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To Mehran, my Persian prince 






Gold
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Mary Shakespeare, born Mary Arden, wife of John Shakespeare, knelt in the Sunday light before the dark boxwood crucifix in her bedchamber, the same chamber in which she had shielded her oldest surviving child, William, from the plague that raged within two doors of their house when he was only six months old. Her back to the door, as it was now, the rushes on the floor making their imprints on her knees, she had wept and wept those days, in a fury at her helplessness and paralysis to do anything real, anything of scientific merit to keep her baby safe. Two doors away the horrid pestilence was, she knew; the miasma insinuated itself into the blood of her neighbors, into her dear friends’ children, rendering them up dead and swollen with the blue-black lumps, like things less than human.

The Virgin had delivered her and her son. Her prayers were answered, and the infection passed over their door, left their home untouched. She had dared not leave their house those days. And now, when she did dare, she could not venture to church. None of the family could, by command of her husband. She could not speak to the Virgin as she so loved to do. In her mind’s eye she knelt before the image at Saint Peter’s Bishopton, just north of town. She could not there this Sunday silently tell Our Lady all the daily small affairs and accounts of her wifely life, hear her comfort, honor her as she had promised she would do every Sunday her whole life long if only the Mother of God would take pity on her, as a woman, and spare her baby. Through more than ten years, even when ill or indisposed herself, Mary Shakespeare had kept this promise. And now, through no doing of hers, it was broken.

Mary thought of the floor of the church, harder than this one in her bedroom, made of stone with no rushes to ease the knees. It was that floor where she should be, she thought, hard or no. Would it be just the same to the Virgin, to talk to her here in her bedroom? Mary did not know.

She kept her hands folded and her head bowed, next to the simple bed filled with straw that took up most of the small room. The sun streamed in over her through the window—just a shuttered square cut in the wall, no glass to bend the light. She shifted her weight to the balls of her feet under her plain dress, dyed hunter green with the grasses of the river. She was a good wife; she had tried to help her husband as a woman should, and she thought of the Holy Mother in Judea, who despite her exalted state in the eyes of the Father must have helped to see to Joseph’s carpentry accounts. Mary Shakespeare herself worked her embroidery, so fine, all over the gloves John Shakespeare made, stitched feathers and knots and creeping vines of blue and yellow, no gold or silver or purple, of course—those colors were by law not for common folk such as them and their fellow villagers, not for folk who might find themselves having to hide from their neighbors on a Sunday instead of going to church with the decent people to adore the Virgin and Saint Francis and Saint Peter, who held the keys to heaven. No. Those silks were only for the queen and those near her, those who might never want for money. Yet blue and yellow, red and green, black silk and pure white, and the mustard color stewed out of the garden onions—remarkable riches could be made of all these things.

Mary did her duty. It was the wool that undid her husband, the wretched wool. She told him not to dabble in the wool dealing, not to hoard it and risk the wrath of the county magistrate and the fine, the sum of which left her breathless. But he said, “Why need you always be so very safe, dear, playing by all the set-down laws and rules? A man does get ahead by breaking such rules, you should know that, wife.” Indeed, her own father had broken such rules, in similar escapades and with mixed results. Mary had not liked that, either. To whom did she and her sisters go crying when they were hungry, suffering from his temporary setbacks and his need to appear more wealthy than he was? Not their father. No. It was Mama, dear ma’am; that was who they asked for their dinner. As would her own five children.

“I am afraid, Queen of Heaven,” she whispered to the Virgin, though it was the Virgin’s son before her eyes on the crucifix on the whitewashed wall. “I am afraid. For what if we are found out, in our absence from church? And we surely will be, and then there will be another fine, and who shall pay that?”

“Who shall pay what, ma’am?” asked her boy William, eleven years old and just beginning to look sturdy, but still with the skinny legs of a young chicken. He had quietly come into the room as she stayed kneeling before God.

He saw how the gold of the sun pouring in through the window fell upon the dark simple green of her gown, her Sunday gown, which she would wear to honor the Lord whether she went to church or no. And he saw that the gold was like embroidery.

“You should wear a pelisse stitched so, Mama, with the sun,” he said, and was so happy to see her smile. A great stone dissolved within his heart to see it.

“Such fancies you always have, son,” she said.

“My father bids me tell you something,” he said, kneeling beside her. He found himself unsure of whether to clasp his hands to pray or no. He was not sure he had anything to say to the Lord.

“Aye?”

“He says, by way of comfort, ‘tis only the service of the heretical church, not the one holy faith of your mother and father, and of his mother and father, and so do not mind it too much that we cannot go.”

“He does not know my heart, does he? He does not understand, does he, Will?”

William did not answer for a moment. His father fed him and clothed him and gave him his blessing in the morning, and as John Shakespeare would have things be, so his son William dutifully obeyed, as the Bible instructed him. Disobedience was a grave sin. It had led to the fall of man.

But he whispered, “No, ma’am.” He had never done such a disrespect to his father before. 

“Today is the day to pray to the Virgin and her holy son and pledge again our devotion, whether their image be before us or no,” his mother said, her eyes fixed down. Mary so wanted, today, to see the statue of Saint Francis. He was the favorite saint of her grandmother, her grandmother on the Webbe side, who paid the fine, or sometimes defiantly did not pay it, so as not to attend the heretical service. Grandmother Webbe was ever loyal to the old faith. And there were yet statues not destroyed at little Saint Peter’s—beside the creamy painted wood of Francis, so simple in his earthy-shaded robes, there was the image of the Mother and Child, in ivory and soft blue. They were kind, these images. Mary Shakespeare was certain of it.

“Yes, ma’am,” said her son. But he could see the unhappiness in the lines of her mouth and face, so listless, looking neither angry nor sad but only empty. He could bear it no longer and cried out, “But do not make yourself uneasy, ma’am! My father fears not meeting the Lord, only his creditors. Surely the Lord knows this and can see into your heart. Surely He does not condemn us for our obedience. I am sure that it is godly; obedience is the greatest of virtues, so I have learned in school. That is right, is it not, Mother?”

“I shall tell you a secret, Will.” She relaxed her humble kneeling, sitting back, unfolding her hands, and gathered him near her. She wondered, as she always did, from where he had come by the soft warm brown of his hair—her own was a jet black, thick and wavy, and his father even now had almost no hair at all. She said, “I do not know what is right. I am afraid.”

William sat very still. He felt his mother’s breath against his cheek. It always carried such a sweet scent, always made him feel he had come home, even if he had not gone away at all and was home already. Her breath smelled a little of milk and a little of perfume, which mystified his mind, curious even now, for he knew she had no such luxury as perfume.

Now he knew what to say to the Lord. He pulled away from his mother, folded his hands, and bowed his head, and spoke silently and fervently to God. He saw that this pleased her.

“Ma’am, I shall not be a glover,” he suddenly said, and his voice sounded sharp to him, cutting through the silence of the prayers in the room.

“What are you talking of, William?” And she turned from the image on the wall. “Your father is a glover. He would have you be a glover. What do you mean, you shall not be a glover?”

His voice shook with his fear of his own boldness. What if his father should hear him? “I shall not be a glover.” He could not get what he wanted from the Lord if he were a glover.

Mary stroked his soft hair and spoke gently. “We will talk of it another time.” And she began again to pray. So did her son.

Pray you, heavenly Father, he thought. Riches. Send me gold.

Gold to pay his father’s debts, gold thread for his mother—and a claim to be worthy to wear it. A coat of arms! Yes, gold to buy a coat of arms for his family, why not? Stranger things were done in the city. Gold to make his mother unafraid. Rubies and emeralds and silver and purple cloth and perfume—oh, but mostly gold. O Lord let me earn gold. Gold.

His mother prayed all day in the light of the sun. So did William.

“Father, may I speak?” said William at supper that night, over the ale they all drank. His mother looked up, as did his sisters, Joan and Anne, and his brother Gilbert. Baby Richard was not yet old enough to stand up with the other children at table.

“Yes, son?”

“I shall not be a glover. Or a wool dealer,” said William.

His father tensed. “What do you mean, boy?”

“I shall go to the city and do something else.”

“What is the meaning of this?”

Will bent his head in deference, but went on. “Father, I shall help the family. I shall be able to discharge our debts and get fine clothes for Mother, and then we may go to church—”

“You shall not!” his father thundered, his voice crashing over William. “Mend your speech! So young, and so untender? Wife, do you complain even to our children of my misfortune in the wool?”

“You know I do not, husband,” she said mildly.

“You shall go from this table!” he shouted at Will. “To your bed!”

“Yes, Father.” The boy turned to obey, to go upstairs to the little room at the top of the house where all the children slept on one large straw-filled pallet.

“All of you!” his father cried. 

They obediently followed, Joan gathering up the baby, all sending dagger looks at their older brother.

“Look not at me that way, wife,” said John Shakespeare. “What is it you wish to say?”

“You know my thought on this already, John.”

“Tell it.”

“You are too severe. He is old enough to be worrying, he wishes to be of use. He is a good boy.”

“As he should be, with all his advantages. He might have been a farmer’s son, scratching in dirt, as I was! Has he ever had to boil and scrape the refuse of animals from their skins, to sell, as I did for my father? He has not. I rallied myself, I made myself a tradesman. He will be a merchant, he will not be at the mercy of the sun and rain, as were my father and I! A free grammar school in the town! I never had such. And it is my old position on the council that sends him there! You remember”—here he softened—”you remember, my dear, how I used to not like to see you read the accounts, because I could not?”

“But no more. You have got used to it. And you need for me to do so.”

“Aye.” He considered. “I need for you to do so.” He looked at her as she began to clear the table, stack the wooden plates and tankards to be taken out to the kitchen yard for washing, save the bread and cheese the children had had to leave uneaten, and he could not take his eyes from her. Her waist, when she turned and bent and gathered, was as it had been the first day he saw her, with her father in Stratford, bartering chicks for butter with his own father, her father’s tenant. Her hair was still just as black. She had come to his house at seventeen, from her father’s place in Wilmcote. John had freed her, at least, from the life of a farm, such a hard place for a woman. He had given her a world of merchants and town instead. He was glad he had been able to give her that, glad to be able to give something. And in return, for eighteen years now, she had run his house, helping with his business, embroidering his gloves with those fine-lady stitches of hers. She kept the kitchen, the poultry, the children, everything in irreproachable order. Once he had asked how she could do so many things at once, and she smiled up at him—he was a large and substantial man—and said it must be through the intercession of the Holy Mother.

She knew how he looked at her. She knew, when she saw him first, that he had never before seen a girl like her. Her father, being in one of his more fortunate periods, was then a wealthy farmer, not a scratcher like John’s father, and he kept up an illusion of even more wealth than he had. His daughter’s skin was delicate, her speech quiet and restrained. She wore a piece of jewelry on market day, a very small silver cross on a ribbon about her neck.

John caught her waist as she turned to the table and buried his face against her. Relief flooded through him as she bent to stroke his hair. “I am sorry about the wool,” he said. “You were right, Mary. It was too uncertain an enterprise. I am sorry.”

“Well,” she answered. And she bent down to look into his face. “If Our Lord and his Mother can forgive, then so can I.” She was not yet smiling, but he had hopes.

“I will make amends. I will deliver us from this debt.” 

She nodded. “But we cannot continue not to mark the Lord’s Day. You must at least allow me to take the children. I cannot continue. I am—in fear.” Her mouth became a line and she looked away, over his shoulder. This was real to her, and he needed to know it. “I would not disobey but I must go to church.”

He only nodded.

She stood up briskly.

“Say something to your son,” she said. “He only wanted to assist you, husband. He is a child, he has fancies.”

John Shakespeare sighed and rose, tired, to his feet. “As you wish, my dear.”

He strode—his step was never light nor small, he could not help that—into the children’s room. The littler ones—Anne, Gilbert, Richard—were asleep, but he thought Joan only feigned slumber, and Will did not pretend at all. The boy was dry eyed and dignified.

“Son,” said John, softening his loud, confident voice with effort, “come and stand up now.”

William obeyed.

“You are a good boy. You wish to help. But such things are best left to your father. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, sir.” But he fidgeted, and he could not help bursting out, “But I will buy us a coat of arms in the city, Father. For you. And for Mother.”

“Well, we shall see, son. Go to sleep now.”

“Yes, sir.”

Mary Shakespeare heard it all, the voices drifting down the stairs. As her husband came back into the dining parlor, smiling, pleased to have pleased her, she thought she saw her life stretching out both behind and before her, all that had brought her to this point and all that would come, a path that shone like a river, but not silver, no, it was the color of the sun. She saw the point, eleven years ago, when she gave birth—gave it, a gift—to her son and became, at least in some way, like her namesake, the Holy Virgin. And she thought she saw a place, far in the future, when he would part from her and take some shining path himself, and she saw also the point where he would part from this world and go into the next, and perhaps, she thought, she hoped, she believed, in this and in all things, the Virgin would guide him.

And her son, in his bed, prayed again, for her, for gold. 







In the Bed
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Anne Shakespeare, a swirl of rolling circles, bounced up and down atop her husband, driving him deeper and deeper inside her, the night before he left for London. Her body was still all made of circles, just as it had been the day he noticed it and his life changed, became a circle around the center of her, when he was twelve and the realization of her roundness burst upon him outside Saint Peter’s Bishopton, the Stratford church. She was already twenty then.

That day he watched her beneath the sun, saw her moving this way and that, attending to her little brothers and sisters, but in his mind there was only the flash of dozens of circles, as he had seen her when she walked past his family that morning in her plain blue gown and sat two rows before them, on the left side of the aisle. She smelled like April and May.

Her eyes were blue, blue shining disks in the circle of her face. Her breasts were soft spheres. There were no almond shapes, no teardrops; everything about her was like the moon and the sun. Her belly, round and beautiful. Yes, like a heap of ripe wheat. And around the edges of the wheat . . . he imagined how her belly sloped downward toward the joints of her thighs, how there, there must be shining red-gold down, softer than the brilliant red-copper floss she piled in intricate looping braids on top of her head. Below her waist spread the perfect curve of her hips, which seemed the true center of her body, from which everything else emanated in warm, inviting motions. The shapes were light and overlapped, and shone like a cluster of wet, translucent grapes, moving easily around and above and below one another. Her elbows were smooth spots of cream. Her mouth seemed round as a rose and pink, and the plums of her cheeks were pink as well. Even the tip of her nose ended in its own tiny upturned circle.

On this night she laughed atop him in the bed, and he laughed too. At first he found her laughter at such moments disconcerting, those years ago before they married, before the children were born—he was feeling terribly serious, what on earth was funny?—but not anymore.

“What . . . amuses . . . you . . . my . . . love?” he asked, one word with every lively thrust, until her giggles dissolved into soundless sighs and her face flushed with satisfaction, so that he too stopped holding back and gave in to his own arousal.

“You have killed me, Nan,” he said as she rolled off him and he lay immobile and watery. “Now I cannot leave tomorrow. You have had your way after all.”

She propped herself up on one elbow next to him. This bed, in his father’s house, was simple and small, with sheets of undyed plain stuff that rustled crisply beneath them when their bodies moved. She did not laugh or smile.

“You know that is not true,” she said. “You know I wish you were not to go, but if you feel it is for our betterment, you must. You know that is not true.” 

“Aye, sweetheart, forgive me, I tease you. You know I tease you.”

“It is an odd thing to do, you must own. People do not leave their homes, Will. My brother Bartholomew would not stay in the village, it is true. He married and went to Isabel’s home at Tysoe, but most people do not do that, you must own.”

“I can write to the family. My mother could read you the letters.” His father could not read, but his mother could, a little. “Or Susanna may be able to, in time.” He was playing with her hair. It was so red. He tried very hard not to remind her that he could read and she could not, but tonight he wanted to tell her he would write.

“Will you stay away so long? She will not read for some years.”

The sheets rustled, stiff and scratchy. “Ah. No. Well, I do not plan, my love, we spoke of that, you know, I do not know. It depends upon the success I find. I should like to do well in the company, Nan. I should like to be able to send you some substantive portion of money. Perhaps I may be able, in time, to earn enough that we need no longer live in my father’s house. I should like for you to be mistress of your own home. I should like for you to have everything you want.”

Then he sat up. “I shall not go,” he suddenly said. “I would rather speak to you than write to you. I shall not go.”

“No, Will. You shall. I will not have you here, always wondering. I’ll have you leave tomorrow.”

She stretched and reached out her hand to play with the gold ring in her husband’s ear. It had been her earring long ago, before she had lost the mate and given it to him, piercing his ear in the parlor of her own father’s house when he was fifteen. He had sat on the wooden stool, gripping the edge of the seat, his feet tense on the rush-covered floor. The sun streamed in. Her entire family was there, her sisters giggling, her stepmother hushing them, holding in her arms the youngest infant son. And Burman, who was so much older and wealthy, was there too, and Reynolds. They had all converged upon her parlor that May afternoon. For surely, in Stratford or Shottery, there was never a woman more beautiful than Anne Hathaway.

But only young Will Shakespeare would consent to let her pierce his ear.

She held the sewing needle and the cork.

“I have heard that all the gentlemen of London wear a gold ring in the ear,” she said.

“I am not in London,” he answered.

“Please, Master Shakespeare! It will make you look older.”

How could he refuse her anything? He screwed up his eyes and gripped the stool harder while Burman guffawed. “Punch!” he cried.

The needle went through. At first it felt only like someone was pinching his earlobe, but then the pinch was harder, and harder, and harder, and did not let up, and his eyes teared, and finally there was a sickening, low pop, and his ear was pierced. It flashed hot when she put in the ring.

“Do not take it out, now,” she had said.

Now, his head on her pillow, Will said, “It was good you did that, was it not? I shall look a city gentleman, in London.” 

“Yes.” She laughed. “You went quite white.”

“I was quite ill.”

He was thinking of the parlor, and of May.

“You were the best of the dancers on May Day, always,” he said.

“Aye,” she said, smiling slowly. “I was.” When she danced her hips swayed and bounced, swiveled and bopped, her breasts laced up tight like plump fruit in a basket. He could not help but look at what was in the basket. The ribbons shone on her holiday dress. Such confidence she had, stepping perfectly right on the beat of the drummers, knowingly slapping her hip at just the right moment in the pause.

“I remember wanting to give you a present,” he said. “I remember wondering what you would like. I thought perhaps I would bring you ribbons.”

“But you brought me gloves.”

“I remember. My father made them. I saw you walking into the forest with Burman.”

“You knew I had lovers at May Days.”

“But I called to you, just the same.”

“You spoke well then. Your beard was still so soft.”

“I had one at last.” And he certainly was speaking well then. All that rhetoric, absorbed as he sat on that hard wooden plank at grammar school, had taken seed within him and blossomed. His beard grew soft and brown, and he was not so skinny anymore. He called to her, at the revels the May he was eighteen, though she was by Burman’s side, “Lady, do you hate me?” To which she replied, surprised, “Indeed, sir, I hate you not.” And he said, “Lady, from heaven to hell is flown away: I hate, from hate away she threw, and saved my life saying, ‘Not you.’ ”

It was from a sonnet he wrote her and kept among his notebooks in his father’s shop, hidden away where none could find it, in accounts only he could or would try to make head or tail of. He was trying to make a pun out of her last name: hate away, Hathaway. It was not very good as a pun, he admitted to himself at the time, but perhaps he would get better. And she looked at him as though he were new to her, someone in the village who had not been there before.

Now he said softly, his face in her hair, “It made great sense to me when you said you were with child, that Susanna was coming.” All that roundness. Of course she would bring forth a warm, plump child.

After that he had to ride in the cold of November to the bishop’s court at Worcester with two of her father’s cronies, Fulke Sandelles and John Richardson, who were none too pleased with him, the boy who had dishonored their late upstanding friend’s daughter. But he returned with the license, and they were married the last Sunday before December, the only chance they would have for weeks, as there could be no weddings during Advent. His mother was pleased that he had acquitted himself well and done the proper thing—she liked Anne—and he, of course, was pleased that his mother was pleased. Anne’s party were more somber about the event.

“Sandelles and Richardson would not speak to me the entire journey, you know that, lady.”

She sat up so she could let the fringe of her hair fall over his chest, a river of red and gold in the sputtering candlelight. They had left the candle to burn all night. They liked to see each other.

“You have told me, my love. How very uncomfortable for you. Perhaps you should have demonstrated some restraint with me, those summer nights at the bend of the river.”

“How could I?”

“Better our daughter, my dear, than what might have been.”

“What?”

“Davy says the man who left Lord Strange’s troupe to make room for you has the clap. He says players in London are terrified of the clap.”

Davy Jones was her kinsman, who put on mummers’ shows. He was marginally acquainted with two of the younger members of the Earl’s Men, the troupe sponsored by Lord Strange. They stopped at Stratford that year. Will was to leave with them.

“Nan, I shall not—” he began.

She said, “I opened the door for you. I taught you to love a woman.”

“It is not my aim—”

“We sometimes fall into that which is not our aim.”

“Listen. Listen. I am very skilled at poetry. More skilled than I am at anything else. I am a good player. I have a mind to try my hand at being a theater poet. I think I can bring us some consequence in the world, some prosperity. Perhaps enough to leave my father’s house. If not, I will return, I swear.”

“The twins are only two. Will they remember you, when you return?” She sounded as though she were only idly wondering. Something in his heart again said, I shall not go, but he did not voice it. She had said she would have him leave tomorrow.

“I shall at least come for a month,” was all he answered, “before the year is out.”

“Yes. Do come before the year is out. Come soon.”

He wanted to change the subject.

“I believe I can be effective, writing for the theater,” he said. “I have been thinking over something. I have some idea of how to improve my work.”

“Yes? Tell me, let us talk of it, so I shall know what you are thinking of in the city.”

“Well,” he began. He was not sure she would understand, as she could not read a poem, although she had twice seen a play, when the Earl’s Men came to Stratford.
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