oak door. It was locked. The guard stepped
         aside.
      

      
      Shakespeare still had a book in his hand – the Sonnets he had forgotten to hand over. It made him feel clumsy, and for a moment
         he wondered whether he should return, but it was easier to leave the book with a guard. He had no wish to go back; he had
         both heard and uttered more than enough treasonous words for one day.
      

      
      In the corner of his vision he sensed a quiet, silky motion.

      
      The drapery behind him bulged and swished, and two men stepped through. One took hold of his arms and pulled them behind his
         back, twisting them up so he had to bend forward. Then a hood was bundled over his head, and the world went dark.
      

      
      He had no idea what was happening. His instinct to cry out was stifled by the rough palm of a hand, which forced dusty sackcloth
         into his open mouth. The book dropped to the floor and something heavy slammed into his back; a piece of sinew or muscle dislodged,
         pushing him to his knees. He pulled free his arms, as if for help, and someone stood on them. Cold, damp boots ground into
         his hands and fingers. He tried to speak, but could not find air. There was a tug on the hood, jerking his head up and back.
         He felt his neck wrench.
      

      
      He did not know which was worse: the physical shock or the shiver of disbelief.

      
      Arms squeezed his chest and he trembled, but they only lifted him to his feet and shoved him forward. He was pushed down some
         steps into what felt like a dungeon – the air grew chill and damp, and he could hear dripping water. A fold of coarse sackcloth
         pressed into his eyeball. Above his head a door closed, and footsteps approached. He was pushed against the wall, face first.
      

      
      ‘Name?’

      
      The voice was rough.

      
      The four simple syllables, echoing in this unreal, dripping place, sounded ridiculous even to himself. He heard the men laugh.
         They did not believe him.
      

      
      He could hardly blame them – even to himself it sounded a silly name, and obviously invented. He almost smiled. Stripped of
         his prestige, he too was a poor, naked wretch. And my poor fool is hanged, he thought.
      

      
      ‘Sir Walter can explain.’

      
      ‘Is he telling us our business?’ said a voice. Someone slapped the back of his head and squashed his face into the stone.
         He felt blood on his chin.
      

      
      In the silence he could hear whispers, a door creaking and more footsteps.

      
      ‘This way,’ said a new voice.

      
      Someone held his arm and steered him back up the steps he had just come down, out into the fresh air. After a short walk he
         passed indoors again and up a flight of stairs. This time they were made of wood – Shakespeare heard them creak. They came to a carpeted
         room much warmer than the staircase, and he thought he could hear the crackle of a fire. The footsteps retreated.
      

      
      He did not dare remove his hood. With his head tilted, he braced himself against whatever was supposed to happen next. His
         back hurt.
      

      
      He was surprised to find that he was not afraid: on the contrary, he was cooled by a perverse calm that shaded, as the minutes
         passed, into curiosity. He did not feel in danger; indeed, there was something about the violence that felt superfluous, theatrical.
         He was in the Tower of London, hemmed about by walls, guards, locked doors and – he shivered – instruments of torture. There
         was no need for this ham-fisted exhibition of force; this whole performance had some other purpose.
      

      
      The thought soothed him. He was not, it seemed, in imminent danger. Someone was trying to tell him something. All he had to
         do was listen, and think, and wait.
      

      
      He was a patient man, and he sensed he would not have to wait long.

   
      
      Chapter
2

      
      
      There was a hasty rustle of silk and the soft drumming of shoes approaching fast. A phrase flew into Shakespeare’s mind: ’Tis
         now the very witching time of night.
      

      
      ‘Good Lord,’ said a voice.

      
      Shakespeare did nothing.

      
      ‘What on earth is that thing on his head? Remove it. At once.’

      
      It was a voice used to being obeyed. A hand plucked at the hood, and Shakespeare’s hair was snagged in an ungentle fist. It
         was all he could do to suppress a yelp of pain.
      

      
      ‘So it is true,’ said the voice. ‘Please accept my heartfelt apologies.’

      
      The room seemed bright. Sunshine poured in through enormous vaulted windows. Shakespeare threw a hand up to cover his eyes.

      
      There was nothing to say, so he said nothing.

      
      ‘Permit me to explain,’ said the man facing him. He was standing by the fire, a decanter of wine in his hand. He wore a black
         gown with a broad, white ruff, and had pale features, milky eyes and well-fed cheeks. A politician or a judge, Shakespeare
         thought, dressed as if for a portrait. Perhaps the Constable of the Tower himself.
      

      
      ‘My name is Sir Edward Coke,’ said the man.

      
      Shakespeare fought to keep the start of surprise (studded with fear) out of his face.

      
      On a table near the fire was a dish full of coloured glass balls: red, blue, green and yellow. They reflected the flames and glared at Shakespeare like witch’s eyes.
      

      
      This was the man, he said to himself, who had prosecuted Guy Fawkes. He could not expect kindness here.

      
      Coke smiled. ‘I see you have heard of me.’

      
      ‘It would be strange if I had not. You are a great man.’

      
      ‘As are you.’ Coke picked out a mustard-yellow ball. ‘William Shakespeare.’

      
      Some patronising accent in his voice suggested a cat inspecting food. Shakespeare inclined his head while his thoughts whirled.
         Patience, he told himself.
      

      
      ‘I must apologise for any rough usage you may have suffered at the hands of those men. I am afraid they are not students of
         the theatre. They did not recognise you. Naturally, when I heard of your situation, I put a stop to it.’
      

      
      Was he really looking for gratitude?

      
      ‘If this is how they treat men they do not know, I am distressed to learn of it.’

      
      ‘It is harsh, to be sure, but I am sure you understand. We have a duty to question Raleigh’s visitors. It is one we perform
         in sorrow more than in anger, but he is, after all, a criminal. It is a matter of routine to keep an eye on his … confederates.’
      

      
      Shakespeare could almost hear blood drain from his face. The pain in his back and the grit under his fingernails began to
         throb. Even so some part of him detached itself and floated free. Sir Edward’s icy politeness resembled the small motion of
         a highwayman lifting his cloak to reveal the hilt of a knife. Shakespeare felt like a traveller who had stepped into the middle
         of a careering highway.
      

      
      ‘I see.’

      
      ‘Good,’ said Coke, holding up the decanter. ‘Wine?’

      
      Shakespeare shook his head.

      
      ‘You are probably in no mood to thank me. But it is fortunate for you that I was here. I would not have left you any longer
         in the care of those brutes. We try to educate them, but … Semper idem. Always the same.’
      

      
      Shakespeare saw no need to answer.

      
      Coke poured himself a glass, took a small sip and tutted with appreciation.
      

      
      ‘Next time, perhaps, you should send word in advance.’

      
      Shakespeare shrugged. Who said there would be a next time?

      
      ‘So,’ said Coke, gesturing towards a chair for Shakespeare before sitting down himself. He did not seem surprised or abashed
         by his guest’s silence. On the contrary, he had the genial air of a man sharing a convivial glass on a balmy summer evening.
         ‘How do you find our prisoner? Do not be misled by the comfort we permit him – he is a prisoner, under sentence of death should
         the King choose to be unmerciful.’
      

      
      His eyes glittered. This was the man, Shakespeare thought, who had referred to Raleigh as a Spanish viper. His heart sagged
         at the thought of the countless humiliations Sir Walter had suffered at these hands.
      

      
      Only minutes earlier he had promised to speak up for Raleigh. He could not with honour abandon him so soon. And it seemed
         wise at least to act as though this were a conversation between equals, as if candour was permitted.
      

      
      ‘Sir Walter does not belong here,’ he said. ‘He is a man of the seas and oceans, a denizen of far-off continents and brave
         discoveries. I do not know what he has done to deserve this fate, but I am sure he is no traitor. He loves England.’
      

      
      ‘England is no more. We are Britons now.’

      
      ‘He loves Britain then.’

      
      ‘Ah, but does he? His is a martial vision.’

      
      ‘He fears the consequences of Spanish supremacy in the New World,’ said Shakespeare. ‘He wants England – Britain – to rule
         the waves. If that is treason—’
      

      
      ‘It is. Raleigh harbours violent designs on Spanish power, despite the King’s express command that we challenge it not. Is
         this not treachery?’
      

      
      Shakespeare felt his toes curl. His memory flicked up the time, a few years ago, when the Thames had frozen over. The city
         had revelled in its broad and pristine new thoroughfare: market stalls and sliding games sprang to life on the huge white
         expanse. But one night Shakespeare had walked alone across the river and had been given a healthy fright by the high zinging
         note of ice cracking all around him. The surface beneath his feet, which moments earlier had seemed as solid as dry land, suddenly felt as thin and treacherous
         as chilled water.
      

      
      He had tiptoed home that night.

      
      Coke was changing the angle of his attack. ‘Let us not argue. I am delighted to see you. I did not know that you were friends
         with our resident seafarer. I do not recall your having come before.’
      

      
      ‘It is my first visit. And we are not friends. I am retired in Stratford now, but thought, on this visit to London, that I
         should pay my respects. I was bidden by the King himself, as you may know. I did not realise how you welcomed guests . . .’
      

      
      Coke waved a hand. ‘A simple mistake. Are you sure you won’t try this Rhenish? It is excellent.’

      
      Shakespeare shook his head again.

      
      Coke hesitated for a moment, then rose to his feet and walked to the window.

      
      ‘Let me cut to the bone. I am glad to hear you have time on your hands. We should like to encroach upon it a little.’

      
      ‘We?’

      
      ‘All of us.’

      
      ‘Us?’

      
      ‘Counsellors to and servants of the King.’

      
      ‘The King? What would he with me?’

      
      ‘Nothing you cannot spare. A portion of your day. A little of your talent.’

      
      Shakespeare shrugged.

      
      ‘A commission, then. For a play.’

      
      ‘I am honoured, but I have no more plays in me.’

      
      ‘The King thinks otherwise.’

      
      ‘Pardon me, but the King may not know how things stand. I am finished.’

      
      ‘A gentleman of leisure. We all should be so fortunate.’

      
      Serpent’s teeth! It had taken thirty years of hard work, night and day, to earn such leisure as he now enjoyed.
      

      
      ‘I am sorry,’ he repeated. ‘I am done with plays, and they with me.’

      
      Coke smiled. ‘Do you question the far-sightedness of our King?’

      
      This was a charade.

      
      ‘Of course not.’
      

      
      ‘Yet you contradict his conviction that you can write this play?’

      
      ‘Which play? He has one in mind?’

      
      ‘Have I pricked your interest?’

      
      Shakespeare rubbed his neck.

      
      ‘Very well,’ said Coke. ‘His Highness does have a subject in mind. It should appeal to you – otherwise we should not even ask. King Henry VIII.’
      

      
      Shakespeare was too busy thinking to be startled. The idea that a friend might have betrayed him made him stiffen. But no:
         this visit was not in any way secret. The Tower knew he was coming and had taken pains to welcome him in this crude way.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps I will take a glass of wine after all,’ he said. ‘A small one.’
      

      
      He tried to steady his galloping pulse. Down, climbing sorrow! He had faith in his ability to chase thoughts, but only if
         he relaxed. If he stood back and did not block the view with anxiety, the mist that obscured the truth usually burned away
         fast. Thus it was now: after only a sip or two of wine he saw what must have happened.
      

      
      Coke had been alerted to his arrival in plenty of time to devise this whole tableau. It was a ruse, first to alarm and then
         to impose upon him.
      

      
      It was good to be able to dispose of his first fear. No one had betrayed him. But now a new conviction jostled for his attention:
         there was not even a ghost of a chance that he could write a play about Henry VIII fit to be presented at court.
      

      
      He still resented the official depiction of Bluff King Hal as the father of modern England and the intrepid hero of the break
         with Rome: the statesman who had set the nation on the path to glory. The man was a greedy tyrant who had executed two wives,
         murdered countless opponents, and ripped up the spiritual roots of the country.
      

      
      Shakespeare was no longer quite a Catholic, but he was certainly no Puritan, and neither – he liked pointing out to his patriotic
         friends – was Henry VIII. The break with Rome was complete: the monasteries had been looted, the abbeys pillaged. Yet religious
         conflict still stalked the land and would surely erupt in bloodshed before too many years had passed.
      

      
      He did not think that this version of the story would play well at court.
      

      
      ‘Is it not too … delicate a subject?’ he said.

      
      ‘In the right hands, we think not.’

      
      ‘Such work used to be forbidden.’

      
      ‘Omnia mutantur. Times change.’
      

      
      Shakespeare revered Latin and knew a good deal of it, but rarely admired the legal-minded wagtails who were so fond of spouting
         it.
      

      
      ‘I must respectfully decline,’ he said. ‘London has better men, more equal to the task, than me. I have not written a play
         for years.’
      

      
      Coke seemed to have anticipated this. ‘So much the better,’ he said. ‘All England will clamour to see fresh work from your
         famous hand.’
      

      
      Shakespeare had been flattered often enough to despise such weasel praise. He took care to banish all vexation from his voice.

      
      ‘It is through no softening of the will that I must say no. But this I cannot do. I lack the wherewithal.’

      
      Coke frowned, straightened and stared at the fire. Flames licked the branches like thirsty dogs. The silence grew heavy.

      
      ‘I regret to say,’ he said eventually, ‘that I am … disappointed. Others may also be … dismayed. I hoped I would not have
         to mention this, but the King is most desirous that you accept, and means to reward you royally. He is open-handed when the
         mood is with him. And pecunia non olet.’
      

      
      Shakespeare sniffed. He did not agree. Money did have a smell, sometimes a powerful and unpleasant one.
      

      
      ‘There is no shame in accepting it,’ said Coke.

      
      Sunlight glinted on his wine and threw a sharp golden dot on to his chin.

      
      ‘I mean no offence. I wish with all my heart that I could oblige you and the King. But my powers are not what they were. I
         cannot do it.’
      

      
      He rested his glass on the nearby table with a distinct tap, as if to perform the role of full stop and bring this conversation
         to an end.
      

      
      Coke, however, was not willing to let go.

      
      ‘I am sorry to say that the King may not agree. He admires your work and may well claim the right to command more of it.’

      
      Shakespeare cloaked his consternation in a shrug. Command!

      
      Coke took a breath, like someone about to deliver bad news.
      

      
      ‘May I be honest? I have said the King is generous, yet that is only half the truth. With friends it is so, but with enemies,
         well, his hands close. I trust you not to repeat it, because I should not speak thus of our King, but he can be … vindictive.’
         He paused. ‘It would sadden me greatly if he took against you.’
      

      
      The words floated above the silence. The room grew tense.

      
      ‘He has no cause.’

      
      ‘I know that, of course.’ Coke was inspecting a fingernail. ‘If a reprieve were mine to grant, I should not hesitate. But
         a known associate of Sir Walter Raleigh, who declines such a commission … I fear he may have difficulty understanding that.’
      

      
      At last: like a serpent out of its burrow – an open and vulgar threat. Coke seemed serene in his confidence that no one could
         object.
      

      
      ‘I am sure you can explain it to him,’ said Shakespeare, his voice flat.

      
      ‘You overestimate my powers.’

      
      ‘I think that would not be easy.’

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      Shakespeare had heard enough, in this conversation, to know that there was no advantage in pressing his luck. It would be
         politic to feign willing.
      

      
      ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I shall think about it.’

      
      Coke’s eyelids flickered.

      
      ‘I should appreciate it if you thought about it now.’

      
      Shakespeare stamped on the rebel part of himself that wanted to yell defiance.

      
      ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I will do my best to bring it off.’

      
      He was an actor. His voice assumed a reluctant sincerity.

      
      ‘I am glad to hear it. And the King will be delighted. Another glass?’

      
      ‘I have taken too much of your time already.’

      
      ‘As you wish. Permit me a word, though, before we part. Our King is a scholar. But do not forget that he is also, above all
         else, your king. I am sure you will treat the idea of kingship with the reverence it deserves.’
      

      
      ‘Reverence?’

      
      ‘The King believes that Henry, and by extension himself, was divinely appointed. You will know of his belief that a true-born monarch carries “sparkles of divinity”. He would be most
         distressed by any suggestion to the contrary.’
      

      
      Shakespeare could not believe his ears. First he was being commanded to produce a play, much as a scullion might be asked to fetch milk. Now he was being told what to write. He did not mind
         being worthless, but to be thought worthless was more than he could bear. He could not restrain himself.
      

      
      ‘I wonder the King does not write the play himself, seeing how well he knows what it must include.’

      
      Although Coke seemed to be smiling, his eyes were without expression.

      
      ‘He would not presume,’ he said. ‘And neither should we.’

      
      It was growing dark outside. Shakespeare stood up.

      
      ‘We agree, then. If it lies within my power, I shall be honoured to oblige our King.’

      
      ‘I am pleased to hear it,’ said Coke. ‘You must let my carriage take you home.’

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      ‘And for the roughness of those soldiers downstairs … What can I say? Oafs.’

      
      When Shakespeare looked across the room his gaze fell on the hood that had been forced over his head. It lay like a dark,
         ugly gash on the Flemish rug in the middle of the room. Once again he felt unhooked and adrift. He was gripped by an urge
         to flee these four walls, this place where the normal civilities of life were overturned, where orders came disguised as invitations,
         and threats swathed in silken compliments.
      

      
      Controlling his impatience, he marched downstairs, passed through the Lion Gate and climbed into the waiting carriage without
         a backward glance. Not until the wheels clattered on the cobbles of Thames Street, a safe distance from the Tower, did he
         feel his breathing return to normal.
      

      
      Only then did his true temper begin to flare into life. Destruction fang mankind! Who were these people? How dared they? His
         face grew pale, and he trembled.
      

      
      It was as though he had seen a spectre. Something swept back the curtain before which everyday life was staged and flashed him a glimpse of the brute machinery behind.
      

      
      Raleigh’s words danced in his mind: time was an avenger, and the cruelty of kings would always be punished. How could he be
         sure?
      

      
      He felt an urge to lash out, to act, and without delay.

      
      But then a phrase from Hamlet came to him: It is an honest ghost.
      

      
      Perhaps the time truly was out of joint – maybe it did fall to him to set it right.
      

      
      He felt feverish, but when he put a hand to his forehead he was surprised to find it cool. A strange tranquillity seemed to
         have fallen upon him.
      

      
      The carriage stopped at a crossroads where a seagull pecked at a carcass. The bird turned its head to reveal a slash of scarlet
         blood on its curved yellow beak. It glared at him with a cold, pebble eye; then the shoulders hunched, the grey wings opened,
         and the gull lifted itself up and away. It dipped one wing, caught a draught, veered high over a tall gable and vanished.
      

      
      London had never looked so black. Soot crept over the sills and pulled soft, dark blankets across eaves. Black puddles lay
         across the pitted road, and black veils seemed to have been drawn across the sky. Ash crept over tiles and walls, drifted
         on wheels and boots, and swished up steps and gutters. London was a cesspit; not by chance was it home to thoroughfares called
         Dunghill Lane and Pissing Alley.
      

      
      Shakespeare heaved a bitter sigh. And then, just like that, he had an idea.

      
      He had never been able to explain where ideas came from: they were so plentiful, and fell into place so fast that it was impossible
         to describe the paths they took. On this occasion something in the notion of a gull provided the inspiration.
      

      
      He knew what he had to do. The way ahead was narrow, and steep, and full of pitfalls. Now, however, it was brilliantly lit
         by his own blazing resolve. If a play was what they wanted, then a play was what they would have. It might not be what they
         expected – it might lack the candied tongue – but it would be what they needed. He himself could be the agent of history’s
         revenge! If the whirligig of time was creaking around in its dumb, relentless orbit, why should not Shakespeare himself put his shoulder to the wheel, and help it to bring home its revenges?
      

      
      Another line of his own darted up to his mind: Thus may we gather honey from the weed.

      
      As the carriage squelched and rolled down East Cheap towards the bridge, he was startled to realise that he felt years younger.
         It had not been an ordinary day. The bruise on his back and the blow to his pride would fade soon enough, but the jolt to
         his will, he hoped, might change both the future and, better still, the past.
      

   
      
      Chapter
3

      
      
      Shakespeare was staying in a large room at the Elephant, a Southwark inn he had honoured with a mention in Twelfth Night and where, as a result, he was always welcome. It was not the most convenient choice so far as the city was concerned, but
         it was exciting to be back in the heart of the theatre district, and pleasant to be just yards away from the open countryside
         to the south.
      

      
      He had no further appointments today so retired to his rooms, asked that he not be disturbed and took to his bed.

      
      He could not sleep, however. The disturbing events of the morning made his mind race as fast as his pulse; rest was impossible.
         His supple intelligence, as quick and rangy as a hunting dog, gripped on the idea that had waylaid him in the carriage and
         would not let go. It was hardly a novelty for him to have a brainwave, but the one shaken free by the seagull was powerful.
         It reminded him of the inspiration (ignited during a stroll by the Avon back in the plague summer of 1603) that revealed the
         fearful outline of Othello. Like lightning in the night, it etched shade on to the visible world. Shakespeare blinked. The shadows cast by the trees
         lay dark as coal on the shining green grass. A thrill coursed through his bones and jolted him into silence; yet inwardly
         he quivered like a cat after a thrush.
      

      
      From outside his window there came a loud series of splintering crashes and people started screaming. Shakespeare pressed
         a square of damp linen to the sore spot in his cheek, lumbered to the window and looked out.
      

      
      There were soldiers in the road and broken furniture. Chairs, tables and even a bed were being tossed from an upstairs room.
         A small crowd was assembling, but people knew better than to interfere. It was folly, and hopeless, to protest.
      

      
      Shakespeare turned away. Evictions like this were no longer rare, and King James’s soldiers needed little excuse. A religious
         transgression, a financial lapse, a broken obligation, a malicious word from an informant: it hardly mattered. It was a matter
         of policy, in this royal effort to fight terror with terror, to harass, beat and imprison anyone suspected of sedition, however
         fanciful the evidence. London had become a city where neighbours looked the other way.
      

      
      He had always been good at blocking out distractions. Large parts of Coriolanus had been written in a cowshed; As You Like It owed a good part of its rustic charm to the fact that it was born in the scything middle of a hay-harvest.
      

      
      He closed his eyes and allowed himself to revel in the prospect of a new play.
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      Shakespeare had long been aware of the gap in his cycle of English histories. He had come to a halt too soon. The sequence
         that began with Richard II continued all the way to Richard III and his bloody death at Bosworth Field in 1485, but then it
         stopped. He had never dared attempt the final chapter. It had not been possible, with Elizabeth on the throne, to present
         the life of her own grandfather, Henry VII. True, he featured (as the one-dimensional saviour of the nation in Richard III ), but only in a play composed many years back, when Shakespeare had not felt the sting of the royal whip.
      

      
      When Elizabeth died – a full decade ago! – it seemed that such a piece might be feasible, but it soon became clear (Raleigh
         was proof ) that King James was even more ferocious in defence of royal virtue than his predecessor. His blind faith in the
         sanctity of kingship outlawed the mildest criticism. So Shakespeare had been obliged to dismiss the idea all over again, and
         besides, other resounding projects – Macbeth, Othello, Lear, The Tempest – had captured his imagination and led him into other realms.
      

      
      Now, thanks to Coke, he fizzed with a warming glint of rebellious principle. Although the King and his henchmen might treat
         him like a lackey, he was not suited for such a servile part. There was power in him still and he would exercise it in the
         service of one more grand adventure. He would forget about Henry VIII and conjure instead the man who had sweated to put a
         tyrant down that he might sleep in peace. It would be called The True and Tragicall Historie of Henry VII. It would be high and strong, and full of tears. It would remind the world about the callousness of kings.
      

      
      He knew that he could not attempt this alone. He would need to summon his old friends, like spirits from a former time. The
         King’s Men was a brotherhood of souls as well as a company of actors. Shakespeare was sure the fellowship would not ignore
         his call to ride out together on one last quest.
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      It didn’t take more than a day or two to find the rooms for sale in Blackfriars – the old brick gatehouse used to greet visitors
         to the monastery in the days before the Dominican friary was dissolved. He knew the place well: it was part of the hall that
         had for several years been used as a theatre by the King’s Men. Before that it was a notorious Catholic safe house, riddled
         with a bewildering maze of tunnels and escape chutes through old crypts and chapels. This too was ideal: he liked the idea
         that his home was a false, theatrical stage for various concealments. It was only a short (if evil-smelling) walk from London
         Bridge, while the colourful dens, baiting halls and stews of Southwark were just a brief wherry ride across the river. Even
         though house prices had been booming for years, as the population of Elizabeth’s merry capital surged, this broken palace
         had lain empty, its monastic past a commercial disadvantage. Now, for the less than princely sum of one hundred and forty
         pounds, it was his.
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