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A King and No King (1582)


The storm woke him, but it was something else that made him dress and go downstairs.


A feeling.


‘Father?’


He opened the workshop door. Shadows fled.


‘You couldn’t sleep either, hey, Will? Just so, just so. Well, step in.’


Five or six candles were burning in there. Will winced at the thought of the expense. But his father needed the light, he knew: as much light as possible. Above the house, thunder boomed again, loud and close. The whites of his father’s eyes flashed, like a panicked horse’s, and sweat glistened on his brow.


‘Aye, there’s no air tonight,’ Will said, feigning a yawn. ‘Shall I bring you a cup of ale?’


His father shook his head. ‘Stay though, boy, stay. I was just . . .’ Shirt-sleeved, hairy, he roamed about, restlessly touching cutting-block, knives, dolly-pin, then took up a glove from the workbench. ‘Just looking over your stitching. Round seam? I would have thought prix seam sufficient for this quality. But it’s tidy enough. The sword-hanger too. These welts, mark you, should be stronger, if—’ He jumped at the crack of thunder, but Will pretended not to see that, or the trembling of the big hands that nearly dropped the glove. ‘Damp air these nights, makes the hides dry slow. But one should be ready tomorrow. Have your tablets? Set down a dozen eggs for the treating, no, say two dozen—’ His voice broke into a whimper as the thunder turned vast and mad and shook the shutters, and Will began talking, anything, to cover up what he was seeing and what he was feeling.


‘Lord, if we have more rain the south road will be a slough again, and another poor market. And I hear Lord Howard’s Men are on their way from Banbury. Mind, players always get through. Once they loosed the horse and lugged the cart on their backs. Then there’s Richard due up from London, he’ll have a dirty ride of it. Still, it may clear. I thought I smelt a wind in the west this even . . .’


‘I never heard that. About the players’ cart.’ Through the fear and shame, a new sharpness in his father’s glance.


Will shrugged. ‘Someone told me.’


‘I think they told you.’ Thunder sounded more faintly. His father allowed himself a small inward smile. ‘The players. I know, Will. Last summer, when they came. You slipped out and spent the whole evening with them at the Swan.’


For a crushing moment Will was a child again, and his father’s square forefinger was tapping at his breast: I see all through there, my boy. ‘Yes,’ he managed, ‘so I did. I meant no ill by it—’


‘But you didn’t tell me. So you must have known I would not approve it. Oh, though I don’t go about, I hear things, Will, I have my intelligencers. A man so ill-used as I have been cannot do without them.’ The thunder was silent; the smell of rain filled the air like an unborn sound. ‘Players are well in their way. But still theirs is a loose, low, scrambling sort of life, even with some great noble’s name clapped to them. And they sow idleness and fruitless dreaming. Now consider, is that fitting for John Shakespeare’s son?’ He spoke gently. He had a musical, even beautiful voice: that at least had not changed.


‘You used to go to the play. When they first started coming—’


‘That was before,’ his father rapped. ‘I was bailiff then. I was the one who granted them their licence. It was my duty to see the play, to make sure there was no foulness in it. Those were different times. I stood high – highest. Those times are stolen away.’ He glanced around for his stick. It was for authority, not to lean on: bodily he was hale enough. But Will realised, as he took up the stick, that now he could probably wrest it from him or break it over his knee, because he was eighteen and fresh, and his father was a beaten, lurking man . . . if he wanted to.


‘The storm’s dying,’ Will said. As he passed his father the stick he felt, at its other end, a frustrated strength, and saw the snake. Hugh the maltster’s son had found it after school, that last term before Will was plucked away, and caught it in a sack. You could feel the desperate muscle through the cloth. He met his father’s eyes, and love and hate clove him in two like an apple.


‘Well, leave go, then, sir.’


One more moment: Will let go. Thunder mumbled away northward, over Shottery. His father wiped his brow.


‘Cooler,’ Will said. ‘I’ll go sleep, I think, Father.’


‘Wait. When the players come this summer, Will, I want you to consider. Consider who we are.’ He touched the carved head of his stick to his lips. ‘Our name.’


And it crowded into Will’s head what he could not say: our name, no one gives a hang what we do any more – the town will as soon talk of a missing nail in the church door . . . But that was one of those things to be ignored and pretended away, like a fear of thunderstorms.


‘I hope I’m always mindful of it.’


‘I hope so too. And that you will show it. No more skulking in tap-rooms with a set of beggarly players, hm? You are my son, my heir, and these things matter. You must learn what it is to be a man. I want your promise, now – and freely given. Naught of threat. You know your portion has never been aught but love.’


You can beat with love, Will thought. Nothing cuts more deep. ‘You have my promise, Father,’ he said. But he lied; and Will wondered if he were a wicked person or, rather, just how wicked he was.


He didn’t sleep. Come the wet dawn he was watching at his bedroom window, as his father crossed the yard below to inspect the hanging hides. Heavy, measured, yet noticeably upright tread: at first glance one might suppose a drunk man trying to control himself. But no: Alderman Shakespeare, Burgess of Stratford, had walked thus in procession to the Guildhall, wearing his robes of office, preceded by constables with staves, followed by an adoring boy.


Will saw his own shadow around him on the floorboards, its limits, and thought: These shall be my borders, ever and ever.


The storm didn’t wake her. She was already awake. Since the great change had come, she did much of her living in the night. And she paid little heed to the thunder. It was the tree, and the terrible mourning noise that began after it.


The night was her indulgence. In the night there was time and room to think and feel. Even to breathe.


‘It’s happened, and there’s nothing to be done,’ Bartholomew would say, during the day. ‘When are you going to start living? God, that face.’ A twitch of his great shoulders. ‘Oh, that face of yours.’ She would stiffen, going on with her spinning or kneading, and trying not to have a face.


Night properly began about midnight. She usually went to bed straight after supper – about the time Bartholomew picked up the jug and trudged down to the brew-house – and for a couple of exhausting hours would move through fantastically detailed dreams in which the great mistake, by all manner of splendid contrivances, was put right. Then she woke, dressed, and inhabited the sleeping house.


Sometimes she lit a taper, but usually touch led her surely. Her feet learned the wisdom of the floorboards, her hands skimmed the creaking panelling alert as a healer’s. She didn’t fear disturbing her stepbrothers or -sisters, but she had often afflicted herself with the image of Bartholomew looming from the darkness tousled and column-necked and blinking. He would want to know what the devil she was doing, creeping about the house in the middle of the night. He would want it explained. Her brother believed, perhaps rightly, that everything could be explained, and when that was done you folded it and laid it away in the chest.


‘He doesn’t hear us,’ he had said when their father was near his end. ‘So it’s no manner of good talking to him.’ Sighing, he had gone away, and she had resumed. She told her father about the bold fox that had come right up to the buttery door and grinned at her, about the summer visit of the players to Stratford, about Catherine’s sprained ankle. Her father lay bony, drawing in fierce exacting breaths, his mouth stretching in odd shapes. Yes, he probably couldn’t hear, but she was trying to make something of dying. Birth, she had concluded from observing family and neighbours, made a satisfying progress: from the first shadowy signs, to the undeniable greatness of the belly, to the solemn peril of the lying-in and then, with luck, the wonder of a new presence in the world. Dying was different. It went on like the desultory carrying away of lumber from an untenanted house. Eventually the thing was finished, but there was only an absence to show for it.


In the night, drifting from room to room, saluted here and there by the smell of beeswax or the ghost-shine of a copper vessel, she could cut through the bonds of time. Because all this would have been the same a year, two years ago: her father would simply have been asleep in his bed. But the illusion wavered whenever she approached the door at the end of the west passage.


That had been her father’s bedchamber. Now Bartholomew and his wife slept there. Right and fitting: before the illness had twisted and blinded him her father had made his will and purposed the future, Bartholomew to be master of Hewlands Farm and head of the family. But there the change burned her. Only with delicate care had she found a spot far enough from the door for Bartholomew’s snores to be unheard, near enough to awaken the sense of her father. She could stand there for long, sweet minutes. And it didn’t matter that that was also the room where he had died.


‘You keep holding fast to him,’ Bartholomew had told her lately. ‘You even want to hold fast to his death.’ Yes, he understood her. Bartholomew didn’t lack understanding. And she felt he was probably kinder than her. She had wanted to keep her father even when he was nothing but a staring gasp, propped up. ‘In God’s name, his life’s naught but pain now. It’s surely time to pull the bolster,’ Bartholomew had said, raw and reasonable. And at last he had done it, too. With the farmer’s brisk despatch he had tugged away the pillows, and their father’s head had fallen back in a final tumble.


And then you went on. But it seemed to her afterwards that life was like a plank bridge with very few planks. Some of those steps looked impossible.


The night was her necessary shame. She knew it was a lie; and everywhere else she was particular about truth. When Bartholomew had found her dipping rushes the other day, and said, ‘Margaret could very well do that, you know,’ she should have made excuses. Should have said, ‘Ah, but she isn’t so handy as me – she doesn’t let the fat cool long enough. These things need my attention for the house to be run fitly.’ Instead she said: ‘Yes, I know.’ The truth of the situation bulked too large; she couldn’t edge round it. Their stepmother was properly mistress of the farm, and her stepsisters could do the other womanly tasks – after all, she had trained them up herself – so in truth there was no role for her here. That was what Bartholomew was saying.


And here he didn’t understand her. Yes, she was nearly twenty-six, and it was an age when most women were married or hurrying to marry: that was truth. But he supposed therefore that she must be desperate to find a husband. He had her wrong. Truthfully she said so, but his mind could not accommodate it.


‘You mustn’t think, you know, that because George Godden is a widower he’s running to take the first wife he can get. Not he. He’s a sober proper man, and when he does take a bride there will be all the esteem and respect she should desire.’ Bartholomew went on probing, looking for the twinge of pride or doubt that would explain her refusal to consider his friend as her suitor. By the end he was floundering. ‘And be assured, Anne, he likes your looks. He likes your looks extremely.’


At that she wanted to hide her head. She seldom saw her own face. Her stepmother had a looking-glass, but kept it close. Whenever she had seen herself reflected, she had wanted to avert her eyes as if from a glimpse of nakedness. There was Bartholomew’s gold-and-ice fairness, but instead of that great thrust he made in the world, this face seemed ready for nothing. She knew she blushed easily, but it was alarming to see how the blood surged, and the way her features seemed made for the registering of small pains and gnawing questions.


‘You have a burden,’ her father had once said. ‘Beauty.’ But he was her father, and always kind. He would even have understood – she was sure of it – her secret marriage to the night.


But on this night, with storm rolling on the western hills, his presence was weak with her. She made a mistake and got too close to the bedchamber door, and heard not snores but urgent grunts and squeakings. She recovered from that by going to the kitchen and taking down her father’s favourite cup and setting it by a dish and just for a moment creating him, sitting there, taking his modest supper . . . But it was only a moment. The thought got in, before she could stop it, that soon he would be gone altogether. And quickly came another: that that was right, that was how it should be, and this was wrong.


The storm rescued her. As if it had made a giant stride it was suddenly here, the thunder cracking overhead, lightning making cold blue sketches of the room. Quietly she unbarred the back door and stood on the footworn threshold looking out across the yard to the meadows beyond. No rain yet, but it would sizzle when it came. Luckily the hay had been cut. She could just make out a blot in the top meadow – the sheep huddling together at the far end. When lightning struck the oak tree beyond the barn it took her a few moments to comprehend what had happened. There was something almost stealthy in what she saw, the downward flick of the assassin’s knife, and then her eyeballs were aching with a hot scribble and her ears ringing at the noise, not so much a noise as an axe chopped into her hearing. She blinked and rubbed. Groaning and rending, the oak seemed to be giving monstrous birth. The riven part was breaking away in smoke and din.


The other noise reached her fitfully. It, too, seemed to make no sense: a deep moaning, long and loud beyond the possibility of human lungs. Yet it sounded so human that her heart clutched.


‘God. Look at that.’ Bartholomew was beside her.


‘Yes, isn’t it fearful? That’s what woke me,’ she said quickly. The moan rose again, beseeching. Bartholomew sighed. He had flung on breeches and stuffed his white bare feet into shoes, but he did not look ridiculous: he never could.


‘I fear me that’s the young brindle. The one that’s with calf. Damn.’ His jaw was tight. Plump drops of rain descended singly, each choosing a cobble. ‘Go fetch the lantern, will you?’ He went ducking towards the byre.


In the kitchen, while she fumbled with tinder and flint, her stepbrother John came yawning and wanting to know what went on. She gave him, perpetual eater, a gooseberry tart and sent him back to bed. Part of her still fretted simply at this invasion of the night. Yet she knew something had changed, and the screeching of the tree seemed to echo inside her.


In the byre Bartholomew was performing a soft, circling dance of caution round the brindled cow. She was standing oddly, head lowered, occasionally making a staggering half-turn, like a drunk man on a slope; and all the time she let out the terrible noise that was almost a wild voice. Blood dripped from her left forequarter.


‘Hurt herself against the wall,’ Bartholomew said softly. ‘Ever a skittish beast. So, so . . . Bring that nearer. Set it down there. Buggery.’ He dodged as the cow flung her great sad head about. Rain pelted the roof. Cool air blew in, and the cow’s snorting breath made steam-dragons in the lamplight. ‘Ah, damn it. See her tail, see. She’s going to miscarry. Shit on it.’


Anne said: ‘The farrier. Perhaps—’


‘Perhaps not. Who’ll stir in a night like this? Besides . . .’ The brindle made a new, unthinkable noise, her neck swinging lithe and wrong, like an adder. Bartholomew scrambled backwards. ‘Besides, I doubt his skill will avail. It’s too soon, we’ll get no live calf. Only hope she’ll drop easy and it won’t kill her.’


There were convulsions all along the cow’s side, and under her tail a red gape shrank and grew. Anne stepped nearer. ‘Brother, she suffers so—’


‘Keep back, she’s maddened. Oh, buggery. Never cared for this notion of a herd. Father’s invention. Sheep for me, hardy, no troubles.’ Lightning shuddered again, illustrating a few crisp moments of the cow’s agony. The sound she was making suddenly changed. It became dry and dark and plain, not protest but accompaniment. From her palpating rear came a soft slither, and then it was on the ground.


Bartholomew delicately danced again. ‘There, draw back, Anne, let her lick it. See. She’ll tire. Phoo, stinks. Well, look, it couldn’t live.’


Anne was on her knees. The folded, soft-limbed shape did not stir. She tried not to weep. Thunder sullenly slammed doors and stamped about overhead.


‘So, so . . . She’s bleeding a little – only a little. She’ll heal, God willing. I’ll send to the farrier in the morning. Damn you, beast, be quiet now, you’ve dropped and it’s done.’ Bartholomew squatted on his haunches beside Anne: a glance. ‘Ever the lady. I’ll be sworn, no one would suppose you’d been bred up on a farm.’


‘It ought to be horrible.’ She fought with her voice. ‘But look. It’s beautiful.’


Her brother shook his head. ‘Beautiful. Well, I never do understand it when you say that. Look now, she’s standing away. They don’t lack all sense. Never fear, beast, we shall bring the bull to you and you shall have another. Now, I want a piece of sacking – the thing will be slippery.’


‘What will you do with it?’


‘Get what I can for it. Nothing like the value of a grown calf, but the skin is something worth. Morts, they call them, fine gloves made out of unborn skins. I’ve known them come out of Ireland.’ He examined her a moment. ‘Why, is it worse than a skin from slaughter?’


‘No. No, to be sure. Only – Bartholomew, don’t hang it up by its heels.’


He hesitated, then shrugged. ‘Aye, I dare say it’s a thought grim. Besides, the crows might get at it.’


Rain pounded and puddled as they crossed the yard, Bartholomew carrying the wrapped burden, Anne the lantern. She set it down in the kitchen and lit another rushlight from it, then another. She smothered a strange wish to make the whole house ablaze with light.


‘I’ve laid it in the buttery. Cooler.’ Bartholomew came in, shaking the rain from his hair. ‘Lord, what a night. Clove the old oak like an axe. Well, we must send to the fellmonger tomorrow as well as the farrier. Curse on cattle, they’re all trouble.’


‘Surely not the fellmonger. Father used to sell his hides to Master Shakespeare at Stratford. The glover—’


‘Oh, him.’ Bartholomew made a face. ‘No, they say he’s a queer, awkward fellow to deal with nowadays. There was all that ticklish matter of him trading in wool, and going before the court for it. And now I hear he never stirs abroad. Half mad, or popish. Cut me a slice of the brawn, will you?’


Anne wielded the knife. The meat sighed and flopped. ‘He was Father’s friend.’


‘Yes, but Father isn’t here any more.’ Bartholomew reached for the platter she offered him. Then his eye fell on the table, their father’s cup and dish set out. He looked at them for a long time.


‘Brawn,’ Anne said, holding out the platter stiffly.


‘Dear God.’ Bartholomew sat, tipping his head back, looking at her as if he had caught her stealing from him and was earnestly trying to work out why. ‘Dear God, Anne. Anyone would think you are his widow.’


Instead of her stepmother, half blind and sickly in her chamber. Once mighty-fleshed, she had been stricken, suddenly, like the lightning tree, two years since. Just as if everything Anne had wished on her, when first her father brought her falsely blushing home, had finally come true. As it happened, Anne need not have feared. She had lost no love. She was still first, until—


‘No. It’s only that I have to do the remembering for both of us.’ The anger, tainted with guilt, came on her foul and shocking, as if she had croaked blasphemy or soiled herself.


Bartholomew stabbed a knife into the brawn, chewed noisily. His cheeks were a little red. ‘What sad work you make of life. You should have married George Godden. There’ll not be many such chances. The years, Anne, the years. Well, after all, you’re not contented here, are you? What is it? Is it Bella? I’d hoped you might rub along well enough.’


Anne thought of Bartholomew’s wife, her mild, smiling plumpness, the way she could talk comfortably on damsons, on the ailments of children, on the water boiling in the pan: on and on. She didn’t dislike her. She rather envied her. And sometimes she wanted to flee from her to the furthest horizon.


‘I am contented. Bartholomew, I’m sorry for what I just said.’


That seemed to irritate him. He pushed the platter away. ‘Oh, we’ll send to Master Shakespeare if you will, Anne. Doubtless you see it as carrying out Father’s wishes. But you can make that mean anything, you know, because he’s in the grave and can’t answer for himself. I remember him right enough. He was a good man in the main, an honest man: too indulgent and soft sometimes, and I fear both his wives led him a dance, but there, he was mortal like the rest of us.’ He rose and stretched. ‘I’m going back to bed. You’d best do the same. I don’t know why you must creep about of a night.’ He picked up their father’s cup and put it on the shelf. ‘Not all men are like Father, Anne, and that’s the way of it.’


I know that, she thought, but it went down into the great vault of the unsaid.


When he was gone she stood at the door, watching the rain, breathing its freshness. Then she walked out in it. She wanted to see the lightning tree. She wanted to give that calf life. The rain drenched her: her hair straggled round her face, her clothes clung to her body, their touch heavy and insistent. For a moment she longed to be a witch, to work a spell and see the calf stir. She stood beneath the stricken oak. It looked crippled yet everlasting. She remembered climbing it once, as a girl – just the once. It was simply not the sort of thing she did. She saw her father smiling anxiously as she struggled down. ‘Ah, you were not meant for a hoyden,’ he said. He was right. But, oh, just for once, that exhilarating terror of being stranded up there, far from earth, and thinking: I did this, and it is wrong and perilous, but I am living.


When the message came, Will was at work paring a skin in the yard. He noticed that when the knife caught and snagged, he winced just as if he were shaving himself. Was it time to go bearded or moustached, like some of his old schoolfellows? Too often, though, the whisker was a poor ill-nourished thing, like a rafter cobweb twirled on a maid’s broom.


You must learn what it is to be a man.


The message was from a farm at Shottery. A stillbirth hide, rare, delicate. ‘There’s little call for such fine goods hereabouts,’ his father said, looking over Will’s shoulder. His beard was the same shape as the paring-knife. ‘Still, go see. Say sixpence or nothing.’ This meant he could go up to ninepence. ‘Present my compliments to Master Hathaway. I loved his father well. Ah, Richard Hathaway, now, there was a good man, weigh it how you will.’ Often now he had this dogged, injured tone, as if someone were contradicting him.


At the stable door Will was caught by Edmund, the youngest of his brothers. Two years old, strong, loudly undeniable, Edmund clung to his leg and howled. ‘Hush, I’m coming back,’ Will soothed. As it grew less likely that the child would die, Will was allowing himself to grow fond of him. But on his side, Edmund was passionate and exclusive. ‘Coming back, coming back.’ The boy’s skirts were dabbled with dung.


Joan came bustling and sighing. ‘Now see that muck. Mother will scold. You shouldn’t let him.’


‘Coming back, hush . . . I tried to slip away.’


‘Here, monkey.’ Joan prised Edmund away, hoisted him. ‘Such tears! Now you’re all besnotted. Look, look at the pretty chicks a-running . . .’ She frowned at Will over the bristly tumultuous head. ‘Lord, I swear, whenever you go out it’s as if he thinks he’ll never see you more.’


‘And yet I always come back,’ Will said, touching Edmund’s wet hot cheek, ‘don’t I?’


As he set his foot to the mounting-block, he thought he heard Edmund, borne back into the house, say with an odd adult resignation, ‘No.’


The mare twitched and tossed and sidestepped out of the yard, hating Will on her back. When Gilbert rode her she was peaceable. The wisdom of animals and infants. Will, no rider, managed her as he managed life. Things he loathed and had no aptitude for, he had learned to deal with in this way: he had learned to be good at them.


Last night’s storm had swelled the gutters to overflowing, and the top of Rother Street was six inches under water. Three yelling boys were playing football with a bloated toad.


‘Will! Good news!’


Master Field, the tanner, leading his laden donkey. Their faces were of a length. Will reined in.


‘Richard’s home. God be praised. Late last night, when we’d given him up. Five nights on fearful roads.’


‘God be praised.’ For once Will meant it.


‘He’s sleeping yet. Later you must come see him. His mother’s in a pother over his looks. Says London’s turned him yellow as parchment. But he prospers. Through labour he prospers. Idleness,’ Master Field said, aiming his switch at one of the shrieking boys, ‘see what it begets. The council should do something. They’re too lax. Prentices running around after curfew, shouting and fighting. When’s your father going to come back to meetings? Backbone, that’s what’s wanting.’


Accustomed to thinking two questions ahead, Will dodged this one easily. ‘Father will be glad to hear Richard’s safe arrived. He often speaks of him. Have you come by the Shottery road? Is it fair?’


Richard back. Riding on, Will cautiously allowed the thought to shine on him. Last winter he had come across a hedgehog sleeping in a briar tangle behind the midden. The midden was warm with the liveliness of rot and the hedgehog was warm too: he had managed to touch it, using his open palm. He knew about soft prickles. He knew about choosing his times to stir and live.


Now summer, and the players would soon be here. Mud from the storm splashed up to his calves but the sky was all high blue contrition, temper-fit gone; the meadows brimmed with light and the trees were heavy, nodding drunken with leaf, and everything he saw and smelt said the players, time for the players to rattle their tinker’s cart of seduction over Stratford Bridge. Time to wake.


But his father wanted that promise from him, and a promise of deeds not just words. And the handiwork of stitching his two selves together was getting beyond his dexterity. He could feel tugging and tearing.


He passed Two Elms, the mare splashing disdainfully between muckhill floaters, and struck the Shottery road.


This is Will, as you might see him if you were one of Stratford’s two thousand citizens, chandler or seamstress, glancing from panel-dark interior through grid of window to bright summer outside. Master Shakespeare’s eldest, mounted – the horse a poor nag but lucky to keep it after those money troubles. William, Will to most, brother of Gilbert, Joan, Richard and Edmund; eighteen years old, bony, back as long as a stoat’s. Some of his father’s good looks, but not so square and strong: a longish face, clear-cut nose, and chin that makes the lips look a little indrawn. A good manner – indeed a gracious youth, as all will agree: it is not only the Puritans in the town, like Master Field, who lament the ways of the swearing, boozing, disrespectful young. The odd lapse, but a credit to his father, all in all; hasn’t bound himself prentice to him, but works hard in the trade. No trouble about him.


And then, probably, you look away.


‘What? Oh, that. You’re prompt.’ Master Hathaway gave Will a distracted attention. In the big kitchen of Hewlands Farm it was like a fair-day: a dozen people there, or going in and out. Big voices. Master Hathaway big too, fair, hair growing out of his ears as if he were stuffed with straw. A big girl was plucking at his sleeve. ‘What, Margaret? I’ve things to see to—’


‘John took the pie. The last piece—’


‘Damn you, boy, I’ve told you about stealing food. You want, you ask.’ With easy violence, in passing, Master Hathaway slapped the ducking head of a boy who began an outrageous howling, and turned to two farmhands. ‘Now where did the rain come in? And how many sacks spoiled? Well, show me, show me, then. God knows why it needed two of you to come tell me.’ He thrust the men towards the door with a big hand at each back, so they tittuped like dancers, then aimed a kick at a hen that had slipped in to peck at breakfast crumbs. There was something dispassionate about all this. The smooth fair face did not suggest a man of general ill-temper. Will caught a whiff of his sour breath and saw a night drinker for whom morning was a horrible rebirth. ‘Bella, when you find that wench, will you ask her why she has not been up to Stepmother’s room when the poor woman has been calling out this past hour?’ He turned back to Will in sudden frowning memory. ‘Sir, your pardon. A man would have to be twenty men . . . Anne! Anne will show you the carcass, by your leave. The notion was hers.’


A woman came away from the fireplace. Will had been here before, a few years ago with his father, buying a hide, in the old farmer’s time. He knew young Master Hathaway to nod to at market. But the womenfolk of the large household he could not identify, and this one he had not noticed at all; perhaps because she was the only stillness there.


Will bowed. ‘Mistress Hathaway.’


‘I am no mistress,’ she said.


He hesitated on the edge of apology. But she had spoken informatively, with a touch of a smile, as if correcting a child’s mistake. She turned and led him to the buttery.


While he examined the carcass she stood at a distance, looking out. He sensed a coldness about her, though not turned on him, not quite. While even the stone buttery was summer-warm, she seemed to inhabit winter, as if her gaze fell on frozen snow and a sky that would not lighten for long months.


‘The cow lived?’ he asked, replacing the sacking. He had seen animals dead, skinned, butchered since he was small: feeling was not absent, but it was mild.


‘Yes. That’s all we have for you.’ She made him seem greedy for more. ‘The storm last night maddened her and she dropped early. Did you hear the storm?’


‘I watched it all.’


She turned then, with a dubious look, as if he were hiding something behind his back. Her beauty came to him piecemeal. He was too shy to dwell on it, for she was a woman, and beyond him. With girls you exchanged frank rolling eyes, all the while aware that, like you, they knew nothing. With her he stood at the foot of a vast flight of steps. But his mind dared to put some elements of her by: the shape of that face, its strength one with its fineness and fragility; the translucent soft skin at the nape of her neck, and the way all the skin he could see was like that.


‘What will you give for the – for the calf?’


I am no mistress. But empowered to make the bargain, it seemed. He said, ‘Ninepence.’


She inclined her head and, when he had put the money into her hand, left him. Her tread was quite silent. Passing through the place where she had stood he found faintly a scented stir: the air felt impressed, like a pillow from which a head has lately risen.


In the yard he fastened the bundle to the mare’s saddle. The mare, sensing something about her burden, twitched and tugged as he led her out through the gate.


Halfway down the farm track he heard a cry.


‘Wait. Please.’ She was flushed from running: from something else. Will found his hand seized, the coins pressed hard into it. ‘Here. I’ve changed my mind. Don’t take it.’


For a moment he thought this some odd refinement of haggling. ‘Truly, you’ll get no better price, if—’


‘I don’t care for that.’ She put up a trembling hand to brush back loose gold strands from her temples. ‘It’s the fitness of it, and somehow this – this is not fit. When my brother last killed the pig I caught the blood in a pail. I cured the meat and dressed it and I ate of it. It was in the course of things. But that calf – it’s something that never was. It’s wrong and wry to make something of it.’ A sob caught her: she turned from him, sagged, looked as if she would fall. ‘I wish it undone, that’s all. Everything. It’s so hot, it’s the heat, no more. Pray you, don’t look at me.’


‘It’s fearful hot, and you’ll take sick. Come. Step into the shade.’ Pity made him bold. He took her arm and led her under a tree and tethered the mare to a low branch.


‘This isn’t the one,’ she said, as if to herself, back against the bole, looking up. Green tinged her wet, distracted face. ‘Dear God, but if I bring it back my brother will think I’m a fool. As I am, a great fool. I don’t know what to do.’


It was not so much the tears. It was the knowledge that she must hate his seeing them, hate it like death, that spurred him to speech. Words could do and undo. ‘The beast was stillborn, yes, before its time,’ he said quickly. ‘And so, certainly, a thing that never was. But everything that never was is also a thing that might have been – and such a thing has more existence than you or I, for it has a thousand potential existences, and we have only the one we were born to. And of all those possibilities, what could be more fantastical a transformation? Not mere gloves. The gloves from such a skin are so fine, they say, you can fold them into a nutshell. Who could suppose from poor sad dead flesh a creation so airy? A fairy’s dream of gloves. You wouldn’t – you couldn’t wear them to warm your hands. No, no, you would slip them on in the dog-days, to make your hands feel cooler.’


He held her gaze – a test for him, because he could never look anyone in the eye for long: it always overwhelmed him.


After a moment she shook her head. ‘Your pardon,’ she said distantly. ‘I never thought . . . I know nothing of these matters.’ But her eyes were dry.


‘Take the money. It’s a fair purchase,’ he said, and offered her the coins on his open palm. Now words took him by surprise. ‘Why did you say you are no mistress?’


She looked up at him. He was half a head taller but she seemed to be looking down, and his youth shivered over him, as if he found himself standing ribbed and shirtless.


‘I spoke without thinking,’ she said. She picked the coins from his hands without touching his skin. ‘Do you never do that?’


‘Let me think about that question.’


She did not smile; but he saw the smile as, at least, one of those thousand possibilities of unborn things. ‘I’m not the mistress of Hewlands Farm. That’s my stepmother. Or my brother’s wife, while she’s sick. That’s all I meant. I am – how does it go? – a woman at my own government.’ She shook out her skirts, looked blinking and shrewd around her, like someone arrived from a long journey. Sister, then, not wife to the strawy farmer. That fairness. It changed nothing, of course. She was still a woman, and he felt her using it against him, like a carter bunching his muscles at the reins. ‘I’ve been a great fool over the calf. Please forget all about it.’


‘I needn’t take it home,’ he said, loud and urgent, as if she were already far off. ‘If you wish, I could – I could bury it somewhere.’


‘What would you tell Master Shakespeare?’


‘Say I looked over the carcass, and it was fit for nothing.’


‘And then what of the money you have given over?’ She shook her head. ‘Besides, I wouldn’t force you to lie to your father.’


He nearly said: ‘My father is made of lies.’ But in fact he could say nothing. Words had flown out from him and done their work, like the hawk flying to the kill from the falconer’s wrist. Now the hood was back on. Now Mistress Hathaway was restored and queenly, and Will was reduced again to the unsatisfactory flesh and bowing low as she left him.


She said softly: ‘Thank you.’


He imagined her thinking: No one saw it, no one saw me. Only a youth. No one saw.


Benjamin. The name often given to the son of an older father. Child of my age.


But why, Ben sometimes asked of his dead father’s shade, just why did you leave it so long? Why did your loins not stir with the making of me when you were young? Then you might have seen me grow – seen me born at least – instead of going to your grave when I had yet a month in the womb.


And, above all, I might not have had a stepfather.


It was on an evening of hot storm over Westminster, in his eighth year, that he first learned about the business of loins stirring, and what came of it. At that time he went whenever he could to the little parish school in St Martin’s Lane. On this particular day, with his stepfather in the beating mood, Ben decided when the clerk clanged the bell that he would not go home. One of his schoolfellows, seeing him loitering, said Ben could come home with him. So instead of darting across the spattering Strand, between cattle and cartwheels, he followed his friend into a warren of courts and alleys behind St Martin’s. The boy said his parents wouldn’t be there – his father was a barber, his mother a cow-keeper – but his sister, he added with a special look, would be home. Ben could see his sister.


In an upstairs room above a stable, Ben saw. The girl was about fifteen, swart, big-breasted, simple. She giggled over the shoulder of the man who, Ben thought at first, was trying somehow to kill her by smothering her while half naked. The man didn’t seem to mind the boys watching. He winked and commented on the progress of the work. When he was done he fastened his breeches, saw Ben’s bewilderment, and gave him a brief explanation.


Ah. So when, Ben asked, would the baby come? The man laughed. Never, with any luck: he believed the mother knew her business and dosed the girl. Before he left, the man threw a farthing on the floor. It rolled. Giggling, the girl chased it down.


It was grim, but it was knowledge, therefore precious. And it even helped him understand the mystery of his stepfather. To whom, of course, he still had to go home that night, and who beat him all the harder for being late.


When the man had gone to the tavern, Ben came out with it: why?


‘Why do I have to have a stepfather at all?’


His mother looked at him, considering. Her eyes were large and mild but the rest of her features sharp: sometimes she looked like two people at once. She seemed to decide that Ben was a child who could be told hard things. ‘Because of money, Benjamin. When your father died, he left us with no money.’


‘Why? Did he spend it all?’


‘None to spend. A minister’s living dies with him, and he had no estate. Oh, once he did, but it was lost in Queen Mary’s time. She brought back the Romish rites, but the Jonsons would not conform to them. For a time your father even lay in prison.’


‘Good,’ Ben said. ‘To go to prison for what you believe.’


‘So say I,’ his mother said, after a silent, still moment. ‘But that was why we needed money when he died. More than I could earn with my needle. A woman cannot shift for herself in this world, Benjamin, save she be bred up to it. Even then, it’s hard to make your way unprotected. For my sake and yours, I had to marry again. Not because I longed for linen sheets instead of hempen. No. To keep us safe.’


And Ben understood. So far, and no further. Marrying again, very well. Marrying him – marrying Robert ham-fist brick-dust dull-wit Brett, not so well.


Once when his stepfather tired himself out plying the strap and sat down to yawn and rub his arm muscles, Ben said: ‘As soon as I’m big enough, I shall hit you back, you know.’


His stepfather grinned. ‘That day’s not yet.’


‘It will come, though.’


His stepfather shrugged. He was a heavy, full-lipped man with colourless eyes. ‘It will come, aye. The same with our death, boy. Same with our death.’


Not mine, Ben thought. He intended living for ever, and could not imagine anyone living with any other aim.


What he saw in the room above the stables gave him firmer ideas about many things. His mother was a stronger woman than that poor idiot creature: still, she was a woman. Ben watched when his stepfather was in loving vein and she turned small in his embrace, offering him little kissing troubles. ‘Poor chick, how dost?’ he cooed. ‘Thou hast a world of grief on thy pretty brow tonight. Wilt let me love it away, hey?’ The back of his neck formed two precise rolls of flesh, like some pastry-cook’s confection. Ben watched his mother’s fingers caress them.


Hempen sheets or linen, it didn’t matter.


So he turned to the next page of the Bible. He was not devout – except about reading, and this was the only book in the house. Books were precious and expensive. The parish clerk kept his locked up in a trunk in the schoolroom. Ben might have had one to borrow – but you had to get the clerk’s favour, usually extended to delicate, sweet boys, and Ben was plain. One day, he assured himself, he would have books. He would live among them night and day. It was all his desire. And though the clerk did not like his looks, he admitted that Ben was the best scholar he had ever taught.


And there Ben hungered for his future, beyond this dense drab slice of Westminster, where brew-houses smoked and fishmongers kept their heads down over the bloody slab. Hereabouts, his stepfather stood pretty high, being a master bricklayer. Beyond Charing Cross, where blaring London rose, lords and rich citizens alike were putting up houses in new, luxurious brick, and Robert Brett was busy in their service. He had an apprentice. The last had turned out bad, run off, become a handler of stolen goods, and ended up hanged; but the new one promised well, took his beatings, and would surely become a master himself when his seven years were out.


And after that, of course, there was a natural successor in the family.


Never – please, God, never. Ben had to make good his escape. Learning, learning, learning. He urged himself on. And the winter after he saw the empty giggling girl, grace descended. The clerk came home with him to see his mother, when his stepfather was at work.


‘Westminster School?’


‘Madam, you must have thought of it. To speak truth, he knows everything I do. And there is nowhere superior in the kingdom. My lord Burghley oversees it; the Queen has a special care for it. You cannot do better by him.’


Ben sat quiet. Neither looked at him: the clerk because he found him unattractive, his mother because she was not thinking of him but of someone else.


‘The cost,’ she said.


‘Being so near, you have an advantage. He can live at home instead of boarding. Yes, you will have to find him in writing-gear and books and candles. It is an expense, but surely a worthy one. And after a year, he’s eligible for a scholarship.’ The clerk sniffed. ‘It would make a vast difference to his prospects, madam. Even the universities might lie at the end of it.’


His mother sat and thought. Ben slipped away, to be sick in a corner of the yard, sick with wanting.


He was not quite sure how his mother did it. When she first told him he was to go to Westminster School, she said that a clerical connection of his dead father’s had provided the funds, in his memory. Certainly his stepfather would not have spared the money. He shook his head over the scheme; could not see the use in it. But, then, he could not see the use in Ben at all – until he was of prentice age.


As for his mother, Ben thought: I can forgive her anything, for this.


Now the world begins. Such was the solemnity with which Ben first entered the long schoolroom. It was crowded and noisy and stank to the rafters, and he was down among the lowliest, the Oppidans, local-dwelling day boys, conscious of his rough shoes and frayed bands; and the headmaster lashed and thrashed. But he knew he was going to enjoy everything. Latin he already loved: now came stranger Greek to baffle and beguile.


‘Many boys find Greek difficult at first.’ Master Camden smiled. ‘But I’ve never known any find the difficulty gratifying before.’


With William Camden, the undermaster, perfect understanding and even intimacy. Nothing of the parish clerk: he was a long-nosed, abstracted young man, whose brown eyes were untreacherous and without desire. Patiently he supervised forty Queen’s Scholars in their noisome dormitory before retiring to his chamber above and studying until dawn put out his taper.


‘The history of ourselves.’ That was his passion. ‘Britain, land and legend and truth. The Romans walked here, Benjamin, and many a farmer turns up their coins with his plough; and there are in our western shires giant circles of stones put up by human hands of which we know nothing. The ancients took pride in their history, and we still learn from them. Perhaps we in turn may be a pattern to future ages. So my studies. I’m not so vain as to think they matter now. But if I can lay a small stone in the path of posterity—’


‘I want to do the same,’ Ben burst out.


Master Camden smiled again. ‘Well, now, leave me my scholar’s field, at least.’


‘Not the same. I don’t mean that. What I want—’ Could he say it? Yes, to this man he could; this man obliterated all thought of the whistling strap and the fat neck. ‘I want to be the most learned man in the kingdom.’


And Master Camden paused only a moment, eyebrows up, before nodding. ‘A commendable aim. But what is it you would seek to do with your learning?’


Ben ran his eyes over his schoolfellows: the stupid talking loudly, the ugly mocking themselves to make the handsome laugh. Alliances and need. He heard a farthing rolling on floorboards.


‘Make people better,’ he said.
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The Malcontent (1582)


‘Now I’m alive again,’ Will says, turning the pages. He does not want to laugh or to cry, not exactly: he feels on the edge of some third expression, surpassing either of them.


They are in the bare, swept, godly parlour of the Field house, a little drunk but not as drunk as they mean to be. Will has supped here and now godly, black-clad Master and Mistress Field have gone, climbing the stairs to their unthinkable bed, cautioning about candles, leaving them to it. Allowing that Will and Richard still have much to talk of.


Schoolfriends, they have been separated these three years since Richard went to London as a printer’s apprentice. His master is taking a cure in the country and has given Richard a fortnight’s indulgence. At supper they drank small beer, but Richard has a secreted bottle of something fine from London, on the table now alongside his very different treasure.


‘I would have brought more.’ Richard is smallish and dark and compact, little different from when they were at school. As if he has made a decision about growing. Will’s knees graze on church pews, and nothing fits him. ‘But I could only carry so much in my pack. Now, that one’s faint, the whole batch of ink turned villainous – we thought of selling it but there’s reputation, you know. That one hung on our hands. It’s pretty but no one bought. That one, I don’t know what happened. There was a sort of ripple when it was pressed, and so you have to fill in the words in the middle of every line. It’s—’


‘That’s what I’m doing,’ says Will, greedy, abstracted: rude as a child. A princely gift, these loose sheets from the printer’s workshop, spoiled or unsold. A Jest for Prentices. Rough, deckle-edged paper, as communicative to the touch as skin. Will has read everything in Stratford: all the books borrowed of the schoolmaster, ballads and broadsides bought on fair-days. The Mirror of True Repentance. The paper smells, he fancies, of London, dense and hot. The Play of the Pardoner. He looks up, dizzy. ‘Your master prints plays?’


‘Some few. He esteems them trash for the most part. Now try this wine. Madame Vautrollier made me a present of it.’


‘Oho.’


‘Not oho. No oho about it.’ Richard pours: the liquid pearls bobble. ‘Mind, she is a magnificent creature. Your Frenchwoman, Will, is a different breed altogether – the way she carries herself . . . Savour it, man, don’t swallow it down.’


‘Latin.’ Will is still turning pages, wading in and out of the stream of words. ‘Damn, I’m rusty. What case is that?’


‘Ablative.’ Richard coughs ‘Well, look, I’ve kept it up because we print a deal of Latin. Also you’re soused. Master Vautrollier has just got a patent to print Ovid. The Metamorphoses. Do you remember? Beautiful.’


‘I remember.’ The words on the page fade, and instead Will sees his last day at Stratford grammar-school: jokes, hand-shakings, little orations. The schoolmaster on his dais grave and saying nothing. My father needs me at home, sir. No one saying, indeed, that something has gone wrong – that Will who always outpaced everyone should be leaving now, when he might surely . . . ‘How old is she? Your Madame Vautrollier?’


‘She’s not my Madame Vautrollier. I don’t know. Older. A woman.’ Richard sips his wine, then reaches out and puts his arm round Will’s neck. ‘Pardon, Will. About school. Cess and piss on that, what happened, shame on it.’


They would often touch like this, back then – lie while reading propped against each other, in long grass. Now the gesture seems to fall short. Will pats Richard’s narrow back. ‘No matter. I do very well.’ Smiling painfully they disengage – Richard sitting back into London, Will into Stratford. ‘What became of your lute?’


Startled, Richard shakes his head. ‘Upstairs somewhere. I didn’t take it to London. No place for that in a day’s business, Will: at the press cockcrow to curfew, three hundred sheets a day else Master Vautrollier swears the devil out of hell. And then I take a taper and study till midnight. Is your heart bleeding?’


‘A drop. Go fetch it.’


‘We’ll wake the old ones.’


‘Then we’ll go out. There’s a moon. Down by the bridge – remember?’


So, with lute and bottle and flagon, they bundle out a little breathless and hilarious – though a last sobriety plucks Richard: ‘It will mean leaving the door unbarred—’


‘You forget you’re in Stratford now, not the great wicked city,’ Will says. ‘We don’t have thieves and murderers here. Only hypocrites.’


Exhilaration of being abroad in soft night, of slithering down the turfy slope by the last buttress of Clopton Bridge. Life in the dark: frogs creak like hinges, a moth blunders against his hand. Setting his back against the cool stone, Will is content for a moment just to cradle the lute: to feel its speaking shape. It came from Richard’s great-uncle, once steward in a lord’s household; he had taught Richard, who had taught Will, so that between them they could manage a dozen songs, all full of tears and cruel mistresses. His fingers search the strings for memory. He thinks suddenly of the woman at Hewlands Farm, of the upright set of her head on the slender neck: of swans and silver goblets and things perfectly made.


‘Tune it, for God’s sake, tune it.’ Richard groans. ‘The second course is all out. And the chanterelle. Sounds like a sow in farrow. Better.’


‘“If pity do not move your heart,


These tears of mine behold . . .”


‘How does it go on?’


‘“That ever thus do burn and smart.”’


‘“In fire I waste, whiles you are cold . . .” Damn. I sound like ten sows. I used to know this song backwards.’


‘You’re out of practice. And I told you, man, you’re piss-eyed.’


Will stills the strings. ‘So is it like that, Richard? The sighing and burning and wanting to die at her feet?’


‘Why ask me?’ A laugh, but moonlight finds a flash of alarm in his eyes.


‘You’re a Londoner now. It must be different. There must be – there must be women, many women—’


‘A great many women, of every condition, aye. And one sees, and often admires. But I’m a prentice, and I mean to do well. I must live cleanly. And I may not marry till my time is out. So.’


‘To be sure . . . but how if the killing dart strikes you – if a glance smites you with a wound there is no healing.’


‘That only belongs in songs and sonnets.’ Richard grunts. ‘Besides, in London the wound there’s no healing is likelier to strike you in your cods.’ A laugh, but Will realises he has touched the Puritan in him. Here comes the return. ‘Will, have you not bound yourself prentice to your father?’


‘No. But I live, God knows, cleanly as any prentice.’


‘I didn’t mean that. People – people wonder about him. Father says he still doesn’t come to council meetings. Some say he fears arrest for debt. They even excused him the poor-rate last session. Yet he can’t have lost so much, surely? He still trades—’


‘Well, you know as much as me, it seems. Do you suppose he takes me into his confidence?’ Will lays the lute down on the grass, with a momentary picture of himself lifting it on high and smashing it. Not a good thing to do: but clear-cut, at least. ‘Two years since, he sold off the last of my mother’s property. No doubt the shades of her old Arden kinsfolk wailed at it, but I think most of his creditors were satisfied. What happened? I don’t know.’ And that would be the worst shame of all for my father, Will thinks, if I were to know. ‘I believe he overreached. He had risen so high and it was all so golden – he even made application to the College of Heralds for a coat of arms. John Shakespeare, gentleman. Then suddenly he stopped talking of it. I know he burned his fingers trading wool. Perhaps there were other misadventures . . . Richard, do you think it possible that a man may be doomed to ill-fortune? Nature and circumstance meeting in him, so potently, with such black perfection, that there is no escape?’ Another moth comes and alights on his sleeve: he cups it in his hand. ‘He may do what he will. There is no escape.’


‘A pagan notion. Will, there are whispers that your father cleaves to the old religion.’


‘Only whispers? Come, this is Stratford, where we bawl our innuendoes over the fish-slab.’ Will lets the moth go.


‘Will – is he papist? Aye, I know, I shouldn’t ask. And I honour him still, whatever the truth, and so does my father, though we’re so differently affected. Only I fear for you.’


Will breaks into such a shout of laughter that Richard jumps. ‘Sorry. Oh, you needn’t fear that. Trust me.’ The old religion? Perhaps. His mother sometimes swears by Our Lady, and occasionally she and his father pray privately together. And this suspicion is much in the air lately: Will has heard of these shadowy men landing from Rome with their pockets full of Catholic writings, moving about the country, moving from house to house. Not difficult to imagine his father warming to it. In the days of his glory he was a public man, doing for the Queen public and Protestant things. Now, an outsider, he may well seek to wrap himself in all the outsider’s bitter comforts. Every man’s hand is against me – and, if not, I shall make it so.


‘I’m thankful for that. Because it is a question just now, Will, a great question.’


‘Too great for an answer. Somewhere behind it is this God for whom one burns people, or for whom one is willing to be burned, and damn me if I can conceive him. I’m drunk, pay no heed.’


‘There are men coming out of the universities talking like that.’ Richard’s voice is pained and precise. ‘Atheist, or near it. You must be careful.’


‘I’m never anything else.’ Will laughs. But the truth remains: he cannot imagine living for God or dying for God. Being able to imagine almost everything else, he feels it as a failure, confirming his suspicion of himself as a person of light weight. Place him in the mortal scales, and they would scarcely quiver. ‘As for going prentice to my father, he wants it, I don’t, and so we rub along.’ A sort of truth. In very truth, thinks Will, he wants me to be him. To live him over again, only this time . . . ‘We shall see. Look, you. When you are made Lord Mayor of London—’


‘As I will be.’ Richard sits up, taut and solemn. ‘I aim at nothing less. You may think me a vain fool—’


‘No, no, I don’t. If you can see it, then you can reach it. If you can’t . . . if it’s not to be seen, then . . .’


‘What?’


‘Invent it, perhaps.’ He shakes his head, turning from Richard’s too-enquiring gaze. ‘Do it, Richard. Lord Mayor. For Stratford. Bring glory to us left behind here. God knows the old hole needs it.’


‘Is that what you truly think, Will?’


‘I thought it just then. In an hour’s time, who knows?’ Will is trying, at least, to be truthful. ‘And tomorrow, who knows?’ And then he plays and sings loud again, to erase that look from Richard’s face, to drown that note he heard. The note of pity.


It could never be the same again. Still, Will and Richard were much together during his stay. They walked in the fields and talked, and Richard lost his city pallor. And when Richard spoke of London, Will listened and was careful not to listen devouringly, not to ask too many questions: not to let the pictures become too vivid. He treated himself like a fever patient. The goldsmiths’ shops, one glittering after another, a goblin’s dream-hoard; and then the spiked heads of the executed on London Bridge, the bull-baiting yards, Smithfield Market all bludgeoning and blood; and then the young gallants practising archery in the Moorfields in the dewy morning . . . Yes, the pulse a little fast but not so bad. And then the booksellers lining St Paul’s churchyard – step in beneath the signs of the White Greyhound and the Red Bull and the Green Dragon, encounter quires and reams, and then the dubious lanes of Shoreditch, mentioned by Richard with a grimace, for here had lately risen the theatres, and cutpurses and queans flocked with the crowds to the flag and trumpet . . . Now the pulse was hectic and the patient in danger. Will turned the talk to the state of the crops.


Just once, Richard supped with Will’s family. In the days of his glory John Shakespeare had been a notable host: always room at his board, no need to bring your own knife, send in the dressed pork and manchet bread. Now a guest was a rarity. Will’s father was for a time easy, expansive, talking to Richard of London trade and London ways, until he fell into a low silence and stared at the candle-flame. His mother was tenderly anxious over plague, and thieves lurking in alleys. Joan, at first, gazed and swallowed and turned scarlet, reminding Will of how much his friend had changed: always seemly and civil, he now seemed rooted in assurance, calmly listening, breaking bread in thin, elegant fingers. But by the time the apple tansey was brought in her look had changed. Joan was thirteen, learning scorn, and Will saw her touching her upper lip in imitation of Richard petting his infant moustache.


‘He’s a pretty figure of a man,’ she yawned afterwards, ‘but he needn’t give himself such airs. Just because he had some fiddle-faced Puritan godfather who could put him in the way of a London prenticeship. They always look after each other.’ Her upturned chin and glinting eye invited Will to be scurrilous with her: they often did it. But Will responded with temperate loyalty, declining to hear a word against Richard. Because if he did, he might reveal how much he envied him. The envy would hurtle out, snarling and dripping foam from its jaws.


Will read twice over all the books Richard had brought him, and when he was not reading them he had the words inside him and drew on them – the way, he supposed, the Puritans drew on the spirit and the papists drew on the faith. Once he made the mistake of reading at the workbench. He didn’t hear his father approach.


It was not so much the throwing of the books on the floor, as the way his father threw them: with a grunt and heft, like a road-mender heaving stones. A reminder. They didn’t need to say anything.


It would have been easier, of course, not to love him. Will’s love for his mother was simple; it merely claimed you, as thirst made you drink. His love for his father was like an illness, or a wound. You could not rest with it; it must come to some issue.


Will was there to see Richard off, early on a hot July morning. Richard was making the journey with the Stratford carrier, young Will Greenaway, who was taking the job on from his father. Ah, just as it should be. A merchant from Leamington was travelling with them too: safety in numbers. The saddlebagged horses flicked their ears at the teasing flies and looked mournful. They did not want to be striking the road to London. They wanted to graze in the paddock for ever. Will and Richard clasped hands, then stood shuffling while Greenaway tightened pack-threads and the Fields intoned godly advice. The young, Will thought, are not good at greetings and farewells. They feel their hollowness.


‘I didn’t think me,’ Richard said at the last. ‘You could have had my lute. Father – let Will take my lute.’


‘No, no, I can’t,’ Will said urgently. He had no idea why.


‘Will, if ever you—’ Richard said, and broke off with a rueful, surprised look, like a sleeper who wakes himself up talking. ‘God be with you.’


Soon after the riders were out of sight Will found himself walking down Wood Street for no reason. A window banged open and an ill rainbow of slops hit the cobbles. An open yard-gate showed him a brawny maid plucking a live goose, its legs tied over its back. She was not doing it well: blood spotted the white drift at her feet. She was a moon-faced creature but pretty dimples appeared as she set her little pearly teeth against the shrieking goose’s struggles. Some man would see her beauty; or else lunge and fumble, thinking she would do. Perhaps, Will thought, he could carry on like this for ever: circumambulate, loiter, watch. Perhaps it would do, as a fumble at life.


But at last he turned his steps for home, as if he were making a choice. On Henley Street the Shakespeare house stood roomy and solid and unassailable. A few rents in the roof tiles could not gainsay it: here dwells a man of substance. Cloud-flashing sunlight passed across the upper windows, like sly eyes rolling.


Indoors, dark wood panels after summer dazzle made him grope blindfolded for a moment. His mother was finishing the baking. ‘You’ll miss Richard, I should think,’ she said. There was flour on her nose and cheek, and as she kissed him she placed a little on him, like a token of her understanding, or a mark. Someone was in the workshop with his father, talking of the price of dyes: elder, indigo, madder. ‘Oh, but as to madder . . .’ his father rumbled. Joan popped her head in: when did they last change the rushes? Thursday fortnight. No, stay, not so long. Madder. Feeling of a day beginning: turn over the rushes, they’ll serve. Turn over the new-old day. He thought of the hour-glass in the church, always the same grains running through. The thought gave him a curious panic. His head and stomach seemed to change places as if the hour-glass of his being had been turned over.


As if drawn by instinct, Edmund blocked his way at the bright door.


‘Where going?’


Will vaulted right over him, landed running. He ran as, it seemed to him, he had never run before: not when running races with his schoolfriends, not when they had filched fruit from mad Dame Harris’s orchard and she had set her mastiffs after them – never running like this, knees almost up to his chest, lungs tearing at the air. Faces mouthed as they flashed by, but he heard only the pump and snatch of his own breath. At Clopton Bridge, still running, he clawed his doublet over his head and flung it, pounded on in sweat-wet shirt, grinning hard and grim against the sun, twitching the salt drops from his eyebrows and eyelashes. The stone-dry ruts of the country road seized at his ankles, trying to twist and break. Tawny fields, harvest-ripe, ringed his reddening vision. Stratford was lost behind him and somewhere ahead, soon, over the next heat-wavering rise, the horses and riders and wagging packs, bound for London . . .


Only a wide empty shimmer, though. Only the extinction of his breath, the aching slap of his slowing feet: truth, stern kind parent, cuffing him as he staggered in heat and his throat bubbled. No good. He could not reach the horses. Already, far out of his parish and with no destination, he was in law a vagabond. If he caught up with them it would be no different: there was only freakish folly in this. He could not reach so far. Will heard little contemptible groans coming from himself as he made a mazy stumble, and the hard green ground, springing up as if on a hinge, slammed against his cheek.


For a time he could only lie with his heart thundering in his chest and his stupidity raging in his mind. It seemed at least probable that one or the other would kill him there, by the side of the road: it certainly did not seem unjust.


Faintly his roaring ears picked up the sound of hoofs and rumbling wheels.


‘Sleep it off, that’s the way.’


‘God-a-mercy, what hour must a man begin drinking to be soused flat before noon?’


‘The night before, of course.’


‘Hold, look, he’s half stripped. Think you he was robbed?’


Will sat up and coughed. When he saw the painted cart he was swept with a feeling of unworthy relief. The players’ troupe, arrived at last. Of all the people in the world, he thought, they were the least likely to find him ridiculous.


One approached. His face was nut-brown, his worn clothes dust-white from travel: a scorched scarecrow. Yet that something in his walk, in his voice. ‘Are you hurt, friend?’


Will shook his head. ‘A rest,’ he gasped. ‘A little rest on God’s good earth, sir.’


‘We thought you ready to be buried in it. Are you faint? Set your head low a moment. It’s a trying heat.’


‘Let’s get on.’ A fractious voice behind him. ‘Are we turned village constables now? Let him . . . God’s blood. Don’t I know you?’


Will looked up into the blue-grey eyes, and memory at once filled in the tall, slender figure. Towne. Jack Towne. He had been the principal woman-player with the troupe who visited Stratford last summer. Will had talked long with him at the Swan after the play, buying him drinks, hardly able to believe that this dazzling world-changer was his own age.


‘Master Towne. Your servant, sir.’


The fair youth’s eyes narrowed. ‘I do know you. Will Something. God, yes. We have an admirer here, friends. When I was with Lord Strange’s Men, this pretty fellow stood us a good hogshead of ale, I swear, and then recited our speeches back at us.’ Towne grasped Will’s hand and hauled him to his feet. ‘Still in Stratford, hey, Will? I thought you hankering after a better place. You’re in a muck of a sweat, what have you been about? I suppose it’s harvest and what-naught.’ Towne gestured disdainfully. He was a Londoner, Will remembered. He remembered him, too, playing a robber’s stolen bride, spirited and sorrowful: you wanted to jump on the stage and fall before her. ‘Come, up and ride on our chariot; the beasts will bear.’


‘No, no, there’s no need—’


‘To please me, then. I’ve a whim for being the dispenser of benevolence. Naturally it’ll pass.’


Will sat on the cart-tail. Above his head pans and tankards swung alongside stage properties: helmets, crowns, banners, a bearskin. A human skull grinned at him through a lady’s veil. Jack Towne walked alongside, grumbling about his feet.


‘A plague on your country roads. I feel bastinadoed. So how goes it in Stratford, hey, Will? Are your citizens plump in the purse and begging for a play? In truth we’ve had a wretched season – and to speak frankly, my friend –’ Towne raised his voice slightly – ‘this is a sorry sort of company compared with my last. We have the most lamentable clown. Mind, there’s still Knell, mighty shouting William Knell, do you remember him?’


Oak voice, leonine, just warding off fat. ‘He played the Lydian King.’


‘Aye, and he never ceases to play the king, trust me. But when it comes to kinging it over me . . . He should remember I only play the woman.’ Towne suddenly, coldly, smiled: it was like something one should not see, a dagger in a drawer. ‘Aye, he can act. But his temper’s another matter. You can’t play and live in the same place. Partitions, Will, nail ’em up secure. God, you look like a man racked.’ He reached out and brushed the sweat-sticky hair from Will’s brow. ‘What have you been doing? Not making the beast by the wayside, I hope, and pushing poor Moll in the ditch when you saw us coming.’


‘No, chasing a fay,’ said Will. He didn’t know he could speak so sharply, cutting off the moment like a fowl’s head on the stump. ‘But I couldn’t reach it. Such are our country follies.’


Towne drew back his hand. ‘You need a drink. Another way of saying I need a drink. Remind me, what’s the best here – ale, cider? I’ll share the reckoning.’


‘Ale, but I can’t. I have work to do.’


‘Hang your work. Hang everything, because we are here now, Will, and we bring a little beauty. The one thing there is no living without.’ Towne leaped up beside Will and twisted round to prod the heap of blankets in the bed of the cart. ‘Isn’t that so, shit-pan? Rouse yourself, you lazy bastard, the rest of us have walked all night.’ Finding a groan, he added a quick fist. ‘There, alive now?’


A great pink tiny-eyed poxed face, like a ham studded with cloves, blubbered up to blink at them.


‘Our clown. You’d suppose he’d only to step on the stage to set them laughing, but he counteracts nature, this one. Beauty, sweetling, that’s what we bring, eh?’


‘Go fuck your mother.’ The clown yawned, sitting up and scratching.


‘For him, that’s wit exceptional,’ said Towne, tapping Will’s knee. Will refused himself the sight of that long-boned and expressive hand. Rations only, remember, short commons: shrink the appetite. ‘I’m right, though, am I not? Oh, to be sure, you can live without beauty – live like a pig in a sty, that is. Life as a long, heavy, drunken sleep with no dreams.’


‘Sounds perfection,’ the clown said, belching long and musically. ‘Who’s this?’


‘This,’ Towne said, clapping Will’s shoulder, ‘is my excellent friend Will, of Stratford. Will . . . No, don’t prompt me, damn it, I have a memory. Will Shakespeare, the glover’s son.’ He turned on Will a slightly anxious smile of triumph. ‘Yes? Or is it the shoemaker?’


‘No, you have it right,’ Will said, firm and dry: the words in his mouth like the heel of a loaf. He prepared to jump down from the cart. ‘That’s who I am.’


He slipped out that evening, while his father nodded by the fire. When he chose, Will could wipe himself from the room like chalk from a slate.


Not that this was choice. He couldn’t help himself.


‘I can’t believe you remember so much of the piece. Devil’s Brother, the mouldiest thing, full of ranting.’ Jack Towne stretched his rangy arms and looked appraisingly at the tankard Will set before him. ‘Rots the guts, your rustic brew. Heady, though, agreeable heady.’


‘Not the piece so much as what you made of it,’ Will said. ‘It held so tight. I remember I could hardly believe it was over. Two hours gone in an instant. I had to stamp and pinch myself.’ Two hours, like a minute full of everything. All along his body and mind there had been a fine humming, as if the play had plucked him like a bowstring.


‘Well, it suited the crowd well enough. Mind, your country John-a-Noakes hardly knows what he claps his great paws for. Not you, though, not you.’ Suddenly he ruffled Will’s hair from brow to nape. It felt curiously as if all his clothes had been taken off. ‘You feed on it, don’t you? Feed, gorge, devour.’


‘It eats me,’ Will said.


‘So. Confide.’ Towne stretched out his leg to the hearth: it seemed to go on for ever. He was very fair, fine-boned, full-lipped; when he gazed into the fire the robber’s bride flickered into life – yet a shift, and you saw the line of stubble under his jaw. It was dazzling and queasy. ‘What are you, Will? What do you do between our visitations? I notice you don’t stand toes in and chuckle like most of them. Belong to some noble’s house hereabouts? Say yes, I pray, you might put me in his favour.’


‘Nothing of that. I live with my father. Lately burgess and alderman of Stratford – also bailiff.’ Curious that he should now be making much of his father’s lost eminence.


‘Pretty. And are you eldest? Ah, there must be a tidy property waiting for you.’


Will stared into his untouched ale. A worm of candlelight wriggled in it. ‘My father is – still a man of some substance. But his fortunes are decayed of late.’


He struggled with something unsaid, but Jack Towne had flung his long legs out with a sharp laugh. ‘Not so bad. My father left me naught but whipping-scars. See.’ He faced his narrow back to Will and clawed the shirt off his shoulder. Dull pink strokes sulked across the luminous fair skin. Will seemed to feel heat on his face. ‘Well, I call him my father. Only God and my mother know who he truly was – but he had the run of my hide every night for five years. How I wept at his plague-bed. I couldn’t believe such access of joy possible.’


Towne shrugged his shirt back, and Will thought of his own father: thought of him dying. Or, rather, sprang away scalded from the thought.


‘They say it’s wrong to be a player,’ he burst out, lunging at his drink.


‘Aye, they do that, and what, I wish to know, can they mean? We only game and booze, and have no settled place or station, and die in want when we’re cast off.’ Drunk – yet not as Will was used to seeing men drunk – Towne seized Will’s hand, an urgent reinforcement to the scrambling words. ‘You know this ranting godly fellow fastened on me at Banbury – Sudbury – some pisshole – and consigned me to his hell because I was an invitation to sodomy. I could only answer that it was not an invitation I would ever extend to him.’ He laughed loudly, but the sound was anger diverted. ‘Well, you surely don’t think it wrong, or you wouldn’t be keeping company with us.’


‘I don’t know,’ Will said. ‘I don’t know what I think.’ He meant it as a general statement. He spent most of his time thinking, but thought was a current on which he drifted: he didn’t steer.


‘You’re scared of your honest alderman father, no doubt,’ Towne said, yawning. ‘God’s blood, Will, only look at those great baboons.’ Across the tap-room two of the players, Knell the king-player and a red-haired gangler, who was drinking sack by the pint, had drawn their swords and were lumbering at each other. ‘It’s play, good sir, only play,’ he called out to the innkeeper, who came sweating and muttering. ‘They’re running over the last scene of Alphonsus of Lincoln. Every stroke planned, sir, like the steps of a galliard. Or should be,’ he added to Will. ‘Knell is so very apt to forget himself.’


‘A most desirable thing,’ Will said, feeling the drink quicken and sorrow him all at once.


‘But there you have it,’ Towne said excitedly, ‘exactly what your virtuous, godly citizens do not see. Oh, it’s wrong to be a player, they declare. But what do they do when they wake up in the morning? Straight be themselves? No: they remind themselves who they are. They have to. Ah, yes, let me see, I am Goodman Bollockchops, esteemed burgher of Hole-in-the-Road, and yonder lies my wife, whom I choose not to see is faithless, and though I have just dreamed of running naked in the fields with a set of wild lads and lasses, I would see all whores and gypsies and players whipped at the cart-tail and I am grave, deep . . . They have to, because otherwise they’re walking on ice and it’s cracking. Ever been to London? Well, to be sure, no.’ The pitying look was meant, no doubt, to be kind. ‘Some winters the Thames freezes clean over. River turns to road. Everyone goes on it – they set up a fair on it and roast chestnuts and tell fortunes, all pretending they’re not walking on water—’


‘Dear God, don’t.’


‘Ah, there, you’ve broken my image. It was about to be mighty profound, I think. I’m drunk, though.’ He emptied his tankard, then leaned on Will’s shoulder. His breath was unnervingly sweet, like a child’s. ‘Got a yearning for London, hey? Well, I can understand it. I’ll tell you what it is, Will, it’s the worst place to starve in. Hereabouts you can lay your bones down by a stream and drink the clear water and, I don’t know, perhaps catch a coney, or the old goodwife who’s known you since you were a tacker will help you. London, no such matter.’ He touched Will’s cheek with a gentle, even timid finger. ‘What are you looking for, then? It helps if you know where it’s to be found first of all.’


‘I – I don’t know if it’s been made yet.’


Behind him a dropped sword skittered on the flagstones. Knell heaped curses on his weak wrist. Towne sat up and raised his tankard to him, catching Knell’s eye with a smile that seemed prepared: unpacked from a box.


‘Now watch him bluster,’ he said, between his teeth.


Knell stalked over. ‘Well, now, Master Will, what tales has this stripling been telling you? All lies, whatever they are.’


‘We’re players,’ Towne said, wagging his empty tankard. ‘Lies are our business.’


‘Another pint? That means he’ll be singing “Willow, willow” next. Then declaring his love for all the world. Then challenging all the world to a fight. Then he weeps and sleeps together. All pat without a prompt, for once.’


‘Chatter on, old man, while you’ve still got the teeth for it,’ Towne said amiably. ‘Will’s in love, you know. But the object of his love doesn’t exist. What is he to do?’


Will said:


‘“You do me wrong to take my guileless words


And free them to the world, like caged birds


That ne’er have op’d their wings beneath the sun


Nor learnt the eagle and the hawk to shun.”’


‘God. I remember that,’ Knell said. ‘What is it, Fountain of Ardena?’


‘Devil’s Brother.’ Towne watched Will. ‘How does it go on?’


‘“For when my heart misgives me, straight my tongue


Must give it ease, as we the – something stone


That galls the tender sole, unthinking shake


From forth our shoe, though – something . . .”


‘No, it’s gone.’


‘Villainous stuff.’ Knell groaned. ‘A beautiful maiden hopping about with a stone in her shoe.’


‘Errant stone,’ Towne said. ‘Yes, a feeble figure. Still . . .’ He gazed at Will, half drowsy, half penetrating. ‘Where do you keep it, Will?’


‘Why, man, here,’ Knell said, rapping on Will’s head. ‘You can tell he’s no country dull-wit. He admires us for one thing. I only wish you had such a memory.’


‘I keep it here,’ Will said, after a moment, and touched the space beside him, gently, as if another Will sat there, preferring not to be disturbed.


He was hurrying home, a piece of the night.


Above the roofs the stars swooped with him, and no dogs barked because his feet only skimmed the ground here and there. In his mind a wonderful handiwork was going on. Yes, he had promised his father he would have no more to do with the players, but his father need not know, and even if he did, perhaps he could be brought to understand what was so remarkable about them, the way they conjured something new out of nothing, through craft and wit: that they were makers.


Perhaps that was the true lesson of the day: everything was possible. He had felt it so in the White Hart tonight, as the talk grew wilder, exciting him even more when understanding ceased. The world was a vast and wonderful thing, and it was also an apple just within reach, heavy for the tug and pluck.


He slipped in through the door of the back kitchen, where the serving-girl slept on a pallet and the old hound on the floor. When the dog stirred he rubbed its jowls and hushed it back down: the beast never realised how much he loathed it.


He got to the foot of the stairs, and there was his father. Will was never sure if he had come out of the parlour, or had simply been standing there all the time, taper in hand.


What he could be sure of, alas, was his own face: how, taken by surprise, he had been unable to hide his expression. His father must have seen it – how weary Will was of him, and how he wished he was not his father.


It was there, in his distant, hurt eyes.


‘You needn’t lie,’ his father said. ‘I know where you were. I sent a lad to look.’


‘Father . . . I know you don’t approve it, but still it can’t be so very bad—’


‘It’s how you make me feel.’ Spoken strong and plain, as if to emphasise that Will would not evade this with a great flourish of words. ‘It is not the matter itself. When you go against me, it is how you make me feel.’
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