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Sunday, 4th October 1615


Today I sat in church, William Shakespeare, gentleman, groom of His Gracious Majesty King James, God rest his soul, dressed in my red velvet coat, red silk stockings and ruby rings, the red livery of King James, and I a King’s Man still, owner of the second-largest house in all the district, with five invitations to dine this midday, including from my Lord Sheriff, none of which I could accept as the river has risen once again, and the rain falls still, straight as candles and as hard.

Outside, autumn’s frosty fingers stroked the air and fringed the trees with gold. But how can this be autumn when once again no summer cared to visit us? That weary traveller, the sun, has fled south with the birds, to find less fickle warmth. Skies and men weep for its loss.

It was in such a mildewed autumn that Ned’s parents sold him to the travelling players. I was eight, and he was ten. He was my friend.

And suddenly I was a child again and tears were cold diamonds on my cheeks. Is this old age, when a memory is more real than the musty crowd in church, and ancient pain stabs like a rapier?

But a gentleman does not weep in church, especially not a gentleman as newly made as myself. I brushed away my tears before I stepped from our church box. My wife followed me in her black velvet and lace cap, as befits the wife of the richest gentleman in Stratford, and then my daughter Judith, in yellow silk laced too tight, her bosom like two puppies straining to escape their basket.

Outside, I smiled at our neighbours and bowed to the squire as my man Jem gave alms to No Eye Sue and Billy Grunter, the beggars. I climbed into my chair, for the mud sits deep for the carriage, and though it is little distance from our home to church, a gentleman’s family cannot wear pattens on their feet to keep above the muck.

My wife and daughter shared the second chair. Judith pretended not to see the glances of the louts and farmers, but twitched up her skirts so they could admire her ankles. I kept the curtains closed on the way home to shut out autumn and its cold.

But memory is a savage tiger. Loose him from his cage and he snarls until he tires. There behind the curtains of my chair I was a boy again, son of the glove-maker who dreamt of changing his estate to ‘gentleman’ and so sent his eldest son to grammar school. I was about to meet a friend.

School is free for any boy in England, but most lads work or starve. The others at our grammar school were merchants’ or yeoman farmers’ sons. They thought themselves too high to know a glover’s son, even one whose father was bailiff of the council.

That morning the usher had beaten me for trying to write words, while the boys in the corner giggled.

‘A common man may read,’ the usher shouted, his willow stick beating each word into my hands, ‘but only scriveners and high-born folk need write more than their names! Do you hear me, boy? Writing dulls the memory. It is not for thee!’

‘Yes, sir,’ I mumbled, trying not to cry. ‘I’ll never write again! I promise, sir!’

My hands were swollen when we were let out at eleven of the clock to go home for dinner. I stumbled through the trees, holding my hands in my armpits, trying to stop the pain.

‘That won’t help,’ said a voice.

I looked around. ‘Who said that?’

‘Me.’ A boy jumped down from a tree, chicken-boned, fair-skinned, red-haired, brown-freckled, an owl’s egg in each hand. I had seen him in class for the first time that morning, though he seemed the same age as me. ‘I’m Ned, Farmer Forrest’s son.’

Farmer Forrest had a small farm further up the river, not much larger than the fields that had come to Father with my mother’s dowry. It must have been a good harvest the past year, for Farmer Forrest to spare his son to go to school. ‘I’m Will Shakespeare.’

‘I know. Your father made my mother’s gloves. That was before I was born,’ he added, ‘but Ma has the gloves still.’

‘Good gloves last not one life but two,’ I said. It was one of Father’s favourite sayings. I took my hands out of my armpits to pretend I didn’t mind the pain, and anyway Ned was right — it hadn’t helped.

‘You need bracken juice,’ Ned said.

‘What for?’

‘To stop your hands hurting.’ He put the owl eggs down carefully, then broke off a dozen young bracken fronds. ‘Hold out your hands.’

I held them out as obediently as if Ned had been the schoolmaster. The juice was cold as he squeezed it on. The pain stopped.

‘Is it magic?’ I asked warily. An old woman at Clopton had been stoned as a witch the winter before.

Ned’s grin seemed to light the world. ‘No magic. Calf’s stomach turns milk to cheese. Bracken juice stops pain. And oak sap will toughen your hands so a caning won’t hurt as much. Here, I’ll show you.’

He found a stone and scrubbed it against an oak tree, then rubbed the brown sap onto my palms. It made them brown too.

I looked at my hands doubtfully. ‘Will oak sap really make them tougher?’

‘Yes.’ Ned said it so steadily I believed him. Nor did he ever lie in all the time I knew him. ‘But it will stain them too.’

‘Oh. Mother will think I haven’t washed my hands for dinner.’

‘Say you’ve been peeling walnuts.’ He shook a walnut tree, then handed me a couple of unripe ones. ‘Here. Peel them, and it will be true.’ His grin grew wicked. ‘Shall we put dried nettles in the usher’s hat? Or slugs, maybe?’

I grinned back. ‘Both.’

I peeled the nuts, then cracked the shells. The insides were soft. I ate one and gave him the other, happier than I had ever known. My hands had stopped hurting, but it was more than that. I had a friend.

We never did put slugs in the usher’s hat. But for one year all of Stratford and its lands were ours — watching the hawks fly to find their nests; sneaking out at night to see which barns the owls flew from. Once Ned braved an eagle’s nest, and shared the eggs with me.

One bright year of friendship, when all the world was hope. We would learn Latin, we told each other solemnly, and go to university when we were fourteen, to make us gentlemen, the first of our families to be so high. Then we’d hire ourselves as a pair of tutors to take rich men’s sons to Italy, where Ned said women wore bright silks and showed their bosoms, or to Africa, where men had black faces, even the kings. That would earn us money to buy a ship. We’d be privateers and steal treasure from the King of Spain and be rich enough for chamber pots of gold.

We even half believed it.

‘The Queen will make you Lord William of Stratford,’ said Ned, ‘for bringing her a sapphire as big as a heron’s egg. And I will be Earl of Forrest.’

‘Why should you be an earl and I only a lord?’

Ned grinned. ‘Because I find bigger eggs, so I will find Her Majesty bigger jewels as well. Your sister Joan can marry me if she likes, and we’ll be brothers.’

I laughed. We were brothers already, and needed no marriage to make it so.

That whole year seemed spring. I remember roasting chestnuts at the tinker’s fire when we should have been at school, and sliding down a snowy bank on our mothers’ trays. Surely that was winter? But I do not remember cold, nor even damp, only gold gleams through a roof of leaves, Ned laughing as we caught minnows in the streams or shot rooks with catapults.

I do not remember even autumn’s chill till one morning I came back from school for dinner and found an alderman in our hall, standing by the fire with my father.

My life changed forever on that day, and so did Ned’s. Our winter came at last.

That was more than forty years ago. Forty years and more since Ned was sold, and yet I remembered that, and not that Parson Roger would dine with us this midday until my wife reminded me.

If memory is tiger’s fangs, then Parson Roger is the breath of boiled cabbage, wholesome, but not a place to linger. His conversation is as cabbage-like as his sermons. Yet his were the only words I had for companions at my dinner, for my wife said nothing I had not heard a thousand times, and mostly about her teeth, which hurt, but which she will not have the surgeon pull. My daughter sulked because I ordered her to cover her bosom with a shawl. She sulked still at supper, but as her words rarely be of interest, we did not miss them.

Words were my chief love, once. How could the poor usher know I would make my fortune writing words, as others make their coin with ships of silk or spices? For years my London friends and I fenced with words as swordsmen flash their rapiers — before I burnt my books to become at last the gentleman my father longed for.

This rough magic,

I here abjure, I said, not realising the treasure that I thrust away.
                    I’ll break my staff,

Bury it certain fathoms in the earth.

And deeper than did ever plummet sound

I’ll drown my books.

Men keep their station. A blacksmith hammers as a blacksmith, a duke keeps his duchy, except by order of the King or God. Few men have had so many lives as I. I have been glove-maker, player, playwright, gentleman. I have played kings and ghosts. I have been a lover too, on the stage and off it.

A player’s pleasures:

To be a king by dinner time,

A knight by night, shaking his spear.

My spear ready in darkness and in light.

Ah, good nights, that had spring’s treasures in them.

So many lives. So many words. Kings die, but words upon the page live after those who write them.

Yet words are tools, like a blacksmith’s forge and hammer. A gentleman must not use tools, but live upon his estate, upon the rents of his farms, the church tithe he has purchased, the barley in his granaries. A gentleman has an agent to write his letters for him, as my agent does for me.

But words can no more leave me than stars can sail from the sky. Words whisper wicked wit through dinner’s gossip that Stratford’s fools would blink at. Words dance my firefly mind to blazes every night, come laughing at me in my dreams, tempting me like a mistress who powders her bosom white. I can no more live without my words than forgo my meat and bread.

And so at last, as night soaks up the day, I take my pen again, the candles flickering in my library. Once more I become that partnership of Will and Quill as I remember the councilman, and poor Ned, and that morning when our summer froze into a winter of discontent indeed.

But this, my diary, is for my last audience, of one. I will keep it under the mattress of our second-best bed, where none will find it and snigger, and say Master Shakespeare is still at heart a craftsman, plying words.

In a few minutes, the only woman in all England I may lawfully mount will plod up the stairs. I will put down my quill and climb the stairs to our bedroom with glass at its windows, to our feather bed with its red velvet hangings, warmed by our servants with hot bricks. The bootboy will creep in during the night to keep our fire blazing and the room warm.

Tomorrow, and tomorrow and tomorrow, I will take up my pen once more. I will write of the alderman, and how he slashed our lives that day, of the day that they sold Ned, of the loves that tore my spring and summer heart, not in case those memories leave me, but because in this, the autumn of my life, they taunt me still. Perhaps, locked on the page, the memories will fade, as the usher said.

I will write of household matters too, that I might refer back to them. My mind is sound still, but if it is true that each word a man writes is one less he will remember, then one day my plays will haunt me, vile ghosts sucking out my past. This book will be my memory too, when my mind’s winter comes at last.

So this was today’s dinner then, a record of this year’s produce of our garden and estate: a fat goose, stuffed, with quince sauce; a lamb’s-head pie; a dish of turnips, buttered; a blancmange of chicken and almonds — soft meat for my wife’s bad teeth; a paste of apples; a dish of raisins of the sun. Second course: roast veal, brought in rent by my tenant farmer who supplies us with meat instead of coin; a soft beef brawn; sea bream and eel pasties, the last from our fish pond; frumenty; a compote of boiled green apples, for mine is the best orchard in the county, with trees from France and from the Low Countries; scraped cheese with sage and sugar, with the first of our October ale to drink, the product of our brewhouse.

An excellent dinner. Would that the conversation had been as good.

Supper was pottage spiced with French wine and saffron, a chicken jelly, damson tarts, a green cheese herbed, and bread of our own wheat baking. I will have no broken meats left from dinner for my supper, nor do our servants dine on them. Each afternoon the poor gather at our back door, and the broken meats are given to them, as befits the household of a gentleman.

The parson stayed for supper too, for he would not get as good at his own hearth. The clock struck six before he left. Yet as I spooned my chicken jelly I remembered when I ate three meals a day, breakfasting on brown bread and ale like any axeman, and thought a slice of rabbit pie the finest dinner in the world.

My mood being low, I did check my library chamber pot tonight, and will check my bedroom chamber pot each morning now. My son-in-law, good Dr Hall, assures me that the health of a man can be judged by the contents of his chamber pot, and at my age it is wise to note the changes. I must tell my wife to inform the servants not to remove it, until I have inspected it.

My waters were clear today, of good colour, as befits a man who may be full in years but is still full of vigour, but my bowels lie uneasy, which may be from sad memory, but more likely from the quince at midday dinner. Quince may aid digestion at the end of a fine meal, but it stirs the bowels and stomach if taken at its beginning. I will tell my wife I must avoid it.





Monday, 5th October 1615


The leaves die cold upon the ground, for autumn washed the trees last night. Today is wash day for the cottages as well and at the blacksmithy next door, but no steam and damp cloth here, thanks be to heaven. My household’s linen needs to be washed but once a month, for we have plenty spare.

This morning my wife and Judith called the chairs to dine with my daughter Susanna and her husband, good Dr Hall. I am therefore free to take up my pen. But what of today is there to write? That I wear my green silk stockings; that what little wheat that reluctant visitor, the sun, has given us is ready to be brought in? Shall I sing, ‘Hurrah, the turnips all be fat’?

All of note is that from my top window I saw the blacksmith’s daughter, Bess, kiss the squire’s son, young Bertram. Next year, when Bertram be twenty, I had planned to ask the squire if he might take Judith as his wife, hoping my wealth would make father and son forget that Judith is eleven years Bertram’s senior.

True, young Bertram has little wit and less conversation, but neither does my Judith. But Bertram kissed Bess, not as a young man might who wishes only to tup a maid, but with the sighs and longing looks of love.

Bertram and Bess? It will not do, not just for the difference in their rank. Bill the smith is fierce for the Church of England, and the squire is whispered to be recusant, faithful to the old religion and hopes that the King’s House of Stuart and Queen Anne may restore England to the Church of Rome. To this book only I confess that for me God is God, whichever form one prays with. But the quarrels of religions tear apart not only nations, but families and young lovers too.

The squire could well do with my Judith’s dowry, and our family with the alliance to his, but I will not marry my daughter to a lad who is fool enough not just to pine for a blacksmith’s daughter, but to kiss her in the daylight where spying eyes like mine can see and make gossip thrust and stab about the town.

Gossip is more sharp than any sword. It was gossip scalded my Susanna, saying she had a foul disease, disproved in court. She almost fell to gossip’s flames when for a while she refused to take Easter communion as the King commanded. But by God’s grace she soon repented, met Dr Hall, a man strong in Protestant faith, and all was well. Gossip was the weapon the alderman wielded more than forty years ago. His gossip could make our family outcasts.

I can still see him clearer than the tapestry upon my wall. He turned to look at me as I came in from school that day, a thin man in rusty black, a bearskin cloak and tarnished chain of office.

Our hall smelt of the rich comfort of leather stretching on the benches, kidskin, doeskin, calf, deer, lambswool and even chamois from France, as well as the pottage for our dinner still steaming on the hearth. A craftsman’s hall is his family’s home. Yet today the gloves my father had been embroidering sat on his stool, abandoned. Mother seemed to have vanished like a ghost upon the light. Nor did the guest have even a tankard of ale, or bread to sop in it.

‘William, away!’ said my father sharply.

I stared at him. I was used to Father’s bear hugs when I came home from school. I bowed and backed away.

‘Let the boy stay,’ the alderman pronounced.

‘I would prefer —’ began my father.

‘Let the son hear what his father has done.’

The alderman spoke as if Father were a common woodcutter. Father was chief alderman, and had been high bailiff too. How could a mere councilman treat him like this?

‘Soon the whole town will know your crime. Why not your son?’ The alderman gazed at me, a minnow in a muddy pool. ‘Your father is guilty of the foul sin of usury. He must pay the fine or go to prison. Till then he is excommunicated and may not go to church.’ Was there a faint smile on the thin lips as the alderman added, ‘By next Sunday all Stratford will know your family’s shame’?

Prison? Father? No longer allowed in church? It was as if the swans on the river had picked up their white skirts and danced. What was usury?

‘I will pay the fine by the week’s end,’ said Father quietly. ‘There is no need for this matter to be made an amusement for the town. Will you stay to dine with us, sir?’

The councilman did smile then, the smile of a man who laughs as others are cut down. ‘When the fine is paid, you may dine with Christian men. I will not sup in a usurer’s hall till then.’

I watched the door slam behind him. Father sat slowly on his chair by the fire, where the light was best on rainy days for sewing gloves. I stood uncertain. It was as if the earth trembled like water. Father not allowed to go to church? Every Christian went to church, even the papists, who, it was whispered, went to mass secretly as well.

‘Father?’ My voice was a mouse’s squeak.

He did not speak.

Most sons never dare ask their father questions, but Father had always answered mine. Where did the jet beads that are sewn onto the gloves come from? Where did the swallows fly to in autumn? Now I ventured, ‘Father, what is usury?’

It hurt to see his face shame-clouded, his bright eyes turned rain with gathering tears. ‘Usury is lending money and asking high interest. It is a sin for any Christian, and as a Christian I must pay for it. And yet I believed I did good, not harm!’

‘Who did you lend the money to, Father?’

‘I lent your friend Ned Forrest’s father five guineas to buy seed for his fields next year. I charged him two guineas interest, to be paid when his harvest is brought in next year. Someone must have heard our bargain, for now my five guineas is given back to me.’

Father stared at the flames. ‘Sin sows a bitter harvest. Farmer Forrest has no money to buy seed for the next sowing, and I must find twice the loan and pay it as a fine, or go to prison.’

Ten guineas? Even our schoolmaster only made four guineas a year. Surely you would need to be the Queen herself to pay ten guineas! ‘Father, I don’t want you to go to prison!’

My father tried to smile. ‘We will manage. I will sell the fields your mother brought as dowry. In a good year they might bring forty guineas. This year they should give us ten at least.’

I ventured, ‘Why did you break the law, Father?’ Father never put a wrong stitch in a glove, nor broke a Lenten fast. He’d even had the papist murals in the guildhall painted over when he was high bailiff.

Father looked at me steadily now. ‘Where does your bread come from, William?’

‘From the baker, sir,’ I told him. At eight years old I knew it all.

‘And the flour to make the bread?’

‘From the wheat that grows on the farms, sir.’

‘And if the rain rots the harvest on those farms? If the damp hayricks catch alight, as if to give the heat the sun refuses to share? Where does flour for our bread come from then?’

‘I . . . I do not know, Father.’

‘It comes from other counties, other countries, which is why a penny loaf today is only a quarter of the size it was last year. How many loaves do you eat each day, William?’

‘One before school, sir, and another four at dinner, then one for supper.’

‘Sixpence a day for bread for one small boy, and more pennies for your brother and sister, your mother and father, even Mary, for maids must eat as well. A man must feed his family. How must knaves like me find the money?’

‘You make gloves, sir.’

I looked at the gloves and tools with which we shared our lives. Strong woollen gloves for farmers, mittens for woodcutters, jewelled silk gloves in bags of doeskin and parchment, though no one had ordered silken or jewelled gloves for more than a year.

‘If men use all their pennies to buy bread, they have none to spare for gloves,’ my father said. ‘So I broke the law to make money on our savings instead of spending them. And now both my savings and the sinful interest on them are lost.’

‘Will we be poor?’ I tried to stop my voice trembling.

Being poor was almost as bad as being a leper and ringing a bell so no one came close enough to catch your disease. Though even leprosy wasn’t as bad as catching the plague. If you caught the plague, you were dead. The poor lived on cobnuts from the hedges, ate nettles instead of turnip greens and lettuces, and ground acorns as flour to make their bread. Poor boys wound rags about their feet instead of wearing shoes, and picked stones from farmers’ fields for a penny a day.

Today at school I had read two whole pages of the myths of Greece and Rome. I was as drunk on words as a ploughboy full of cider at the harvest feast. I did not want to leave my books to pick up stones!

My father smiled. My soul filled with warmth again. ‘We will manage,’ he repeated. ‘I have invested in a ship sailing for Venice. When it returns with silks and Venetian glass, our money will be returned in full and more.’ He looked at the flames again. ‘All will be made right. I am quite sure.’

Of course all would be right. When I was eight, I trusted my father’s word more than I trusted the fickle sun to rise. I wondered what Venice was like, this city of silk and glass that would give our fortune back. Then I realised. Father had told the alderman he would pay the fine by the end of the week. But this was only Monday . . .

‘Will . . . will people point and laugh at us till the fine is paid, sir?’

We boys had thrown rotten turnips at Master Tumbleton when he was charged with fornication. I did not know what fornication was, except that any guilty man or woman charged with it was excommunicated, as Father had been, and let us dress a man in dross and turnip leaves.

‘Our family will hold our heads up too high for any to dare condemn,’ said Father quietly. He added, with more determination, ‘We will go to the play this afternoon at the tavern, you, your mother and myself, with old Tom to wait upon us. We will show that the house of Shakespeare still has standing in this town.’

Joy bloomed as doubts rose faded. A play! Players came to Stratford sometimes when the plague closed London’s taverns, so no plays could be shown in their courtyards, but I had never seen one. All thoughts of Father’s crime melted as a dragon’s breath eats snow. Within a week the fine would be paid, just as Father said. He’d be a communicant again, and all would be as it always had been.

Suddenly I realised our family’s shame might stab Ned too. Blighted wheat seed did not keep over winter. How could Ned’s father farm if he had no seed to sow?

‘Sir . . . how will Ned’s father find the money to buy seed now?’

‘I do not know,’ said Father quietly. ‘Each man must tend his own garden. Your mother is picking pea pods, with Mary and the children. Go tell her we will dine quickly, and then dress for the play.’

Our dinner that day was pea pottage and brown bread. Today my servant John has just come to say my dinner is ready, when I wish to dine. It will be roast beef with mustard, as my wife is not here to complain about tough meat, a warm dish that will soothe my melancholy. There will be a haunch of venison, a gift from my Lord Sheriff; beef marrow fritters; a lark pie; then shaved cheese with sugar, and late pears and apples whole, for my teeth are good, unlike my wife’s. I have ordered John to bring up the malmsey wine, which will further warm my mood. Forty years and more from that poor dinner in a craftsman’s hall, yet I will taste that pottage, not my beef.

Chamber pot this morning: I was glad to see my waters clear and bowels steady. It confirms my thought that I am still a man within his prime.





Monday, 12th October 1615


I have not written in this book for a week, for now the river runs obedient as a baby strapped in its swaddling clothes between its banks again. I have dined out each day, and if the dinners, house and plate were not as fine as that of my own household, I am still too newly made a gentleman to shun the invitations of others.

This morning my wife, Judith and I, with Jem as our footman, went to the Mop Fair, where on this day each year labourers and maids go to seek work. My wife desired a new milkmaid for our cows in the fields below the house, though I believe she wished even more for the bows and curtseys of the motley.

We passed the housemaids carrying their mops, the shepherds with their crooks.

A young man with a crop of black hair well greased with oil and little washing under his hat bowed to us. ‘I hope I see you well, Master Shakespeare.’

I stared at his effrontery. That he should speak to me, who has the right to wear the livery of His Majesty, without even a cuckoo between us to sound an introduction! It was Thomas Quiney, who keeps a tavern, but not one of the kind I do attend — or at least not in Stratford where I am known.

My wife and Judith in their innocence would have returned his bow. I laid my hands upon their arms to stop their curtseys, and we passed on without a word.

‘Father, who is that man?’ asked Judith. ‘Why shouldn’t we show him courtesy?’

‘A tavern-keeper. I know him not. It was a presumption for him to speak to us.’

‘Many do wish to claim your acquaintance, husband.’ My wife spoke with the pleasure of a woman who did the work of cook and housemaid when she was young and so enjoys her gentlewoman’s estate the more.

Judith glanced back. ‘And yet his face is handsome.’

‘Hush. No more, girl!’ I muttered, hoping no one of consequence had heard.

‘But, Father, why is a tavern-keeper less respectable than a wool merchant? One sells drink, the other wool.’

I clenched my teeth and kept my smile. This crowd would not see me rebuke my daughter in public. ‘Because that is how the world is made. Kings at the top, and tavern-keepers below farmers and merchants.’

‘Are they also below glove-makers?’

I would have boxed her ears if we had been at home. I had once been my father’s glove-maker’s apprentice, and my daughter knew it, as did the whole of Stratford. It had been her grandfather’s deepest desire to raise his family to a gentleman’s estate, and years of work to make me one. And now this girl would tarnish the crown of all our labours.

‘Enough!’ I muttered.

Judith cast one look back at the tavern-keeper, who still stared at us, but thankfully said no more.

At last, we found a maid who did not displease my wife by being too old to work, nor whose maiden beauties outshone an unmarried daughter or might tempt a husband, and whose fingernails were clean even if her face was poxed. I pressed a penny into the girl’s hand as a symbol of her hire.

Judith would have stayed to eat the fair’s roast ox, but my wife’s teeth pained her in the cold air, and I had no wish to eat and dance with the motley, nor have my daughter do so. We walked home, my wife to hot compresses and bed, and Judith and I to dine alone.

I wished I had sent a note for her sister and her husband to join us, for Susanna has the wit her sister lacks, and the good doctor the best conversation to be had in Stratford. That is to say, it would not earn a halfpenny in London, where the wise and witty gather to share bread and tales and women, but Dr Hall is a good man, and sensible.

I left the table at the second course, and had John bring my wine here, well warmed, and apples, cheese and wafers with it. Now I sit with sharpened quills and fresh ink — my wife must have seen I write and so supplied them — and a good fire, and memories so sharp that they might cut the ox heart that we dined upon.

That day my father told me I would see a play! Despite the threat of our family’s disgrace, I could have swooped into the air and danced a quatrain with clouds.

It was as if my unruly heart already guessed that plays would ride on Cupid’s arrow to my breast, though I had never seen one. Players had come to Stratford before, performing at the guildhall. My father had judged me too young to see them. Today’s performance would be at the Green Man Inn. Today, because the house of Shakespeare must be seen to hold its head high as Caesar’s horse, I would see it too.

There’d be noble clothes and sword fights and perchance a dancing bear. Ned’s uncle’s cousin the carter had seen a play in London. He said an actor died in front of them, there on the tavern floor, all daubed in gore, yet stood again full of life at the play’s end to make his bow. Would Ned be at the play too? He hadn’t been at school the past week. My doubts fled like autumn swallows as I scrambled to find my least darned stockings. Life was apples and May butter. A play!

My mother dressed in her green silk and embroidered sleeves, and Father in his brown velvet cloak with bear-fur trim. Father had sent old Tom who worked the garden for us to place stools in the front row outside the tavern. We joined the crowd, Mother returning the curtseys of each woman there. No one glanced at us and whispered. Father’s crime must still be quiet. Perhaps the alderman and others who had found him guilty would not yet speak of it, for if Father’s fine was truly paid by Friday he would be a man of influence once more in Stratford, and not one to offend.

I looked across the crowd for Ned. He was not there. Perhaps his father had him hoeing ground for turnips, to replace the wheat that had failed. But Farmer Forrest would have first to find the money to buy the turnip seed . . .

We arranged our cushions. Old Tom brought us a tray of ale and a dish of walnuts. I tried not to bounce upon my stool. When would the play begin?

At last an actor in a moth-eaten silk cloak strode from the tavern door to a small chorus of cheers, holding a pottery box out for us to put in our pennies and threepences.

‘Today we play The Death of Caesar,’ the actor announced, rattling his coin box. He bowed, then strode back into the tavern.

Two seconds later an evil, snarling fellow in a Roman toga snuck out the door, and stood in the round gap before us. ‘Hist!’ he whispered.

Suddenly the crowd sat quiet. Stratford’s breath was stolen by that single word. It was the first time I saw an actor’s magic. Even now it thrills me.

‘For there is murder coming!’ the player whispered, his whisper somehow louder than a barking dog. ‘All this cursed month we have been plotting! And now our evil bursts to flame! Today must Caesar die!’

No one cracked a walnut. I thought, how can one man command so many, all with whispers and a toga?

The actor peered this way and that, as if to check that no one saw, turning a crowd of townsfolk and yeomen into the pillars of ancient Rome. Mark Antony came on next, noble and fair, and then Livia, dressed in some lady’s discarded robes of silk. The fair Livia raised giggles, for she had not shaved that day. Her beard pricked through her rouge.

‘Marry, methinks they need a younger actor for such parts as these,’ my father muttered to my mother.

‘Women’s parts!’ some lout sniggered behind us. Father silenced him with a stare. Livia began to speak, in a high girlish croak that revealed a teenage actor’s breaking voice.

We breathed in ancient Rome that day, sitting outside an English tavern, while the ducks swam on the pond and the tavern-keeper brought out tankards of ale: screamed at the brutal stabbing of Caesar, the traitors cowering, cheered at Mark Antony’s fierce defence. For two hours each man forgot the stench of blighted wheat, his rotting hayricks, that the plague lurked a few villages away. Women cared not about the terrors of childbirth, nor men the antics of their sons. For two hours of the clock we floated upon words, taking us further than any ship upon the sea.

Words. But what words! I’d read fine words at school. But written words had not power to take farmers, glovers and small boys across time and space to ancient Rome.

And then the play was done.

It was, in truth, not much of a play. But I knew no better then.

Father and Mother lingered to talk to neighbours, carefully keeping their faces cheerful. I slipped away, with naught but a ‘Do not get your hose dirty’ from my mother. I ran down the streets, avoiding the contents of chamber pots and the horse droppings because I was wearing my best shoes, out into one of the sad, bare blighted fields.

I looked around, but there was no one — blighted wheat needs no tending, just the animals put in to eat what can be salvaged and then the land left fallow to clean the blight away.

I shut my eyes.

I had planned to recite Mark Antony’s speech, but I’d forgotten it. Instead, as if they had always been there, came other words. I heard my voice say,

‘Friends, Romans, everyone!

Listen to me!

I’ve come to bury Caesar

Not to praise him.

Brutus says Caesar was ambitious.

Brutus is an honourable man.

All of those who lifted savage knives to Caesar

Are honourable men.

Yet did not Caesar weep when soldiers died in battle?

Did he not feel the hunger when wheat rotted on the stem?

Did he not —’

‘What are you doing?’

I opened my eyes. It was Ned. He wore a muddy shepherd’s smock, not the stockings he wore for school or church, but his hands were clean, even if his bare feet were not.

‘Nothing,’ I said, flushing. And then, ‘Stuff for school.’ It was the first time I had lied to him. But how could I explain that the play still whirled in my brain as if I had been given mead to drink?

‘Oh. School stuff. I’m not going back to school.’ Ned shrugged. ‘School’s stupid, anyway.’ He flung himself on the ground and began to chew a head of grass. He wore his old darned hose under his smock. His hose were muddy too. But I’d missed him so I sat next to him, and hoped I could brush the dirt off my stockings.

I looked at him closely. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing.’

‘There is. You’ve been crying!’

‘Have not.’

‘Have too!’

He shrugged again, then said quickly, ‘Pa has sold me to the players as apprentice.’

I stared at him. Never in my wildest dreams had I thought of luck like this. A father could pay to apprentice his son as a glove-maker, smith, wool merchant or cooper. But an apprentice player! How had Ned’s father found the money to give his son such a chance?

‘The actors paid Father four guineas for me,’ said Ned softly.

‘That can’t be right. You have to pay to be taken as apprentice.’

‘Not for players.’

‘Why not?’

Ned shrugged yet again. I could see he knew, but wouldn’t tell me. He stood. ‘I have to go. Ma has killed a rooster for my farewell supper. I leave with the players tomorrow. Will . . . can you come and say goodbye to me, as we leave?’

‘Of course.’ I might get a beating for missing school, but it would be worth it, to wave the players off. And Ned.

‘You’ll go to London, as soon as the theatres open again!’ I said, trying to be glad for him, instead of jealous. Grief stabbed my boy’s heart, for I would miss him too. Not just because he was my only friend, but because he was himself, Ned.

Dimly through time’s shifting veil I knew I’d make other friends as years consumed my life. But a new friend does not replace the lost. I tried to cheer us both. ‘You’ll see dancing bears and . . . and the Queen maybe and London Bridge. The whole world!’ While I was stuck here, studying grammar, with no one to climb the trees with.

‘Yes,’ said Ned flatly.

‘You’ll be in all the plays.’ He would make a good girl player, I thought, with his red curls and soft white skin, and he was small and slight besides. You could put him in a skirt and no one would be able to tell the difference.

Ned’s face crumpled suddenly. I thought he was going to cry again. Instead he hugged me hard, so quickly I had no chance to hug him back. I watched him as he ran back to the farm.

I wrote my first poem that night. I do not know if it was for loss of Ned, or inspiration from the play. But all at once the words in my head formed lines that whispered, ‘Write me on a page. Now!’ No beatings from the usher stopped me. I took up the quill and found an inkwell, and then a scrap of parchment.

I began to write. The words looked like ants trotting across the paper, for no scrivener had taught me how to make the letters properly.

O, friend, ’tis hard to part from you

For friendship’s heart is strong and true.

Our beasts will leap and our birds sing

For you the London bells will ring.

I stopped. The poem wanted something more, but I couldn’t think of what it might be. So I rolled it up, and sealed it with a blob of candle wax, as Father did when he sent an account.

I went to bed, lapped by the mattress feathers, and dreamt of London town and reciting the play’s words in a tavern forecourt, with my grand friend, the actor Ned.

The players left early the next day, allowing them to get to the next village in time for mid-morning dinner, and a performance that afternoon. A crowd of footloose apprentices and tavern wenches, as well as Ned’s family and I, waved them off. Their cart was loaded with chests, which I supposed held costumes. The players sat upon the chests, except he who had played Chorus and held the reins. They were still in costume: Julius Caesar with bloodied toga and laurel wreath; Mark Antony, noble and sad. But now it was Ned who wore Livia’s skirts. As I watched, Caesar nudged him and ordered, ‘Smile.’

Ned’s lips curved obediently, though tears rolled down his cheeks. Behind me I heard his mother sob. But mothers always cry when their sons go to make their fortunes.

I waved and yelled, ‘Hurrah for Ned!’

But Ned looked straight ahead and not at me, as if already seeing what lay before him. Even when I ran to the cart and held up the poem I had written for him, he took it but did not meet my eyes, nor did he look back as the cart rumbled down the road.

And all I could think was, if only they had chosen me.

Today’s dinner’s first course was roast kid with sauce; minced mutton shapes; a pie of sparrows; beef collops with marrow bone; a tart of apples and the sparrow brains; medlar jelly; quinces preserved in cider, which again I feel did not agree with me.

My waters clear, but bowels unsteady. I fear the upset will give me bad dreams, and I will dream of Ned.





Tuesday, 13th October 1615


Today the tooth surgeon did come and pull my wife’s bad tooth. He says there are two more to pull, but my foolish wife will have none of it, as they are at the front.

‘’Twill make me a toothless crone,’ she said.

I did a husband’s duty, lifted her hand, kissed it. ‘Thou may be toothless, but a crone, never.’

Nor did I lie. Was it a lie when I cried out that my brother had murdered me when
                I played the ghost of King Hamlet? Did I lie when as Prince Harry I led the army to
                victory at Agincourt? ‘Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more, or
                    close the walls up with our English dead!’ Though in truth, my Prologue was
                better than my Prince Harry. My Prologue left the audience agape, and could cause a
                man making for the privy to halt his steps. The audience cheered me for my Prince
                Harry, but it is silence the actor most desires, when you have carried the watchers
                to a land so far beyond their lice bites or their hunger that it takes them
                heartbeats to return.

The squire’s son has come to the smithy again. The smith will be wondering at this horse that loses so many shoes. But I knew Bess was not there, for my wife had told me that the girl was going on the carter’s dray to lay in a store of stockfish for the winter, and my wife had given her sixpence to buy our store too. Poor Bertram. No kisses, and an hour’s discourse with the smith instead, though at least they could talk horses.

I had no conversation at dinner today but with Judith, who reproached me for not having found her a husband, as if husbands are to be discovered under gooseberry bushes.

My fortune came too late to wed Judith young, and, as she grows in years, her nose grows too. I would not say she is bad-featured, but with all a father’s partiality I cannot say there is much in her to love, she being spoilt as her mother’s youngest. Nor is her estate an easy one, for while she is a gentleman’s daughter, I am newly so, which prevents her marrying high, unless she catches some lordling’s eye. And marrying low would sully our reputation.

‘Take me to London and to court then, Father,’ she pouted.

I sighed and cracked a walnut between my fingers, my hands still strong. How could I tell the girl that her country manners would cause her to be mocked at court? She has been taught dancing by a master, but who can teach her the quick wit of the court? Not I, for I have tried. Once I thought she might suit the younger daughter’s lot, to care for her parents in their decline, but I would as put our wellbeing in the hands of No Eye Sue the beggar than Judith.

At last, tired of her complaining, I hied upstairs and to my pen. And with my pen came memories.

I did not forget Ned. Players came often to Stratford in those years, when creeping plague thrust its foul cloak over London’s lords and beggars, and actors too, if they did not flee. Each time I hoped Ned might be one of the company. But though I asked, none had ever heard of Ned Forrest.

It was four years before I found out why Ned wept, and why he could not tell me what his tears were for. The company who came to us that year was Sir Edmund’s Wrothson’s Players (each company must have its sponsor or be vagabonds, bound for gaol, not the stage). This company played at the guildhall, where gentlefolk sat upon good seats and the motley stood behind.

Father knew by then that I had a liking for such things, and from his goodness took me afterwards to the room where the actors changed their clothes. He introduced me to the chief actor and company manager, who offered me a tankard of small ale while Father went to speak to another of the company. Father had paid the fine for usury and the scandal had not spread. Yet once again he seemed worried. I was glad to see him smiling and among important men, or men I thought important then.

I drank, though the ale was sourer than we had at home, and said, ‘I enjoyed your
                    Antony and Cleopatra, sir.’

The player bowed. ‘I thank you, young master.’ He winked. ‘I vow there are a few tonight who would be Antony to our Cleopatra.’

‘I do not understand, sir.’ I glanced over at Cleopatra, still in his dress, his black curls brushed like a girl’s. Two men chatted to him, one a grain merchant, the other a farmer of some estate. As I watched, the merchant chucked the boy under the chin, winked, then came up to the manager.

‘A shilling,’ he said.

‘Five, and he is yours for the whole night,’ the manager told him.

The merchant spat on his hand and they shook to seal the bargain. The merchant took the shillings from his purse, handed them to the manager, then made his way back to Cleopatra, who still wore the actor’s smile that had wooed young Antony. I watched as they went out together.

I knew that women sold their bodies to men. I had even found out what fornication meant. But I had not discovered this. I realised now that Ned had known. When the players bought him, they must have explained his other duties and how to do them well. His father must have known too, for why else would he get a price so high for one young son? Enough for turnip seed, enough for wheat seed the next season, enough to keep his family and his fields.

‘Sir, have you come across Lord D’Naughten’s Players?’ I asked the manager. ‘They were here four years ago.’

He frowned. ‘The name I know. They travelled to Denmark when London’s taverns were last closed, I think, or was it the Low Countries? I have not heard of them since.’

‘And one Ned Forrest? He was my friend. He went with them.’

A world of understanding filled his face. ‘Four years ago? He would be young then. I’m sorry, lad, I know him not.’ He paused, then added, ‘Our Cleopatra shares in all our takings. No one is forced to go where there is true dislike.’

But not for love, I thought. And never free.

Poor Ned . . . I must finish his tale here, or I will dream of him again. And I have dreams enough to haunt me.

It was more than twenty years before I had news of him. We had built the Globe by then. Beggars who had been actors once sat outside, their faces like their lives shrunk to rotten apples, for what is an actor once teeth and face are gone, if they have not saved coin for their old age? No man can act if he loses teeth and cannot play a hero as well as an old crone, nor his mumbles be heard above the crack of walnut shells. For charity’s sake we who still sunned ourselves in warm success did not hound them off our cobbles.

One night I saw a new beggar, old and with no teeth. Dimly I saw in the crumbled face that first Caesar of my childhood. I dropped threepence into his bowl.

As he muttered, ‘Bless you, sir,’ I said, ‘I saw you play Caesar at Stratford when I was just a boy. A fine performance.’

He straightened a little, even in his rags. ‘Thank you, Master Shakespeare.’

All men in London knew me in those days. I warrant many know me yet.

‘You took a young lad as apprentice. Ned Forrest was his name.’

‘Ah, Ned,’ he mumbled. His breath could have stopped a charging bull. ‘He wasn’t with us long.’

‘He found another job?’

‘Ay, you could say that.’ The beggared Caesar giggled, and I knew my threepence would go on gin. ‘A job at the bottom of the river. Being a corpse, that was Ned’s job, eh.’

I asked quietly, ‘How did he die?’

‘Why, he drowned himself. The poor puppy started damp with tears, and died a wet one. Two months, maybe three he drowned, after we took him. Some takes to the life and some doesn’t, and he was one of those.’

‘A sad, cold end,’ I whispered.

The beggar squinted at me. ‘If you give me another penny, sir, I can see your play tomorrow. They say Apollo guides your tongue, that every line you write strikes like a spear.’

I did not want his flattery. I put another penny in his dish, and went to dine with Ben Jonson and laughed and drank. But the next day I lit a candle for young Ned, and have done every Sunday since.

And never, in any company I have been part of, has a boy been asked to whore.

Eight invitations to dine, but I preferred not to venture out into the mud.

Dinner this midday: a quarter of roast boar, delivered as a gift from the squire, who, if he has not a son with enough sense for conversation, does have the gift of hunting; a dish of mutton, stewed; eels with worts and gravy; an elderberry tart. Second course: a chicken pie; pigeons, roasted, our dovecot giving us good harvest all year now; a mess of parsnips and leeks, the first from our garden this season; pears baked in cider; May butter; a raspberry tart; a cheese; medlars, soft fruit my wife likes much; and good October beer, of which we now have enough barrels in our brewhouse to last well into summer.

Bowels: steady. Waters clear and strong.





Wednesday, 14th October 1615


My wife has just come in rain-wet and chilly-fingered from our dairy after checking that the cheeses be turned. The maids are pickling pears and making apple jelly and quince paste, and Judith is visiting her sister, I suspect to escape straining jelly and cutting the quince cores. The house smells sweet, but sticky. And I to this room, with a good fire and spiced ale to ward off autumn’s breath, to live awhile in memory.

Ned’s father sold his son at ten years old. I was eighteen before my father sold me, but that evening at the guildhall play was the last I spent as a schoolboy.

The four winters since Ned had left had been hard too. Another year of blight, then a winter so cold and long the snow did not melt till June. The wheat ripened on short stems, enough to fill our bellies, but not long enough to make straw for thatchers. Roofs leaked like kitchen sieves, and tempers grew short as beds grew damp, and such a crop of mould as if to mock the fields that harvested so little.

Plague’s bony fingers shut the London theatres twice more. Corpses lay rotting, no one daring to bring them out. Dogs’ bodies were piled in every street, as carriers of the plague. Rats grew fat on dead men’s flesh, free from teeth of Terriers. Once it visited our town too, though with quarantine crosses set upon the two houses that harboured it and their doors hammered closed, none died but the families shut up in them. The houses were later burnt to make sure no evil humours lasted. There are trees grown now where once there were black embers, but as I pass them I still wonder who died of starvation in those homes rather than of plague, for none would even take a basket of bread to plague-crossed doors.

Our household seemed prosperous. The ship from Venice did come back with silks and glassware, and a goodly price received. Father showed me the accounts, for a businessman’s learning does not come only at school with its grammar and Greek and Latin. All was invested in another ship, off to the Indies this time, to bring back spices worth ten times what the Venetian ship had brought. For four more years, Father dreamt of buying a family crest, of setting up his carriage, of buying a new house with many chimneys and glass at its windows. And Mother dreamt, I suppose, of what most women do: happiness for her children, full bellies and bright eyes.

For four years between the boy of eight and youth of twelve, I dreamt I would go to university after I left the grammar school at fourteen. And after that? Perchance a university scholar if I won a fellowship, or a parson. I might find a place at court.

But dreams must end. When I was twelve I woke, as sudden as the rooster grabbed sleeping on his perch, to feel the axe upon his neck to make him dinner.

My execution fell when Father sat me by the fire in the hall while the women were in the kitchen-house, the children helping them. Father picked up a glove, made but not embroidered, and sorted through embroidery threads. I thought he was going to show me a new decoration. Little did I know he would murder all my dreams, and let me embroider what new life I could.

‘I should be at school,’ I said.

The master taught us older boys. He could be angry if we were late. But he knew me, knew my love of learning. He had even arranged for a scrivener to teach me how to form my letters easily. If I said my father had kept me, the master would believe me.

‘You are fond of school,’ said Father heavily.

‘Yes, sir.’

I had shown the master some of my poems just the day before: one in Greek about a tempest and a shipwreck, which did not scan; and two in English, which he had praised. The master lent me his own books now, knowing he would get them back not just unmarked but their covers freshly rubbed with neat’s-foot oil, and with an apple tart or cherry fritter from my mother as thanks for notice of her son.

‘The ship has sunk,’ my father said.

For a moment I thought the master had spoken about my shipwreck poem to Father. Then I realised it was the spice ship that was gone, and all our hopes with it, sunk in sand-strewn darkness far beneath the sea.

‘I can make it right,’ said Father quickly. ‘I can borrow money, invest again. But I must resign from the council till our fortunes are made good. Until that day . . . William, you must leave school.’

The school had no fees, but paper and quills cost money, as did the fee for the scrivener, nor, it seemed, could our house support a son who did not work.

‘What shall I do, sir?’

Perhaps Father had found a position for me in the squire’s household, or even a merchant’s, doing accounts and writing letters.

He did not meet my eye. ‘There is no money for an apprentice fee for any other trade. I am sorry. You must be my apprentice. I have no influence now to find you any more.’

My dreams vanished like mist sucked by the sun. Oxford, Paris, Wurtemberg, a life beyond a craftsman’s tools — all were lost to me. Instead of barren acres, ours were barren ships. For the first time, I judged my father. I saw his ships as such that dreams are made of, no more likely to bring us fortune than an apple tart to fly. I had lived my father’s dream for twelve years. Now I must be what I had always been meant to be: a glover’s son, a glover’s apprentice.

What does a man owe his father? I love thee according to thy bond, no more nor less. ’Twas I who wrote those words.

Back then, I said, ‘If making gloves has made you the father I know, I will gladly make them too.’

Father embraced me then, with tears in his eyes.

I did not go to school that day, nor any other, except on Sunday afternoons to visit the master, and borrow books from him or return them, and to talk for a few hours of Greece and Rome and all the rest of Italy. The master held all the world in his bookshelves, I thought back then.

The rest of the week, I stitched gloves, until it became obvious that the hands that could not write neatly for all the scrivener’s coaching could not stitch neatly either, nor even cut a pattern with a true hand. The only gloves I managed were worker’s mittens, with no fingers for me to wrinkle like a dog’s hind leg. I was put instead to stretching and scraping leather with my younger brothers to make it soft, soaking it in the barrels of urine we kept out the back to make it hold the colour well, mixing the dyes, ensuring that black mourning gloves would not turn red with too much rain or sunlight, nor a lady’s chalk-white gloves turn grey.

Year after year I tried to cut and stitch, but for all Father’s coaxing I had no craft in me. I could not make a pair of gloves whose thumbs were the same size, much less design embroidery to captivate a lady; nor could I weave a glove of silk that did not look as if a cat had made its bed on it. Apprentice I might be, but never would I be a master craftsman. A glover does not make woollen mittens for his master’s piece. My father might in kindness want to make me a full glover, but he had not the power to do so. A master craftsman must be judged by his peers.

Six more years passed and I was still an apprentice, wearing apprentice blue, smelling of wool and new cured leather. My world shrank like boiled wool, to the prison of a craftsman’s hall, the company only of apprentices, with no more wit or knowledge than a fly. Yet still I wrote, at night when my younger brothers snored in our big bed. And even though I had seen my dreams shattered like a mirror cast upon the floor, more dreams came to me each time I held my quill — of a land beyond glove-making and Stratford markets, bound not by time or roads but stretching to the farthest reaches a mind can travel.

Father dreamt as well; dreams of our house and home, which would be no longer a craftsman’s but a gentleman’s. Sometimes he had me read to him from the schoolmaster’s books as he stitched, and my younger brothers scraped the leather soft, and my mother and sister worked on the embroidery. At times he sang, great lusty verses, and from them I learnt the tune that words can have, even bereft of music. My father gave me a love of life and words. He gave beyond his bond, so later I was bound to repay that bond to him.

As for the rest — his speculations in land, his borrowings, his mortgages, his sinful usury, his fondness for being a fine burgess of our town — was his ambition for himself, or for his family, that we should have more than the life to which we had been born?

I sit here the gentleman that he wished, even if my path to it was not what he had planned. He did his best, and no more can be said of any man. The noble Brutus hath said that Caesar was ambitious; and if so, it was a grievous fault, and grievously hath Caesar paid for it.

My father paid. And I, my father’s son, I paid his penance too. I still pay now. All this I know. All this I do forgive.

This morning I did a message to my page to arrange the redigging of our sinks, for in this wet year they do not empty as they should, and to have our thatch checked against winter leaks.

Dinner: the squire and his son to dine with us, and Judith and Bertram carefully looking in any direction but at each other. It is obvious they do not suit, nor can I be sorry not to have the squire as my daughter’s father-in-law and so often at my table, or I at his, despite his estate, for the man’s dogs have more wit than he.

We ate roast kid, well fatted (I pay the fine for our house to eat meat on the week’s fast days); green goose; late artichokes from our hothouses; skirret and celery salletting; cheese cakes; blancmange of chicory and almonds; small gilded cakes; apple tart. Second course: saddle of mutton; beef steaks with quince sauce (of which I did not eat); pigeons, stuffed; eel pie; pear tarts with cheese; a gingerbread with caraway and preserved apricots from our own trees; marzipan fancies made by my wife in the shape of a deer and boar, in honour of the squire’s love of the hunt, though boor would be as fitting; our own beer below the salt, with claret wine for the squire and myself.

Bowels: unmoving, like the squire’s wit. Waters clear.





Thursday, 15th October 1615


Today I did inspect the garden to make sure it is well dunged against the winter to keep the growth of the asparagus and spinach and cardoons and small salletting and radishes. The winter roots are now cellared: fat orange carrots bred in the Netherlands — the seed a gift from my Lord Southwell decades ago — and common purple carrots, turnips, parsnips, onions, beets and Virginia potatoes, which I love even if my wife will not abide them but for my sake. Our pumpkins too are stored up in the well-aired attic, with hard pears, quinces and late apples in boxes of sand, and hands of grapes, shallots and onions hung to dry from rafters.

My wife is in the stillroom, brewing the winter wines and cordials, and Judith is out again, as she finds the grey sky a better roof than her own home and prefers gossip to learning a woman’s arts.

Today the squire’s son came to the smithy to order new gates for the manor house, to be made of twisted iron and emblazoned with their crest. I heard it all from my desk up here, and made a note to tell my agent that our gate too needs a crest, the one I bought my father long ago. The squire’s son looked for Bess, and found her, but poor Romeo received only a smile and not a kiss as his Juliet vanished to the dairy. I think those gates will need much discussion ere they be hung, and daily visits to the blacksmith’s.

I sat by the window, the glass shut against the autumn cold (how much it gladdened my father that our New Place should have so many windows, and each one glassed), and thought of my own first kiss, sweeter than honey, or rather just as sweet, for I had been eating honey cake and so had the kitchen maid, who smiled at me, and so I caught her in the larder and kissed her mouth, once I had worked out where our noses should each go. She let me take one kiss, and then two more, ere she ran off giggling. I was fourteen that year, and she perhaps thirteen.

My father must have seen something in her manner, or in mine, because he called me to him as he stitched a hunting glove in his chair by the doorway, where the light was best on sunny days. ‘William, I must have word with thee.’

‘Yes, Father?’ I wished the kisses were untaken, even more than I wished the nettle pottage for my breakfast had been uneaten. (My mother was as great for breakfast pottage as King Henry was for his ships, although it do give me grievous wind, enough to fill the sails of Spain. My wife would have stayed nettle-pottage-loyal had I not forbade it after Mother died and my wife became mistress of the kitchen.)

My father motioned me to sit on the stool by his feet. I waited for him to talk of kissing. Instead he said, ‘Do you know how much I love thee, William?’

I must have looked as startled as the fox that thinks it steals upon a plump chicken and instead finds the farmer’s boy waiting with his bow. ‘Of course, sir.’

‘How do you know, William?’

I considered. ‘By your care for us, sir.’

‘Indeed. I work not just at my trade but at trading too, so you shall be a gentleman one day, your brothers settled, your sister dowried well. It is the duty of a father to care for his family so. The servants too are in our care, for they cannot refuse what we might order them to do.’

I flushed. I had not ordered the maid to kiss me. But nor could she have slapped my face and told me, ‘Leave off, Master William.’

‘I see, sir,’ I said.

My father smiled at me. He was not one for beating a willing donkey with a stick. He ruffled my hair and said, ‘I see that you do.’

He held out the glove he was working on. ‘Now, see this tongue of leather here? That protects the falconer’s arm from the bird’s claws . . .’

I kissed no more servants in our household after that. The kitchen maid left us on Mop Day for another house, and we did not take another young servant. But there was the red-haired girl I kissed after the May Day dance, whose lips tasted of May wine; and another at the Harvest Feast, when we both had cider breath and cider tongues and cider-loosened laughter; and the young widow when I was sixteen. When I brought her new mourning gloves, she gave me not just the coins she owed me but much more. Bright kisses for the memory; kisses for pleasure, not for love.

But I do remember the first kiss of love too. Its heat burns my lips still.

Dinner: Merchant Habbicombe and his wife and daughters came to dine with us, bringing a gift of honey that is not as fine as ours here at New Place, although I did not tell them so, and a brace of herons.

First course: a turkey, roasted; a young kid, seethed; leek pottage; mutton tongues in a pie; apple fritters; salletting from our own garden; cheese cakes. Second course: a butt of beef, spiced; pigeons, roasted, with a black liver sauce; a mess of chicken; whipped syllabub; small savouries of sweet Canada potatoes that some call artichokes of Jerusalem, crafted in shapes, at which all exclaimed so that my wife smiled, being careful not to show the new gap between her teeth; a marmalade of quinces; olives; almonds; medlars; apples; raisins of the sun and sugared plums.

All good with bowels and waters, and when I gazed into the hand mirror this morning, my beard and hair do show only a silvering of grey.





Friday, 16th October 1615


A squawking from the goose yard as if all fowldom dances to the drum of war — my wife has ordered the mattresses and quilts refeathered for the winter. Small feathers dance like snow about the garden. I spent the morning with my agent. As I thought, this summer’s mildewed wheat has made me richer, for if men cannot buy wheat flour they must make do with barley from my stores, and the price has doubled in the month, and will double once more, at least, by the year’s end. I am richer by half as much again as I were last year. I order him to purchase me a share in the church tithes, for its price will be low in this year of poor harvests, but will reap great profit when the sun deigns to return.

I also ordered three fat geese and a pot of preserved apricots sent as a gift to Thomas Thomas, Esquire, a wool merchant. Merchant Habbicombe told me last night that Harold Thomas, the eldest son, is still unmarried. The family is a good one, though not so high in status as I would have chosen for my daughter. But as Judith grows older her chances are less, and our family at least would not lose dignity with the alliance.

Indeed, my father hoped to be a wool merchant the year that I left school. As a glove-maker, he had always a store of wool as well as leather, and, as he said, if one can deal in the wool that lines a glove, why not deal in wool without the glove? But the guild of wool merchants said not. Once again my father was fined, and once again he paid it. I stayed a glover’s apprentice, stretching the leather, even as my life shrivelled, rubbing in the oil to make hide shine white, while my life grew duller still. My soul shrank in ‘might have been’.

They were not bad years. I was well fed, well clothed, even if both cloth and food were drabbed by pinching each penny till it squeaked. The work was simple. I had time to roam with my brothers or Tom the apprentice cooper and Harry with his apprentice potter’s rough clay hands, hunting sparrows or snaring rabbits. The sport was fun. Yet fun skims upon the surface of the waters. You must dive deep for friendship’s truest bonds, or love.

Often I used the time to read books borrowed from the schoolmaster, the myths of
                Greece and Rome, and tales of travels, and Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, which
                made my mother blush and say they were not fit to read aloud for a young girl like
                my sister, and caused Mary the servant to purse her lips. Some days I read my family
                my own poems, scratched with a dull quill, mocked by moonlight, but did not tell
                them they were mine. It is not a glover’s place to write poetry, nor did my father
                approve of too much writing lest it impair my memory and make me less able to
                remember glove patterns. I knew he worried much about my lack of skill.

No, not a bad life. Just a small one. Only my mind could roam in those years. I scribbled my words on scraps of paper — the back of a loading docket or bill of sale, whatever I might find to write on. Fresh paper was too much of a luxury for an apprentice such as I to buy. Even if I’d had the coin, my father would have heard of it and demanded why.

If you had asked me then, I might have said I was content. And then life changed. The world spun backwards, the clouds turned upside down. Birds flew with their stomachs to the sun.

Her name was Judyth.

Dinner: joined this noon by Susanna and her husband, Dr Hall, and Parson Roger and his wife. We ate of pigeons, dressed; hare pie; a turkey, roasted but tough; mutton soup, of which only my wife ate. For the second course: saddle of mutton, roasted; a mess of chicken; a roasted cream with rose water; preserved cherries in a tart; small parsnip cakes with raisins of the sun; quince fritters; and to drink, October beer and ale spiced with cloves and apples.

Afterwards, at good Dr Hall’s request, I read my poems, but think that only Dr Hall and Susanna enjoyed them, for Judith yawned, the parson and his wife dozed, and my wife fidgeted from her toothache and from setting the serving men to prepare our supper.

Then Susanna played the harpsichord, to our great enjoyment. We danced like little lambs in May, except for the parson with his gouty foot.

Bowels: uneasy, though my waters are still clear. I do blame the quince.





Saturday, 17th October 1615


We dined today at the invitation of Thomas Thomas, Esquire, and his family. A fine new house with glass and many chimneys, though not as fine as New Place. The conversation was the best I have had this month, for Master Thomas is a man of the world and the talk of London reaches him. We spoke of the Shrewsbury case: the Countess of Shrewsbury having been lately released from the Tower of London as reward for her help in discovering the murderer of Sir Thomas Overbury; and how Overbury’s wife did use poison and witchcraft to make her husband incapable so she could take up instead with her lover . . . At which we noticed Judith listening to us at the top of the table and ceased our conversation, for such topics are not suitable for young women.

‘Do you ride, Miss Judith?’ asked young Harold Thomas.

He is not a handsome youth — indeed, he is a trifle short, and one shoulder sits higher than the other — but sensible, with a grave manner I like.

‘I care not for it,’ said Judith, not even looking at him. ‘Father, what were you saying?’

‘My hound, Flight, has puppies, if you would care to see them after dinner,’ offered Harold.

‘No, I thank you.’ Judith turned instead to Parson Roger, who had been asked with his wife to make up the table. I could have boxed her ears.

‘Why did you not show the young man some courtesy?’ I demanded, when the chairs had deposited us at home, it being once again too wet to walk and the road too rutted from the recent rains to take the carriage.

She shrugged. ‘He is like that man in your play, Father. The hunchback king who called out for his horse.’

‘King Richard? You compare a dead villain to a sensible young man?’

The silly wench wrinkled her nose, which is a long one. ‘I did not care for him.’

Did the girl think I could shake a fig tree and have husbands fall out of it like ripe fruit?

‘You could have offered him courtesy even so.’

‘And let him hope he might be mine?’

I could have told her that Harold Thomas might have his pick of wives, all of good standing and family, and that she, at thirty, was as sorely short of suitors as she was long of nose. The time has come when she must settle for a lame rooster, or none at all.

I had thought to write of another Judyth tonight, not the stubborn daughter I have now. But I am angry and my digestion is upset. The pheasant we ate at dinner was well flavoured but hung perhaps too long. I would not write of Judyth except when I might remember her with joy, and share some private tears with the cold weeping wind, and pray for my father’s sin, and mine, the sin we did thinking we did good.

I shall take a draught and write no more of that tonight.

Dinner: a good estate provides an excellent table. We ate a saddle of mutton with wine sauce; the pheasant with black liver sauce; a smothered hare; a chicken blancmange; wafers and cakes. Second course: ducks, roasted; a young kid; turtle soup, the turtle brought live from London town, the like of which I have not tasted for ten years; a cherry pie. Third course: fried larks; sweetmeats of marzipan; sugared plums; and small figures made of sugar, most fine, which made my wife exclaim at the skill of making them. (She, at least, gave our hosts their due even as my daughter put me to the blush.) French claret wine to drink, and a device of brass and silver that moved along the table, dispensing rose water for the guests to wash. I must ask my agent to order me one like it made in London, adorned with the Shakespeare crest.

Bowels: uneasy still, so I have ordered a second chamber pot for the night.





Saturday, 31st October 1615, All Hallows’ Eve


Today it rains again, all wild, wet, weeping wind, as it has rained since St Jude’s day, the gales sweeping leaves along as if with vast damp brooms, spoiling what little wheat harvest there is left. St Jude is the patron saint of hopeless causes. Today I warrant there will be many who see a hard winter ahead and pray on their knees indeed.

My wife and the maids are preserving quinces and the winter pears in verjuice and making winter wine, as well as pickling forced asparagus, which I like much; and pickled green apples, pickled crabs, pickled soft pears, broccoli and salsify and cauliflower, and straining flagons of birch wine. Later Judith joined them, in high colour from visiting her friend Catherine, the fish merchant’s daughter, who shares her dancing lessons. The girl is too much taken up with visiting her friends lately, instead of helping with the autumn work of the household.

After dinner they roasted apples by the fire and threw the apple peels to see the initials of the man Judith will one day marry. If the peels be right, he shall have the initials ‘SS’, for so the peels looked no matter how she threw them.

Much knocking at the kitchen door for soul cakes, of which my wife had ordered a good store baked, it being to our credit to give them freely.

Later they played a game of eating soul cake hung on a string — which my wife and Judith missed entirely, but Susanna’s sharp teeth bit — with so much laughter that even I was called to join the fun.

And so to bed. And yet this is still the night when the spirits of the dead return to eat and drink upon the earth. I could not sleep, and left my bed and took my candle to write here. Beyond our fine glass windows and their wooden shutters, the church bells toll and bonfires flame to eat the dark to keep the dead at bay, with food left on the doorstep lest the hungry dead should knock at the door.

If a knock from long-dead knuckles sounded at the door tonight, would I open it? Would I truly shut the door against my father, even if he be a skeleton in rotting rags, my good mother, my brothers, cut before their prime, my friends who have gone before? Would I shut the door on Ned?

Or would I have the courage to say, ‘Enter, ye spirits, eat and drink, for tomorrow with the sun you must vanish, into the silent confines of the grave or fiery purgatory’?

No. Those I loved now walk in heaven. If there be wild spirits at my door tonight, they already know the path to reach me, whispering memories in my ears.

And chief of memories tonight be Judyth. Judyth of the sea-green eyes, not the brown-eyed wench who sleeps in the room down the hall as I write this.

Judyth: how can such a woman be held in one small word? And yet it was with words I met her, loved her, fenced with her, and with words she won me too.

I had lost my right to write when I was writ apprentice on my bond. But my mind was too small a larder to contain the words within it. I must write. I had to write. Even in that cramped confined space allotted to a would-be glover, still I dreamt — and knew it but a dream — that one day my poems might be within a book, and on it be writ my name: William Shakespeare. Poet.

It was as likely as a green-spotted pig. Yet still I wrote. Not in our own hall, not with my younger brothers and sister wailing, Mother bustling, my glover’s duty sitting on the bench waiting for me to stretch and stitch now that Father’s eyes were grown too frail. Instead that year I found my own hall, safe harbour for me except in winter’s depths: a giant beech tree outside the town, its leaves like a green fortress in summer, its branches wide enough to sit upon. And there I’d write, ponder, scratch out, write again and finally recite.

Till one day, I had no sooner slipped under the green gate when I heard words from above my head:

‘Crabbed age and youth

Cannot live together.

Youth is full of pleasaunce

Age is full of care . . .’

The voice paused, as if seeking another rhyme. It was clear, not a rustic’s burr. It sounded like a woman’s tones. But how could a woman have wit to craft a verse?

I looked up, and saw a green that might be petticoats or a green coat, not leaves. I grinned. I had the next rhyme already from a poem I had writ upon a subject much the same as hers. What youth has not thought the same, even if they have not the words nor wit to say it?

‘Youth like summer morn,

Age like winter weather.

Youth like summer brave,

Age like winter bare.

Youth is full of sport,

Age’s breath is short.’

‘My language! Heaven!’ A face looked down, but the leaves still hid too much to tell me if it was lad or lass. ‘Most sure, the goddess on whom my airs attend vouchsafed my prayer and sent me a companion for my words.’

‘Perhaps. My prime request,’ I said, ‘which I do with thudding heart pronounce, is: oh, you wonder, if you be maid, or no?’

A laugh from up in the branches. Then she slid down: a froth of petticoats, a glimpse of shapely leg in a blue stocking and an even more shocking flash of white above it, and then green eyes and grinning mouth. She dropped a curtsey, while I gaped like a bullock who has seen a hayrick appear where there had been none.

‘No wonder, sir, but certainly a maid.’

I gazed at her. Was she beautiful? Black hair, white skin, slim fingers that had known no more work than with a needle and, it seemed, a pen. My memory gives me not her face, but the glow of her — a sun that lit up my whole heart. Yet even then, at that first throat-clenching glimpse, I managed words. Every word I had spoken or written before seemed bronze to the true gold she called from my soul now.

‘You are a muse of fire whose flames reach the very treetops of invention.’

The light dimmed from her face. ‘Or, as my father used to say, a maid who writes is as a crowing hen, and neither are wanted in any man’s household.’

‘You write your words as well as speak them?’

‘I do, sir.’

I looked again at her slim fingers and saw the telltale smudge of ink on the second finger. She saw me looking, glanced at my hands and saw the same stain there, on the same writer’s finger, like birthmarks, linking us forever.

Her smile fluttered again. ‘I am Judyth Marchmant, daughter of the late Emmett Marchmant, Esquire.’

I knew of him. He had died two years before; a wool merchant, wealthy, the kind of man my father aspired to be. I should have known his daughter; I had seen her in church a hundred times, but not like this. At church, her head was bent under her veil, as dutiful and gentle as any daughter. Here, beneath the tree, her hair uncovered, her cheeks red from the wind, she was a muse of flame and starlight sent to catch me.

My thoughts whirled like Ariel girdling the world. ‘How came you to write?’

‘I boarded at school in France for three years. The sisters there follow the rule that a girl shall not just read books but should write as well.’

France meant a Roman school, but not that her family was papist, for it was well known that the best schools for girls were French. If this enchantress’s merchant father had wished her to marry to a high estate, she would need to learn the arts of a lady: French with a courtly accent, and dancing, fine embroidery, and writing too. Well might he have hoped that a girl so lovely might have caught a young noble’s eye, especially if she were well dowered with a rich merchant’s coin. And yet — for which I sent a silent prayer of thanks — Judyth had not married. Her father’s death and a year of mourning would have stopped any betrothal negotiations, for she must be no more than sixteen.

A sixteen-year-old girl under a beech tree with an eighteen-year-old youth. I saw the moment when she realised that even if we were twin souls in words, we were also man and maid. If any should see us here together, it would be her ruin.

She said abruptly, ‘I must go.’

‘Nay, stay for just a minute. Will I see you again? Hear your words again?’

‘How in this small puddle of a town will we not meet?’

She vanished in a swish of leaves and skirts. She had not even asked my name.

Dinner: duck, roasted, with sharp grape sauce; chicken and beef, stewed in strong black beer, with mustard, which Dr Hall commends to suit my constitution; a pie of eels; turnips with cheese and chestnuts; elderflower cheese tart; fritters of milk. Second course: saddle of mutton with Italian sauce; salletting; stewed worts; a rhubarb tart, which Dr Hall believes will also suit me; olives; nuts; apples; raisins of the sun; a malmsey wine to drink.

Bowels: improved, and I expect them sound once more after the beef in mustard, and rhubarb.





Monday, 2nd November 1615, All Souls’ Day


This morning my wife complained again of the toothache. Or rather, she did not complain but made the whole house know of her pain by sighs and holding a warm compress to her cheek. I did not say, ‘Wife, you should have taken the surgeon’s art when it was offered,’ but removed myself instead to the guest bedroom for sleep and quiet.

My tenant, old John Kneebone, has also come this day to ask that his farm be divided between his daughters and his sons-in-law; he to live half the year with each, in comfort and with their gratitude.

Ah, old King Lear, I thought. Your sons-in-law will not be so respectful when your worldly goods are theirs. But I said none of this, and signed the transfer papers.

My wife and Judith brought new ale from the kitchens and almond cakes, and we toasted his new fortune, to do him courtesy and to show the Stratford gossips that we are not so high in our new estate that we will no longer drink with tenant farmers.

Judith wore new ribbons in her hair, a present from her friend Catherine, she says. We must send Catherine’s family a gift of honey when Jem closes the hives for winter.

The parson did call, hoping, I think, to be asked to stay to dine, but my memory gives me better conversation than I get from him. I gave him a basket of soul cakes for the poor of this parish. We received soul cakes in our turn from servants knocking at the door all morning: a fine one made by Susanna; and one from my Lord Sheriff, filled with preserved orange peel and very fine; and another from the squire, with ginger and dried plums.

My wife now dosed with poppy and hot flannel, I return to my book and tinder sparks of memory.

Judyth. That night I burnt for her, sleeping on the feather mattress with my younger brother snoring at my side. At last, I crept to the coals in the fireplace, lit a candle and began to write. The words flowed so fast I did not even have to blot the paper.

To the fairest, most celestial Judyth:

The fire’s sparks that issue from your eyes,

My trembling heart has no defence,

From anything man can e’er devise

Your eyes are sunbeams of such vehemence

To daze my sight in their green presence.

And I am dazed, in such a guise

Of one stricken to such love, by such green eyes.

At last I slept, but with so many dreams of her it seemed I dreamt again when I saw her the next day, floating down our garden path as if blown by a muse’s wings and not by slippers underneath her skirts.

Was she a vision, come to taunt me? But surely no vision would come with a companion such as this: her sister-in-law, older than her by a dozen years and with a moustache already, but said to have brought a grand dowry of twenty fields to her husband, Arnold, my vision’s brother.

Mistress Marchmant, it seemed, had come to order gloves and had brought her young sister-in-law, Judyth, with her. My father greeted them, and, as was proper to their estate, my mother brought spiced ale and cakes.

My Judyth sat demure, her eyes downcast, while her sister-in-law’s moustache rustled with delight at silk linings and unborn lamb’s leather for her gloves.

When the measuring was over, the ale drunk, I said to the moustached lady, ‘Such fair hands must not venture alone. May I escort you home?’

My father smiled, thinking only that I was flattering a new and wealthy customer. I slipped upstairs and took my poem from beneath the mattress, found a thimbleful of ink still in the pot, and scratched: Can you meet the one who loves you after the church clock strikes noon tomorrow? And when her sister-in-law’s back was turned, I slipped it into Judyth’s hand and saw her slide it up her sleeve.

I wrote another poem that night, the first that ever pleased me from my pen; the first, indeed, I knew that a brain matched with mine would understand. Each line was mine, yet each were her words too. My words had wandered, homeless, till I met her. Now they were arrows, knowing where to strike.

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate:

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,

And summer’s lease hath all too short a date;

Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,

And often is his gold complexion dimm’d;

And every fair from fair sometime declines,

By chance or nature’s changing course untrimm’d;

But thy eternal summer shall not fade.

I waited under the beech tree’s cloak long before the church bell struck, in case she came early. I had time to say my prayers seven times before being sure she would never come. What right had a lout such as I to woo one as fair and dainty?

The branches parted, and she was there.

I stood as if rooted like the beech tree, ashamed of my apprentice’s cap, my very self, beside her. She smiled and looked at the roll of parchment in my hand. I held it out, dumb as an ox.

She took it. She began to read.

I had expected to read it to her, as every woman I had yet known had needed a man to read words for her. But I had forgot that she was a maid like no other. Oh, miracle green eyes that read, and hands that wrote, and a mind bright with wit, this warm apple of my heart.

She gazed up at me. ‘It is most beautiful,’ she said softly. ‘But I do not know the poet.’

I said, ‘It is I.’

‘You are truly a poet then.’ She said it as another might say, ‘You did not tell me you were Emperor of all the Romans.’

From somewhere I found the wit to say, ‘Not until I found my muse of fire to inspire me.’

She looked at me steadily. How could green eyes be flames? ‘I have a gift for thee as well.’ She took a parchment from her sleeve and held it out.

I took it. Read it. Felt the heart within me burst in wonder, then come together once again, now more hers than mine.

My eyes, I fear, are nothing like the sun;

Coral is far more red than my lips red;

If snow be white, my skin is dun;

I have seen roses damasked, red and white,

But no such roses see you in my cheeks;

Yet take these instead, for I have nothing else to give:

My words, my heart; for the instant that I saw you did

My heart fly to your service, where ’twill dwell

While the both of us shall live.

I met her gaze.

‘Two hearts that beat as one,’ she whispered. ‘Two minds that breathe the air of poets.’

I took her hand and kissed it. It smelt sweet, of roses and fresh bread.

‘Two lips,’ I whispered, ‘that meet; and in that meeting slow, all time, till no more time shall flow.’

I stepped closer and kissed her lips.

That night I wrote another verse. And so, that night, did she, for the moment we might meet again, exchanging words and kisses.

Dinner: a good salmon baked with sorrel; eel pie; frumenty with almond milk; samphire sallet; mushroom soup with dumplings, which is all my wife did eat, her face much swollen; a pudding of nuts and ginger; an orange, which I had sent from London for my delight.

Bowels and waters continue good.





Tuesday, 3rd November 1615


A bright day, the sun for once put off his grey gown of cloud, and cold enough to turn a nose to ice. We have fires lit in each room now, to keep the house from freezing like the pond, where one small foolish duck lies till released to proper death by spring. Today the surgeon came again, to much groaning of my wife. The screams of the Sabine women were naught compared with the shrieks above our stairs. Three of her teeth removed, the surgeon then informed me, my wife’s blood still upon his cuffs, for which I must pay a guinea, but ’twill be worth it if we now sleep in peace. Two of the teeth be at the front, so when she smiles now it must be with her mouth closed, but that art she hath learnt before when her side tooth turned black.

I rode out in the latter morn with my agent and Jem for a groom to inspect my farms and granaries, to ensure that all is well prepared for winter, and was greatly satisfied with all. Arrived home in time to wash and change for dinner.

We had two invitations to dine today, but refused each. Many do think to dine with us, both for my estate and to dine with one who has dined with the King and can tell stories of the court and the nation’s great. But where the dinner be no better than our own — and often worse, for our orchards, gardens, fields be as good as any in the county — and the conversation offers no more than the price of wool or the rising of the river or the chance of snow, there is little to tempt me out.

Indeed this day I was content with Susanna and Dr Hall, who came to support my wife during the tooth pulling and joined us this morning to dine, and stayed to supper; both have wit and sense. Even Judith seemed content, with no complaining. Her closer friendship with Miss Catherine must do her good, for it be weeks now since she complained that I have not yet found a husband for her.

We played at cards after dinner, while the cold wind prowled at our windows, and then snapdragon, flicking raisins of the sun from the burning brandy, till Dr Hall burnt his cuffs, and Susanna, laughing, told him he must mend them himself, for was it not a doctor’s art to mend?

Tomorrow morning I am invited to discuss poor relief this winter with the Lord Sheriff of the county, no doubt to dine after. I think we will discuss not the giving of alms and soup, but hunting and London gossip; and this a way of one so high inviting me to share his table without my wife. She is a good wife, but does not shine in company.

Though my wife keeps to her room, she instructed the servants well, and this day before the surgeon came set the maids to picking mushrooms in the woods for pickling; the men to husking chestnuts and seeing them well stored for winter.

Our carrots, beets, skirrets, root celery, turnips, sweet Canada potatoes and parsnips are dug and stored within our cellar, and one sack of Virginia potatoes too, which I grew to like in my London days. My wife will not let our daughters eat them, for she says they are the Devil’s crop, not mentioned in the Bible. The asparagus in the beds heated by manure do well, with white stems that I much enjoy, and the hot beds of endives and salletting are well set too . . .

Enough! And why do I prattle of manure beds when matters of such substance mock my dreams? You are a coward, man! Lamb heart and primrose metalled, unable to set down your deepest heart. Yet I have done so, in play and poem, opened my secret heart to royalty, to nobles and to ten thousand common men, calling it a fiction. Surely I can write and call it ‘truth’ now?

For Judyth’s name and those long-flung days are brighter than the autumn sun that sails sad beyond my window. Days of fiercest joy open in my mind, and yet those days contain my deepest sin, that snarls still about my conscience; and worse, my father’s sin, how he who gave me most did sell me too. Can one still love a man, and honour him, and yet in old age still not forgive? Is that why my pen halts now?

I will write of Judyth, and of my father too. But conscience doth make cowards of us all. I cannot write it yet.

Dinner: a haunch of mutton; roast steaks with gravy; pigeons of our own fattening; a pie of venison and one of apple; a dish of peas and chestnuts; sallet of endive, radish, sorrel, cabbage lettuce; aniseed comfits; strong cheese; butter with saffron and liquorice; wafers; October beer and ale to drink. Supper: white soup; a chicken pie with spinach; Canada potato fritters; plain butter; maslin bread; new ale.

Bowels: continue well, and waters frothy, which Dr Hall tells me is from much ale.





Wednesday, 11th November 1615, Martinmas, St Martin’s Day


Today be filled with the lowing of cattle, protesting geese and screaming pigs, their fortune bloody death then tasty ham, as all but breeding stock are killed and hung for winter. In the forecourt of New Place, we roast an ox for my tenants all to dine, as today be also the quarter-day for rent and settlement. The air be thick with the smell of fresh bread piled upon the benches, and fresher blood seeped onto frost-cold ground. My wife and Judith and I ate meat out with the motley so none shall say that we who were once yeomen and traders keep ourselves too high, and later gave fresh ale and spiced wine with wafers and small cakes to the yeomen we asked indoors to take a drink with us.

Today our servants feast too, out in the forecourt. Tomorrow begins their winter work: manuring of the hot beds to force the vegetables for winter; the sowing of peas and beans in the upper field that does not freeze; and earthing up the celery and endives. It is the time of year when two weeks’ delay may mean a barren table. I have striven too hard for peace and plenty to be niggardly of my family’s comforts now.

Is this old age too, that I think more of my stomach than my heart? No, I am not yet old, for I still remember the wonder of a girl’s hand, so small, so white, except for its smudge of ink, that held me in its spell more than her white breast.

Is it the flowing blood of the slain beasts that makes my ink flow so sweet today, when it stayed sluggard in its well all week? So here is Judyth, ready for the page, and here am I, a youth; and here too is our love.

And it was love not of her body, which was sweet, but of the whole of her. We were, as Plato wrote, two souls ripped apart before their birth that join together once again, and poetry and words had done so.

There was a hollow in the beech tree where we left our writings in oiled cloth, with a ribbon tied to a high branch as a message to say she or I had left another there. Meetings of the mind, most sweet; meetings of our hands and lips were sweeter still.

It was easier for me to reach the tree. The glove trade was not so steady that I must ply the needle all the day, and my father, best of men, knew that young men must have their way at sport with friends.

Her road was harder, for a woman’s life is lived with other women, under many eyes; and a young girl under stricter eyes than most, for she was just sixteen. But she had four sisters, all married, besides the brother and sister-in-law with whom she lived since her father’s death, and so plenty of good reasons to visit them all; and so near that she had no need of maid or footman to accompany her, not in the quiet estates and fields of Stratford, except on market days when strangers and tinkers might walk the streets, or men who had been too free with ale.

And on her way to visit them, we met. We talked, as well as kissed.

She told me more of the school in France where her father had sent her on her mother’s death. He had indeed been inclined to the Roman faith. Not so her brother, who had put away all Romish things upon their father’s death, painted over the frescos in the family chapel and had the priest’s hole nailed shut.

Gone too were the hopes that Judyth might make a high match among the gentry. Her father, no doubt, had intended to dower her well, as he had her sisters, but her brother had inherited all on her father’s death, except the three small fields that she had from her mother’s dower; nor in her brother’s house was she likely to meet anyone of noble birth.

‘Or noble mind,’ she said, and smiled at me.

That day we discussed Caesar, and did a man do wrong to aim for kingship when God’s grace had given him the skills and temper for it, but not the station?

And then I went back to my glove-sewing, and she to embroidering linen, each dreaming of the other.

Dinner: a rooster in a blanket; a collar of pork, spiced; beef collops with mustard; a green goose with spinach; sprouts in butter; a rhubarb pie, grown in our own hothouses, which Dr Hall says will be good for my digestion. Ale hot, and spiced with cloves.

Bowels: improved. Waters no longer frothy. I will drink none but warm ales until the spring.





Tuesday, 17th November 1615


Today be St Hilda’s Day, proclaimed by our late Queen as a holiday forever to mark her coronation, and still kept. Our servants visit, or sleep, or sport. It is an inconvenience to be servantless all day, but a glad one. I count myself most blessed that I met Her Majesty, and my wit had blade enough to please her.

Winter begins to shut us in, edging away the smiling face of day as we pass into the gloomy realm of the year’s night. But we do well at New Place. My wife has ordered apple wood to scent the air, and keeps the fires well stoked. Today she checked the butts of strong beer to see us through the winter. Her face still be misshapen, but the pain has eased.

I walked down to see that the hothouses were closed upon the asparagus and cauliflowers, mint, tansy, sorrel, celery, endives and cardoons to give us plenty for the winter, for though Stratford be rich in markets, those markets have wealth in wool and mutton only; not like London, where a man may buy a lemon or basket of potatoes or a butt of Rhenish wine. Yet our plenty reminded me of what I do not have, and makes me long for London; not just the wine, but wit and women and laughter with good friends.

But friends will come from there for Christmas Eve and Day, and I back to London with them till Twelfth Night. Till then I must content myself with neat hothouses of fat cauliflowers, apple-wood fires and this, my book of words.

And memories.

Thus Judyth and I began, and thus continued, day upon day, kiss upon kiss, poem upon poem, each word climbing to heights I had never seen, much less aspired to reach; until the hour I fell into the sea of those green eyes and asked her, ‘Will you be my wife?’

The world hung still, as if the winds had left it. Would she tell me yea, or nay? My heart no longer beat.

She took my hand, my calloused glover’s hand with its thick ridges from the knife, scissors and needles, in her soft one, calloused only on one finger from the pen, like mine.

‘Of course,’ she said.

The larks sang and the sun danced and every leaf about us whispered, ‘Love!’

We were young to marry, but not too young to plan it. True, I had not even my journeyman’s papers, nor money to support a wife. But I was the eldest son, and my wife would live in my family house, which I must inherit. And Judyth had her dowry. The three fields were in her brother’s name, but she would have their rent for all her life; a matter of six pounds a year. It would not raise her family’s estate to marry me — a glover is a poor match for a merchant’s daughter — but it would be no great disgrace.

‘I will tell my brother I will marry no other,’ she said, her face so fierce with love that I believed even the wind would bow to her. ‘Not if a prince come riding by, or Mark Antony himself to woo me.’

‘I wish I were a Mark Antony or Caesar, to be worthy of a wife as you. You would really marry an apprentice glover?’

‘I would marry a poet,’ she said softly. ‘Who else could I marry but one like you?’ She smiled. ‘You do not realise the miracle you are, Will Shakespeare. For you are not only a poet, but a man who will listen to a woman’s poems too. How could I marry a man who wanted me only to ornament his table and his bed, to bear his children?’

I flushed at the word ‘bed’. We had kissed, but not lain together. I would not profane our love by more. But to be married, to lie flesh to flesh each night . . .

‘We will be poets together,’ said Judyth. ‘One day perhaps a book may bear our
                names: Poems From a Lover to His Loved, and From Her to Him.’

‘You truly think your brother will agree if I ask him for your hand?’

‘Arnold is a good man. He will need persuading, but he will agree at last if it makes me happy.’ She hesitated. ‘Your family will welcome me?’

I kissed her hand. ‘How could they not?’

How could they not indeed? My parents must delight that I had found such a wife, young, beautiful, so well connected. And surely they would be glad to add a son’s wife to the household too. Our servant, Mary, was almost a crone now and toothless; nearly fifty — still less than the years I now bear. But mine are borne on a strong back, with not a day’s sickness except a weakness sometimes of the bowels, and good teeth. Since I became a player I scrubbed them with orris root each night, and none have failed me but one at the back, broken.

My pen begins to prattle . . . I was speaking of my Judyth. I could see our married life together as clearly as my hand. Judyth would take Mary’s place in our household, helping my mother. As my parents aged, and my brothers and sister grew up and left home, Judyth would cosset and comfort them in their old age. (My father was then eight years younger than I am now, but I thought him Methuselah.)

I wandered home, seeing her cheeks in every rosehip, hearing her laugh in every stroking of the breeze.

My father sat in the sunlight on the bench outside our hall, peering at the stitching on the fingers of a glove, which needs to be so fine it will not show a seam and spoil the line.

He looked up at me. ‘Well, son?’

I grinned at him, the man I trusted above all else, in wisdom and in love. ‘Very well indeed, Father. May I bring you some new ale?’

He blinked at me. His eyes were clouding even then from so much close work. ‘You may. Bring one for yourself too.’

I fetched the ale from the kitchen. We sat together, gazing at the young cabbages and leeks and turnips.

‘Whose glove is it?’ I asked. I hadn’t known we’d had new orders.

‘No one’s, nor like to be.’

I noticed he had left the fingers open at the ends, and the glove’s sides too. This glove could fit many a hand if a customer should come. I supposed he worked to keep his hands busy.

I put my mug of ale down, and took my courage in my hands. ‘Father, I would marry.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘I have been thinking the same, my son.’

My hopes leapt like a spring deer. ‘Her name is Judyth, Mistress Marchmant. Father, she is the most lovely, most gentle of girls —’

He held up his hand to stop my bubbling words. ‘I know the girl. Most beautiful indeed. I know her family too.’

‘They are above us in station, but she cares naught for that. She will tell her brother that we love each other —’

Once more Father held up his hand. ‘Love,’ he said, ‘does not put bread upon the table. Does she have a dowry?’

‘Three fields, Father, that bring in six pounds a year.’

He looked at me sharply. ‘Fields owned in her own right, or owned by her brother?’

‘By her brother. She but gets the rent.’

‘I see.’ Father finished the ale before he looked at me again. He wiped the foam from his lip and beard. ‘In what house will you put this wife of yours?’

‘Why here, Father.’

He did not meet my eyes. ‘This house is mortgaged.’

I stared at him. I knew of the loss of Mother’s fields, sold to meet his debts. I had not known of this.

‘If we do not make payment by the quarter-day, we lose it all.’

It says much for my father’s care that he had never let us know how bad our affairs had become. But I sat as if the whole of winter’s snows had descended and frozen the world and my heart too. How could this be: the family of a man who had been high bailiff become homeless, no roof above our heads?

If we lost this house, what else might we be? My mother had no sisters living; my father had no brothers to take us in. Back in the old King’s day, the Abbey would have sheltered us. The sisters would have set our women to needlework, we men to tend their fields. We would not have starved, nor frozen in winter. But now or then to be homeless meant there would never be the hope of home for us again. For if we had no house, no gloves could be stitched. Gloves need an air-room to stretch the leather and dry it so it keeps its shape; a warm room so the glover’s fingers are nimble enough to make the stitches; a room with windows enough to give good light.

We would have all the light we needed under the green trees. Till winter came, and the leaves were gone, and we, as beggars, froze as well. It was impossible. Yet, looking at my father’s face, I knew it to be true.

I said, still trusting him, ‘Father, what can we do?’

He did not look at me but in his empty tankard. ‘You, my son, must marry.’

‘But, Father —’

He held up his hand. ‘Mistress Marchmant is a small, fair girl, and six pounds a year is a small, fair dowry. But it will take more than a small dowry now. It would be different if she had the fields to sell, but rent . . .’ He shrugged. ‘Six pounds would not tickle the stomach of my debt. You must woo yourself an heiress, lad, to save us all.’

And that was how my father sought to sell me; not at age ten, but at eighteen.

Dinner: a haunch of veal, cold, as the servants are holidaying; a pigeon pie, made yesterday; cheese cakes; almond biscuits; prunes; raisins of the sun; a damson cheese. My wife spiced cider to warm our stomachs with the cold meal. Supper: a brawn of kid; pickled mushrooms; butter with oatcakes, as no bread was baked today; apples and cheese tarts.

Bowels this afternoon a trifle queasy from cold meats and oatcakes, but waters remain clear.





Wednesday, 18th November 1615


This day I did the accounts for this household, the first for two months. My wife’s tallies are most neat; nor did I find fault. My position being better even than last quarter, I called her and told her that for the next twelve months she shall have thirty pounds for all expenses, clothes and everything. She was much content, not having expected half that much.

My daughter Judith came in to kiss me, for she shall have a new dress, of sarcenet, and new stockings too. She sat upon my knee and twirled her curls, which I have noticed is the way with her when she wishes me to give her aught.

‘Winter’s days are short,’ she said.

This being true, I did not reply.

‘But they are brighter with good company to dinner.’

‘We will have guests over Christmastide. And Susanna and good Dr Hall bring the sun even into winter’s dullness,’ I said.

Susanna plays the harpsichord, which neither my wife nor Judith have accomplished. With her loss, we have music and dancing only when she visits.

Judith pouted. I hid my smile. This was not how she had planned the conversation.

‘We could ask new people to dine, Father,’ she offered.

‘That is indeed possible,’ I said. ‘If angels can dance upon a pin, a man can have new faces at his table.’

‘Thomas Quiney has a most interesting face.’

I stood, removing her from my knee. ‘You have had dealings with Thomas Quiney?’

The landlord of Atwood’s tavern was as free with his affections as his ale. I remembered how he had bowed to us at the Mop Fair.

‘I have but seen him in church and at the market, no more,’ she said hurriedly. ‘Not even to talk to him.’

The lady doth protest too much.

‘He is not a man I will see at my table.’

‘Because he is in trade, not a gentleman?’

‘Because though he be a man, I doubt his gentleness. And that is all to be said of Thomas Quiney, or ever will be said. You understand?’

‘But, Father —’

‘Do you question your father’s word?’

‘No, Father,’ she said. ‘I do greatly love thee.’ She smiled and kissed my cheek again.

Oh, John Kneebone, I thought, my tenant farmer Lear. How will your daughters smile when you have naught to give them? My daughter’s smile today is for the new sarcenet dress, not for a father.

I may have put my books away but yet they follow me. The squire’s son and pretty
                Bess for Romeo and Juliet, for today I saw Bertram in the field below our house, and
                he was not there to milk our cows, but to stare at pretty Bess. Old Kneebone is our
                Lear; and it is whispered that Mistress Feathergale may be a witch, having no
                husband nor son to bring her meat to table, yet at three score and ten she still has
                all her teeth. And when she walks in the woods, it be not just to gather firewood for her
                cottage. Does she mutter prophecy, like the hags in my Macbeth? Nor must I
                forget Thomas Quiney, for he would make a right good Bottom, his handsome face
                hiding his true nature as an ass.

Dinner: beef steaks with anchovy; hare, jugged; saddle of mutton, boiled then roasted; beef marrow bones with mustard; pickled artichokes; a jelly of pippins and rhubarb, and one of quince, of which I did not eat; cheese; May butter; raspberry wine of my wife’s making, two years old and fine.

Bowels: steady once again, and waters clear.





Thursday, 19th November 1615


To market with my wife, for naught but to receive the bows of gentlemen and to return them, for though Jem walked behind to carry our purchases, they were in truth small. The days when my wife must market and carry her own basket are long past. And the evenings when I sat at my table above the inn and shared my bread and cheese and candles with the rats have vanished too, like the spirits of the air.

These days the traders call on us, not we on them. But my wife saw a fine brace of quails for Jem to carry, a dozen snipes and a hare, of which I am most fond. These wild meats are all we need that are not of our fields or from our tenants, except for venison that my Lord Sheriff makes me a gift of when he goes hunting, or boar from the squire.

A small boy looked wistfully at the hot chestnuts, so I gave the seller tuppence for the boy to have his fill, and did not know till afterwards, till I felt the tears cold upon my cheeks, that I thought of my lost son, and how Hamnet ate those chestnuts each time we visited the market.

Back here, to the warmth of my chamber fire, and to my book. In truth, even if the days grow short, there be not enough of interest to fill them.

Deeds of the past give more delight:

Their brightness doth make even winter bright.

And tears, although they cleave the soul,

Are yet the salt to make a memory whole.

I see my father as clearly now as if he were not dead these fourteen years. I hear his voice long decades past as he did bid me forget Judyth and find myself an heiress to save our family from disgrace and homelessness and death.

I wrote again that night. Words were the only sword to cut the anguish from my heart, and place it upon the paper. Words, words, words.

At last, exhausted, I copied out my scribbles in a fair hand:

Doubt that the earth doth move,

Doubt that the stars are fire,

Doubt truth to be a liar,

But never doubt I love.

I met her beneath the beech tree the next day, on the twelfth heartbeat of the great church clock. We kissed, as we had kissed each time before. I have supped with princes, ay, and a queen too, but no wine was as sweet as Judyth’s kisses then.

I pulled the poem from my sleeve.

She read the words, then looked at me. ‘Oh, William.’

All my fine words fled, like a hare that hears the hounds. My soul stood naked as a newborn babe. I said, ‘We cannot marry.’

She stepped back. ‘William! Do you mean to jilt me?’

‘’Tis no jilting to break what never was.’

‘And yet you say you love me?’

Should I have said that I did not? It would have been kinder if I had, but I did not know that then.

I said, ‘My father has lost all, will lose our house come quarter-day. I have no home to give you. Nothing comes from nothing. Nothing ever will. I will be a glover’s apprentice to a master who makes no gloves, nor has a hall in which to make them.’

She looked into my eyes and took my hand. I feared mine was trembling, but hers did not. ‘You will make your own way, William. As a blacksmith forges iron, you will forge greatness with the fire of your will.’

‘How? What can such a wretch as I do?’

For I had no other trade; nor could I enter one without the price to pay to be apprenticed, or the higher price still to join a merchant’s guild.

‘Truly, your brilliance dims the sun! To write the words you do . . .’

‘Would your brother take me as a secretary?’ I tried to smile. ‘You know I write a fair hand.’

She bit her lip, suddenly prosaic. ‘Arnold has a man to do that work, nor do I think he would employ thee, even for love of me.’

‘Then what must I do? We cannot live on air, as the birds do.’

She said simply, ‘You can be a schoolmaster.’

Why had I never thought of that? Admittedly, I had little Latin and less Greek, but I knew my classics, could figure and write dancing couplets. The books I had borrowed from my schoolmaster in the last six years had taught me well. A school usher could not support a wife like Judyth, much less help my family, but a schoolmaster in a good school or household might.

‘How does one become a schoolmaster?’

I was embarrassed to ask her. But she had seen more of the world in her three years away than ever I had, as well as hearing the merchants’ tales at her father’s and brother’s tables.

‘Why, advertise as tutor to a family, and then in two years, or even three, apply to a school that will make you an usher, and then, seeing your quality, will make you master with your own house, where you will need a wife.’

‘You would marry a schoolmaster?’

She nodded. ‘I would gladly be a teacher’s wife, if that teacher was you.’ She stepped back, though her fingers were still laced with mine. ‘I will wait for you,’ she said softly, ‘for as many years as you need to carve your place in the world. I would wait till a single drop of water carved your name upon a rock, and then my name, in a heart to bind us both. You will be a poet, William, not just a schoolmaster. You are greater than this small town. This tragedy has been sent, perhaps, to make you leave it, so you may rise, uncramped and unconfined. Men yet unborn will read your words. And they will read my name and say, “She was his wife.”’ She kissed me gently then. That one soft kiss moved me more than when our tongues had clashed like cymbals.

I did not move. If I had moved, I would have clasped her to me until the Avon had washed the last tear of rain from this land.

She slipped away, beyond the leaves, and still I stood, feeling her touch upon my fingers. Even now, I feel her fingers on this gnarled hand with which I write.

For she was right, this quiet girl. I, Will Shakespeare, could forge a future for himself, as had my ancestor who had given us our name, shaking his spear for some great lord. I might even make my name and fortune as a poet. But not by quarter-day.

By next quarter-day I could be in the employ of a merchant’s household, tutoring his sons who needed no more Latin than I, a glover’s son, had to impart. But this I knew too: that wage would not keep my family from starvation, much less keep my father’s house and dignity, nor would I be paid it till I had worked a full year’s quarter.

What choices do wretches such as I have, crawling between earth and heaven? My Judyth, or my family? My love, or duty?

I knew, even then, which I had to choose.

Dinner: a loin of pork with apple sauce; quail, roasted, with egg sauce; a coney pie; oxtail with mustard; cheese cakes; rhubarb fool; butter; biscuits with our crest; and raisins of the sun.

Bowels and waters: steady, like my life, were it not that I have bitter memory by day and dreams that bite at night.





Friday, 20th November 1615


Susanna came to visit this morning. She and her sister talk of a visit to Shottery to see my wife’s brother’s family as if it were a visit to snow-clad Elsinore, or Venice with its sun-kissed canals and gondolas. Cramped, damped, confined we squat in our small Stratford world. And trapped, like a bee in the honey pot, and I a gentleman within it.

But I still have my memories.

I did not tell my father what Judyth had proposed. Her way would mean I could live and eat and marry, and maybe one day come to fine prosperity. But my tutor’s wage would save me, yet leave my family beggars.

She thought I had a choice. But I had none.

I lay awake that night and no words came to give her. The next morn I heard the church bell toll out twelve. My heart longed to run to the beech tree. My feet were bound by duty. I sat by the window in our hall and stretched at the leather for a glove that no one had yet ordered. I could not go to her, kiss her, talk of love to her, if I could not honourably ask her to be my wife. Judyth Marchmant was no kitchen maid, no farrier’s widow, to be kissed and left. Yet my very bones and every thought ached for her.

Another night, and then another.

My dreams shipwrecked my sleep. I saw myself declaiming verse while all around me a crowd watched, as if we were all trapped in amber awe. I saw a portrait of an older, balder self with beard and the fine clothes that said ‘gentleman’, and before him a small crowd and a voice that said, ‘Here is the portrait of Shakespeare, poet.’

I woke and thought, that could be me, if I have the courage to follow Judyth’s words. Perhaps if I had a tutor’s position I might take a loan to pay the quarter’s owing on our house; or whoever my father had borrowed from might extend the loan to me if I had the means coming to pay it off. In the meantime, my mother had earrings my father could sell . . .

On the first stroke of twelve I ran to our beech tree, and lifted up its curtain. She was not there. Had she been there the last two days, waiting, waiting, and I did not come?

And then I saw a ribbon, tucked into the first fork of the tree. I reached for it and found it tied a parchment. I rolled it out.

I had thought perhaps to have a declaration of her love again; a promise she would wait; a reproach that I had abandoned her . . . I do not know exactly what I thought I’d find. I had not expected this.

Small writing, each loop furled as evenly as the sail of a great ship blown by the most kind of winds. Even my old schoolmaster could not write like this.

And then I read the words:

Love is not love

Which alters when it alteration finds,

Or bends if ever to remove.

Love never dies, as frail flesh proves.

O no, it is an ever-fixed mark

That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

It is the heaven’s star, the tree’s firm bark,

Once love is given, it cannot be taken.

I sat upon the ground, and wondered. Then I cried.

Dinner: minced collops, for my wife has the toothache again and can eat nothing but pap; chicken blancmange; mashed turnips and green pottage; stewed rhubarb with Spanish cream.

‘We will fast in Advent soon enough! A man in his prime must have proper meat, wife,’ I told her, when the servants had left the room. ‘Except on fast days when I choose not to pay the meat fine, it is meet that I have meat!’

She did not see the joke.

Bowels: improved.





Saturday, 21st November 1615


Grey rain, a grey day, clouds like an old man’s beard covering the sky. If angels weep, it would be thus.

Pah! I do not write for lords and princes now, nor for commoners who like to think they can follow lordly wit, but for no eyes but mine. If angels wept, their tears would not fall in our earthly sphere; nor would they rain as miserably as this. No tempest, no growling winds, just rain, and rain again.

The squire’s son looks as miserable as his horse. (Their noses have some similarity as well.) But he comes most dutifully to see how his father’s new gates grow. I could have told my Romeo it is no use trying to meet Juliet today, for no maid will even go to the baker’s. The bread would be sodden before they could fetch it home.

He mounted his horse again, both wetter than when they came, and I sit here by my good fire, and gaze at the greyness out the window, my words which once flashed faster than a torrent now hesitant from my pen. I must write of Anne now. And yet it worries me a little to do discourtesy to her, who has been a most dutiful and pleasant wife for over one score years and ten. Ay, there’s the rub. Anne has been most pleasant. But naught more.

I did not know if I wished my father’s plan to be possible, or to prove so Herculean a task as to leave me, at the quarter’s end, forced to do anyway what Judyth had suggested: seek employment as a tutor, so my wages might give my family a roof and bread, even if that roof was but a humble hut.

Stratford was not overly endowed with heiresses, and surely none for a young man with a mortgaged home and still apprenticed at eighteen. There were but two: Rosamund, daughter of the squire, and far above my touch; and aunt of the young lout I see sighing for young Bess. The other . . .

‘Mistress Anne Hathaway,’ said my father, staring at the fire.

‘Bartholomew’s older sister, that lives near Shottery?’

‘Ay. That’s the one.’

‘But she must be thirty at least, Father.’

‘Twenty-six,’ said my father shortly.

An heiress? How could that be? I had known Bartholomew at school, though but slightly, for he was five years ahead of me and stayed for two more years at school. He was married now, with two young sons. His father had died the year before. His stepmother still lived with them. It was a good farm, nearly one hundred acres and prosperous. But it was Bartholomew’s, and not his sister’s.

‘What fortune does she have?’ I asked my father.

‘Six pounds, thirteen shillings and fourpence, the value of two fields under her father’s will, to be paid on her marriage,’ he said calmly. ‘But her two godfathers will give forty pounds between them to guarantee there be no impediment to her marriage, those forty pounds to come to her husband when she has been wed. The girl cared for them during their illnesses and did them kindnesses. Neither has children of his own, nor is likely to, and both wish her to be established.’

Only last year I gave three hundred pounds to each of my daughters’ estates, beyond their other interest in my fortune when I shuffle off this mortal coil; but for me then, forty-six pounds was — almost — a fortune.

‘Is forty-six pounds enough?’ I asked.

‘It will serve.’ My father looked at the fire again, as if he hoped the flames
                might show him the future. ‘If the next harvest is good, and people buy gloves once
                more, and if the winter storms do not take the Silver Hind, then our fortunes
                will be quite restored.’

I thought: you sell my life, as you sold my mother’s fields then mortgaged our
                house, to invest in the cargo of this Silver Hind, upon an ‘if’. But this man
                was my father. I was sure he loved me.

Had Farmer Forrest loved Ned too?

Father met my eyes. He said gently, ‘Anne is a pleasant girl, one most suited to be your wife. She has kept house since her mother’s death, a comfort to her father, and stayed unmarried out of duty to care for him until his death. Mistress Marchmant is used to servants waiting upon her, and a housekeeper to make all right. With Anne, we need keep no maid; a saving not just in wages but in food and drink. Her cheese is the best in all Shottery, her ale sweet. It says much for her godfathers’ esteem that they will give so much to see her settled, now her father is not with us in this world.’

A pleasant wife, good tempered, who made fine cheese. A year ago I might have been content, even with one so many years older than myself.

I wanted to ask, ‘How much exactly do you owe?’ But I would get no plain dealing; nor perhaps was there plainness to be had if my father’s borrowings were many. But forty-six pounds, thirteen shillings and fourpence would pay our mortgage, it seemed. It was my father’s price for me, and for the bond I owed to him.

Dinner: pigeons, the Italian way, which I do favour; a savoury veal pie; green sauce with wheat leaves; a pupton of apples; half-dried peas with butter; mutton steaks seethed with a wine sauce; parsnip fritters; a dish of turnips, mashed; cheese cake and pippin jelly pie; to drink, warmed claret wine with cinnamon and sugar. A roast of beef at supper, my wife following my request for meat.

Bowels: comfortable. My very life is comfortable, like a lark’s within a lady’s cage.





Sunday, 22nd November 1615


More rain. Feet and fingers still chilly from our time in church. Another poor sermon or, ought I say, one that began poor. For the rest, I dozed, rising only to sing the hymn; and right badly it was sung too, half the parishioners being hard of hearing and the rest with voices spoilt from calling to the pigs or sheep or cows.

Talking with the parson after church, Thomas Quiney did come up to us and bowed as I asked the parson if he would dine with us.

Straightaway, Judith said to Quiney, ‘Why, sir, will you dine as well?’ and he said, ‘Yes,’ before I, her father, could say a word. And how could I then say nay; nor box her ears in front of all?

Susanna and her husband, Dr Hall, came to dine with us as well. Fine conversation with Dr Hall spoilt, for Master Thomas would talk only about his dogs and hunting hare. He even asked me to ask his Lordship if he may hunt deer on his estates, as if he were fine enough to put his foot upon my Lord’s estate. I told him it is for his Lordship to offer a day’s hunting, not for me to ask.

I remembered then how I once asked the old Queen if I might kiss her ring. She slapped my face with her white fingers lightly for my presumption, and gave her smile: ‘You may kiss my hand, Master Shakespeare, and you may keep my ring.’ And so I did. Her hand was soft, except where it was calloused from holding the reins, for even in her last years she still rode. Her skin smelt sweet, of roses and orris root.

One does not sell a queen’s ring; not if the Queen may hear of it. But after her death, I did give the ring to Mistress Davenport the day she was delivered of my godson, William, though both she and I believe that William be my natural son as well. A good lad, and if I may not own him, I have still settled a hundred pounds to his mother and stepfather (or true father, as he is generally known), saying it was thanks for their hospitality, he being the innkeeper where I stay between Stratford and London town. And as for William, the ring will be his to sell or keep. I have not lain with his mother since. One may cuckold a husband once, but twice and he is likely to grow suspicious.

I did not tell Quiney this, and not because my wife and daughters would hear it too. The lout pulled the salt from Dr Hall’s place to his, and dipped his meat in it, and when the ewers came to wash between the courses he dipped his spoon in, thinking it be soup. An ass would have more manners, for an ass would know his place.

After dinner, we did dance while Susanna played. It did my bowels no good to see my daughter dance with Quiney, her hand in his, and him as free upon my hearth as if I had asked him here. Later we played at cards, but the sky was heavy as if with early snow and our guests departed before supper. I was glad to see Thomas Quiney’s back go down the path towards his tavern sty.

‘I will not have him here again,’ I warned my daughter. ‘Did you not see how he piled his trencher, as if he feared our serving men would snatch the dishes from the table ere our guests had had their fill?’

‘Perhaps the poor man has not eaten such a good meal before,’ she answered quietly. She twined her curls, and smiled at me. ‘For surely our table is the best in the whole shire, sir, due to your good care, and Mother’s.’

I was not used to such good sense and courtesy from her. I merely said, ‘I will not have you speak to him again.’

She answered, ‘Yes, Father,’ which was not what I had expected either. So I chucked her under the chin and said she was a good girl and I would bring her a bolt of satin back from London, and who knows but that one of our Christmas guests might win her heart? Although I doubt it, for they be friends of wit and judgement, both of which my daughter sadly lacks.

She smiled at me, then went to join her mother sewing by candlelight; and I to this room, with the fire flickering, new candles waiting to be lit, sand to soak up blotches on the page, and fresh ink in the pot. It seems my wife has noticed that I write much now, and has told the maids to ensure that what I may need is to hand. But the sand I do not need, for any blots I am content to leave upon the page. (A habit of my younger years, when I must write each draft so fast there was no time for blotting. Audiences demand a new play every day, and kings command a dozen. Nor do actors care if their parts are smudged, as long as they are fat ones that will tickle the purses of the crowd and so give their contents to us.)

But I have written enough of today now.

Three days from that hour when my father chopped my hopes as neatly as any French executioner with his axe, he held up a new pair of lambswool gloves he had been embroidering with small French beads and said, ‘These are for Mistress Hathaway, Bartholomew’s wife. I offered them to her at a good price last market day, less than a tenth their worth. If you would deliver them to the farm tomorrow, you should find Mistress Anne at home.’

This time I watched the flames, not my father’s face. Father has been long planning this, I thought. He has set the trap with gloves. Now it is my turn to be the bait.

I had seen Mistress Anne of course, but not for near ten years, for her family attended the church at Temple Grafton. I had been but eight years old when I had last seen her, and she already a woman. A face a little like a friendly cow, I remembered, as her brother resembled a Hereford bull.

The breeze whispered autumn as I walked to Shottery. Larks called, but no bird sang within my heart as I walked along carrying a bunch of late roses picked by my mother and a tart of crab-apple jelly, the gloves wrapped in parchment in my satchel. The gifts made me no mere delivery boy, but the son of the man who had been high bailiff of Stratford and so should be asked to dine.

The Hathaway farm sits outside the village — a goodly house with three chimneys, all with steady smoke, the thatch well tended, the garden filled with flowers at the front instead of a cottager’s turnips, as befitted a yeoman farmer with his own land. I almost fled between the flowers. Once that door was opened, I would see her with whom I must languish my life till death us do part.

But then the smell of hearth cakes met me, and roasting chickens. These normal comforts gave me strength to knock on the door.

A middle-aged servant answered, thin-faced, in white apron and cap.

I smiled. ‘Is your mistress in — Mistress Hathaway, or Mistress Anne Hathaway?’

‘I am Mistress Anne Hathaway,’ she answered. Her voice was gentle, pleasant and quiet.

This seeming servant was the sister of the house? I glanced at her again. She was younger than I had first thought, her face unwrinkled in the shadows, merely worn and pale. But I had no time to stare. I bowed, my hat almost touching the ground, and tried to recover from my error.

‘I beg forgiveness, Mistress Anne. The scents of your good dinner made me think of kitchen matters.’ I smiled and held out my flowers. ‘I am Master William Shakespeare. My mother gave me these to give to your sister-in-law. But sweets must go to sweet, and flowers to the fair. Pray, you take them.’

She flushed and hesitated, as if she’d never had a compliment before.

I examined her behind my smile. Her hands were red and rough as a servant’s; the apron clean, the dress beneath it faded. Her hair was bound up beneath her cap. Her teeth were good.

I remembered my other errand. ‘I have Mistress Hathaway’s gloves. Is she at home that I may see that they fit her?’

‘Indeed, Master Shakespeare.’

She stood back to let me in, then led the way to the hall. A fire at one end, with two chickens roasting on the spit. The smell of hearth cakes was stronger.

A woman of perhaps twenty years sat feeding a baby, while a small boy crawled about the floor. She quickly closed her dress as I came in.

‘Anne, how thoughtless. Pray you, good sir, forgive our disarray. My husband’s sister has little wit at times.’

I dared not look back at Mistress Anne.

‘Mistress Hathaway, I am William Shakespeare, sent by my father to deliver your gloves, and to see they cover your fair hands as befits their beauty. My father was most insistent upon the beauty of your hands, and I see ’tis true.’ I held out the tart. ‘And this is a gift from my good mother.’

Behind me I was aware of Anne arranging flowers in a jug. No doubt Mistress Hathaway believed they were for her too. Her face brightened.

‘Please, Master Shakespeare, do sit.’ I sat at the table where she directed me, on her right hand. ‘Anne, fetch ale. Tell your brother we have a guest for dinner.’

Mistress Hathaway reached for the package.

‘Please, let me,’ I said. ‘Only a master glover should set gloves upon these fair hands.’

She simpered. I had never seen simpering before, but this was it.

I drew the gloves carefully over her fingers, the right first, and then the left. The gloves were of the finest skin, from an unborn lamb, dyed blue and embroidered with cornflowers and French beads at the wrist. Had she but known it, these gloves were worth all in this small hall. But there had been no call for such fine skin or embroidery in these hard years.

Mistress Hathaway stared at them in delight. ‘See, Anne, are they not beautiful?’ She frowned. ‘Anne, young James is in the woodpile again. Have you no eyes, girl?’

She looked at me, expecting agreement. I looked at the gloves instead, straightening a finger seam to distract her.

Anne pulled young James onto her hip, fetched a jug of ale, then two tankards.

Her sister-in-law hissed, ‘The glasses, girl!’

Venetian glassware! Ladies’ dresses in blue silk danced around the glasses’ rims. I wondered at a farmer having such luxuries. Indeed, I was being treated as the ex-bailiff’s son that the district knew, not as the near bankrupt my father truly was.

‘They were part of my dower,’ Mistress Hathaway informed me as I admired them, as I was clearly meant to do.

Anne put a dish of hearth cakes on the table. I bit into one. Hot steam, a breath of honey and more cinnamon. This house lived well. And yet they had no maid, it seemed.

‘You will stay to dine, Master Shakespeare?’

‘How could I not, with such fair company?’ I spoke to Mistress Hathaway, but caught Anne’s eye. She flushed, but looked more confused than flattered, as if she could not believe that this courtesy was meant for her.

Still with the child on her hip, Anne lifted pots, laid a cloth upon the table and fetched plates, while her sister-in-law prated of her visit to London with her father afore she was wed. I listened with good heart to the tale of the dancing bear, and of Her Royal Majesty riding a black horse, a plume in her hat, her hair still as red as flame.

‘It is wondrous indeed to see the Queen,’ I said, ‘but here in Shottery we have beauty too.’

I looked again at Anne as I said it, but both she and her sister-in-law took it to mean the younger woman sitting with her baby and her ale, not the one in the long apron tending the fire. I wondered where her stepmother was. Later I learnt she had the dropsy, and kept to her room upstairs, Anne caring for her needs as well.

At last Bartholomew came in. He had grown more bull-like since our years at school together, but he greeted me heartily, repeated that I must dine with them, and sat himself at the end of the table. He carved the chickens while Anne laid more dishes on the board: a dish of mashed turnips, cheese cakes, more hearth cakes, sweet with honey as well as plain, a dish of baked apples and another jug of ale.

‘You must excuse the lack of bread, Master Shakespeare,’ said Mistress Hathaway. ‘Anne has not found time this last week, it seems, to go to the baker’s to bring us loaves.’

‘I will go tomorrow, if you can spare me.’ Anne’s voice was quiet, still pleasant.

‘At six of the clock and no lingering!’ Mistress Hathaway said it with a laugh, but there was steel beneath.

Bartholomew said grace. We ate.

I took my spoon and knife out of my pouch — the best our household had, come with my mother’s dower — and waited for Anne to join us, but instead she took James upon her knee on the stool by the fire and fed him with a spoon, and cleaned up the good half that he spat out. She set him on the floor away from the fire with blocks of wood to play with, and took the baby so Mistress Hathaway could eat with full attention, of which she did right heartily. Not much was said beyond, ‘This chicken is dry, Anne. You left it on the spit too long.’

At last, one whole bird and most of the cheese cakes in his belly, Bartholomew told me of the sad drainage of his lower paddock; the surprisingly fast growth of his best bull; his hopes for next year’s harvest.

Anne cleared the dishes, and placed an apple pie upon the table, a dish of pickled mushrooms and a dish of spiced codlins, a second course as befitted a dinner for company. She must have freshly made the pie for it was fried upon both sides, not baked as in a baker’s oven. Her brother smiled at her for the first time as he cut a good wedge of pie, though he did not offer thanks.

I wondered when she ate. After the family perhaps, on what they had left of dinner. Was it she who scrubbed the hearth so white, and the front doorstep? I could not ask, ‘Do you keep no other servant but your sister?’

At last the meal was over. In other company, I would have relished it greatly. I wiped my spoon and knife, and put them back into my pouch, hoping that Anne’s brother had noted the spoon was silver. Bartholomew left again, to converse no doubt with his surprisingly well-grown bull with which he had so much in common. Mistress Hathaway again took up her babe, who was crying now for his own dinner. I stood, to give her the privacy she needed.

‘Good day to you, Master Shakespeare,’ said Mistress Hathaway, as I bowed over her hand, bare of its glove now, as they were safe again within their parchment. ‘I hope we may see you soon again.’

Was she hoping for an invitation to dine with the family of the ex-bailiff? If so, it must come from my father.

‘I hope so too,’ I said.

‘Anne will show you to the door.’

Anne did, quietly preceding me again and handing me my cloak.

‘Thank you, Mistress Anne, and for the fine dinner.’ I smiled at her. ‘Never was there sweeter, or by a sweeter hand.’

She looked surprised, both at the compliment and that it were said at all.

‘Will you walk to the baker’s tomorrow?’

‘Yes, Master Shakespeare.’ Her voice was still low and pleasant.

‘Would you object if I were to meet you and walk that way?’

She gazed at me for as long as it takes to say half a prayer. I began to wonder if she were slow-witted, that with no conversation she had no reason to sit with her family at table. But it seemed she was only startled.

She glanced back, to make sure she was not overheard. ‘Indeed, sir, I would like that.’

‘Then I will see you tomorrow morn,’ I whispered. ‘And when the stars shine bright tonight, you will be the bright star that I dream of.’

She had naught to say to that too. But she watched me as I wended my way through the garden’s flowers and, when I turned at the gate, she waved. Her figure was slimmer than I’d thought under the dumpy apron. She looked younger and very much alone. No wonder her godfathers had sought to dower her. For the first time I pitied her and not myself.

This be the dinner that Ass Quiney piled upon his trencher: rabbits, stewed, for they are tough this season of the year, then roasted; saddle of mutton with a sauce of apples, cinnamon and cloves; a macaroni pie; radishes from our hothouses, with winter butter; turnips, mashed; an almond tart; a pippin jelly. Second course: mutton chops, cooked on the fire; a pigeon pie; sweetbreads in a sauce; a saffron cream; cheese; butter. Spiced wine to drink, and not from Quiney’s ale house, where it is said he buys barrels long past their prime, clears the bad wine with alum and disguises it with sugar.

Bowels and waters: excellent.





Monday, 23rd November 1615


My granddaughter, Elizabeth, is come after church with Susanna to sew with my wife, our hall being larger and better lit than theirs. A pretty girl, and with her mother’s wit, and with her dower will be no hard task to find her a good husband. Judith once more has gone to her friend Catherine, to help make sugared fancies for their Christmas feast. This skill at least she has. Her mother has taught her well.

The river has swum above its banks, flooding the turnip fields and Brussel’s sprouts, making naught happy but the ducks too stubborn to leave for winter. And I up here with a good fire, not for the warmth but to keep away the damp. Boredom stitches morning to the evening now, the days shorter, greyer and more dull. In summer I may spend a whole day admiring my fields, walking to inspect my granary, seeing the increase of my tenants’ sheep. But memory shines brighter than firelight on this autumn day, even when the past is bitter. And yet not each part of those days was wormwood. I had sympathy for Mistress Anne, and even liked her. It was no hardship to meet with her again, were it not for the whispers, ‘Judyth! Judyth!’ that sang about me every hour.

I met Anne the next day just beyond their garden gate. She wore a brighter gown than the day before, blue sprinkled with flowers. I wondered if it be her best, and if her sister-in-law might question her about it.

I realised I had naught to say. ‘Marry me and let me have your dowry’ was all that filled my mind. I stumbled on. ‘Fine day, is it not?’

The breeze was cold, and wet grass nibbled at my stockings, and an autumn mist shrouded the trees.

But she seemed to like the comment. For this, at least, she had an answer, as she had not for my fine words. Her smile again was pleasant. ‘It is fine indeed.’

‘How much bread must you get?’ I managed.

‘Ten loaves, sir. Four for today, and four for tomorrow, and two to thicken the pottage for young James.’

‘A heavy burden for so sweet a frame.’

Once more she looked startled. ‘Sir, I can carry a sow about to farrow. The bread is no weight, I assure you.’

Could a poet be wedded to a woman who boasted she could lift a sow?

‘That is most . . . admirable,’ I said.

‘And a basket of wet washing, sir, is no small burden.’

Did they make this girl do the washing too? Even tenant farmers hired a washerwoman.

I said with sudden feeling, ‘It is a hard life for you, Mistress Anne.’

She flushed. ‘It is the one I was born to, sir.’

‘But it is one that marriage may change. Do you wish to serve your brother’s family all your life? To be nursemaid to their children, and not your own?’

For once I had no cunning. I truly wished to know her answer.

It came softly. ‘No, sir.’

‘Anne, may I kiss thee?’

‘I . . . I do not know, sir.’

That was answer enough for me. I bent and kissed her lips gently. They tasted of hearth cake, no doubt left over from yesterday, while she made fresh for her brother’s family. For a moment she was still and then her lips moved on mine. I took her basket, laid it on the road, then kissed her again, the early mist a white cloak about us. When I at last broke away, her lips were flushed, her cheeks too. She looked almost pretty.

I picked up her basket and offered her my arm. We walked together to the fork near the village. I left her then, in case there should be gossip and her sister-in-law would scold her, and wended my way home.

No. To this book I will be true.

I left her that we be not seen and the talk repeated to my Judyth. For still I hoped that somehow my father’s fortune would be restored, the ship would return in time to save me with a good cargo of cloth or pepper, Spanish treasure. It was not Anne’s reputation I guarded, for if hers were lost, then she must marry me, but mine own.

Dinner: forced stuffed sirloin of beef; knuckle of mutton with oysters; an ox palate, baked, with mustard sauce; a dish of cockscombs; whipped syllabub with trifles; savoury soup of duck; a dish of coleworts with sweet butter; hartshorn flummery with rhubarb, it still growing well in our hothouses, despite the cold; apples; cheese; spiced wine.

Bowels and waters: exceedingly fine.





Tuesday, 24th November 1615


Our spices arrived from London today, on the cart of our John Robinson: raisins of the sun; fine currants; powdered sugar, loaf sugar; cloves and mace; liquorice, aniseed; cinnamon; rice; saffron to colour the warden pies; dates; a case of nutmegs; large ginger and ginger candied; one gallon of olives; one barrel of suckets; sanders and other dyes for colouring jellies, of which my wife, with her poor teeth, is most fond. They will see us through the winter if the road be closed to London. Of prunes this time we ordered none, my wife having pickled our crops this summer.

The house smells of spices as my wife and the maids unpack them to go in the cupboard to which only my wife has the keys. Our maids be good girls, and our serving men most trusted, but a nutmeg or a few cloves are a temptation for those who have them not.

I met with Anne twice more as she walked to fetch the bread on Tuesdays, for it seemed her sister-in-law deemed they could have yesterday’s bread or hearth cakes on the other days. I twice more kissed her too.

The next sally was my father’s: meeting Bartholomew as if by accident at the cattle sale, and asking him to dine the morrow and most especially bring his wife and sister.

My mother, Joan and Mary set the table well, with sucket spoons and plate that my mother had brought with her as part of her dowry. I half hoped that Mistress Hathaway would insist that Anne be left to mind the children, that they would arrive with some excuse. But there she was, in that blue dress with flowers and a veil, more suitable to a woman twice her age, covering all her hair.

Mistress Hathaway sat upon my father’s right, and Bartholomew upon his left, with the salt cellar in front of him to honour him, which would have left Anne and me across the table so we could not in all politeness talk. But my father had cunningly invited Anne’s godfathers as well, and my sister Joan to table, so Anne and I sat side by side.

My father asked Bartholomew to carve the turkey; a handsome bird and most expensive, which we could ill afford. My brother and I had trapped the larks for the lark pie the week before. There was a blancmange of chicken and almonds; a ragout of onions and one of cauliflower. For the second course we had roasted duck; pickled green walnuts; a French cream tart; and the last of the quince cheese, with small ale, strong beer and autumn cider.

Anne ate little and said less, but when I reached my hand to hers under the table she squeezed it back. She kept her eyes downcast while her sister-in-law chattered, but I could see her looking at our plate, our chairs, our hall.

Later I asked if Joan and I might show Anne the field behind the house and the new calf, Joan to be there as a chaperone of course. Joan ran ahead to gather grass to tempt the cow to bring her calf to us.

I smiled at Anne. ‘How do you like our home?’

‘I like it much, Master Shakespeare.’

She lifted her skirts above the wet grass. I saw worn shoes with no buckles, and a glimpse of a much darned stocking. And yet her sister-in-law wore silk.

‘It might be thine,’ I said.

She lifted her eyes to mine. I picked a late-bloomed rose, and ignored the thorn it left in my finger.

‘If this be a rose, why, you outbloom it. If this be day, then you must be the sun, and the sun of my life too. Will you marry me, Anne? To be my wife, my sun, my rose?

‘And if you say me nay,’ I added quickly, for I had prepared my speech the night before:

‘As thy presence is, gracious and kind,

Or to thyself at least kind-hearted prove:

Make thee another self, for love of me,

That beauty still may live in thine or thee.’

‘Yes,’ she said.

I blinked, unsure what next to say. I had words to entreat her, to praise her, but no words for a plain ‘yes’.

‘Oh, rapturous day,’ I said.

That seemed to be enough. She smiled.

But there was something missing here. Why did she give no cries of joy? Just that one small smile, and one word: yes. If she did not love me wildly, I was sure she did not hold me in distaste. My kisses were pleasant to her, and my company; and surely this house, where she would be daughter-in-law and, in years to come, wife of it all, must be welcome too?

Joan ran back to us. ‘Father is beckoning.’ And so we returned to the house, Anne at my side, her hands still holding her skirts above the damp.

I called upon her brother the next day. I wore my best breeches and shirt, wished I had aught but an apprentice’s cap.

Anne showed me in, her face as blank as her sister-in-law’s plates. There were no smiles nor kisses now.

Her sister-in-law rose and curtseyed as I came in, then left the hall with Anne.

Bartholomew bowed. ‘Master Shakespeare, I trust I see you well. I had meant to send thanks to your good father for our dinner. You may now bear the thanks to him from me.’ He did not ask me to sit, nor offered ale.

What was the matter here? Surely he must guess why I had come? And he was just a yeoman farmer, while my father had been high bailiff.

‘Sir, I come to ask for more than thanks. I wish to ask for your sister, Anne, to be my wife.’

Bartholomew affected to look surprised. But he must have seen the attention I paid his sister. If he did not know why I had come, why did his wife leave the hall, and Anne?

‘Are you serious, Master Shakespeare?’

‘Most serious, sir. I do believe Anne gives me her affection, as I give mine to her.’

‘Master Shakespeare, let me be blunt. You are eight years younger than my sister, a man not yet a journeyman, and yet you offer to take a wife?’

Had Anne known that he would refuse? Was that why she had given me only that plain ‘yes’?

I flushed. ‘I have my father’s house and estate to offer her.’ I wanted to add, ‘Who else do you think will marry her, twenty-six and plain of face, with chapped hands and faded dress?’

‘Sir, my answer must be no. I bid you good day.’

I hesitated, but no one came to accompany me to the front door. And so I turned and left, through the front door, along the garden path and out the gate. There was no sign of Anne.

I did not know if I was angry, despairing or relieved.

Dinner: pigeons, well fattened and roasted; and rabbits caught and fattened too, for it makes a man weak to eat only lean meat with winter coming; collops of beef; a pie of mutton tongues; jelly of pippins; small hollow biscuits; carrot puffs; sorrel with eggs; baked creams; a cheese with caraway; butter with liquorice and cinnamon; raisins of the sun. Jem has broached a new barrel of malmsey wine. I drank it hot, and found it excellent.

Bowels: at ease, and waters clear.





Wednesday, 25th November 1615


Judith is making garlands of holly, rosemary and bay, and Susanna has come to join her.

‘It will soon be St Thomas’s Eve,’ I heard Judith say to her sister.

Susanna laughed. ‘Will you put a green garland under your pillow to dream who might be your husband?’

Judith flushed, and looked down at the garlands. ‘I might. Did you dream of Dr Hall before he wooed you?’

‘I had good conversation with him the many times he dined with our family before he asked for me,’ said Susanna. ‘I knew him to be a man of sense and wit.’

‘But what of love?’ asked Judith.

‘Love comes with sense and wit and kindness,’ said Susanna, smiling to show that she had all these with Dr Hall.

But love can come with trickery as well.

‘Anne’s brother tells me nay,’ I told my father, all those years ago.

Father sat back in his cushioned chair, while I stood by on the hearth. ‘I had thought he might. For surely others have offered for her, with a rich dowry such as hers.’

‘But why does he refuse, sir?’

Father snorted. ‘Because while Anne is unmarried, he keeps both her fields for himself and her services as his servant. Do you think that wife of his could keep house as well as Anne? Her godfather Edmund says she makes the best small beer in the county.’

‘Then I have failed, sir, like the others.’

‘Not at all. You must take matters into your own hands, son. Or rather your codpiece.’

‘I . . . I do not understand, sir.’

I had already been drafting an advertisement to offer myself as a tutor, as Judyth had suggested; had looked at the beech tree, now shedding its autumn leaves, and dreamt of writing a poem tonight for her to find there.

‘If Anne is with child,’ my father said, ‘then she must marry you.’

He began to sing a song I had heard many times in the tavern, though had not thought to hear in our hall.

‘Each evening is Saint Valentine’s Day,

When a lad will find a time,

Through window or through door

To be a Valentine.

Let in the maid that out a maid

Was never maid no more

Alack, and fie for shame!

Young men will do it if they get a chance;

By lust, they are to blame.

Said she, “Before you got me into bed,

You promised me to wed.”

He answers, “So would I have done, by yonder sun,

If you hadn’t come to my bed.”’

‘You would have me . . .’

‘It is for the girl’s own good. To speak frankly, lad, her brother will not let her go else.’

‘But what if she says nay?’

But even as I thought it, I remembered Anne’s face: the heaviness of defeat that lay there, the hope when she looked at me. Anne would not refuse me.

My father looked once more at the fire. ‘She has a dowry and is therefore to be wooed; she is a woman and therefore to be won.’

Dinner: an ox tongue, roasted the French way; boiled mutton with rice; roast goose with sauce of spiced livers; a saffron broth with greens; parsnips with mustard sauce; pickled broccoli; cheese pudding spiced with caraway and nutmeg; a pudding of nectarines that had been dried, with cinnamon and nutmeg; cheese; spiced butter; biscuits. The new wine continues good.

Bowels and waters: steady.





Thursday, 26th November 1615


I met Anne the next Tuesday. More mist, swirling like cats’ wraiths about my feet, the dew turning the trees’ leaves to jewels.

‘Anne —’

For the first time, the only time, she interrupted me. ‘I am sorry. I can meet thee no longer. My brother —’

‘Your brother values you as the owner of fields that he can use for grazing and as a housemaid and servant,’ I said harshly.

She said nothing. A loyal sister, even now.

‘Anne . . .’ I took her hand. ‘Oh, how this spring of love resembles the uncertain glory of an April day, which now shows all beauty of the sun and, by and by, a cloud takes all away.’ It was a passage I had written the night before. ‘Lovers are not bound by brothers, nor by the laws of earth, but yet by love. Will you meet me tonight, behind the hazelnut hedge? For once two lovers are so joined, then no brother can have them parted.’

She knew what I asked. Better than I perhaps, for maids must think on swelling bellies more than a man, who can walk away, leaving them to shame.

‘I would not desert thee, Anne,’ I said. ‘My heart and all I have are yours, for ever more. Meet me tonight and we can make ourselves as one.’

Her voice was soft. ‘I will come.’

Anne, I saw, had thought of this too: the one road to freedom from her brother’s house.

I waited all the day, scraping leather, chopping wood, fetching water from the well for my mother, feeling my father’s eyes upon me. As soon as it was dark, he watched me slip out of the door. I crossed the fields, rather than risk being seen upon the road. The moon stood high, as if it watched me too.

Had Anne changed her mind? Or had another approached her, who had heard about her godfathers’ bond? Had she decided that if she must do this, she would do it with another, not with me?

A shadow moved within her cottage garden. I stepped back, into the darkness of the hedge.

She wore her nightdress and a shawl, and pattens to keep her feet from the mud.

She whispered, ‘If I am found, I will say I needed the privy, too bad to use the chamber pot.’

As a lover’s speech, it lacked a little.

I pulled her towards the hazelnut hedge. She did not hesitate, nor when I took off my cloak and laid it on the damp ground. I caressed her, glad of the widow’s lessons. She cried out once, in pain, then again — I think — in pleasure, or perhaps just gladness that the deed was done.

I waited till she had straightened her skirts, then kissed her on the lips. ‘This bud of love by summer’s ripening breath may prove a beauteous flower when next we meet.’

She did not answer, but she smiled and kissed me back, the first kiss she had offered of her own will.

The nightingale sang from across the river. The moon had sunk to rest upon the trees, but it was still light enough to see. Oh, lovers’ moon, I thought. If only I could love indeed. And yet, of course, I did.

My body smelt of Anne, of woman, yet I went not directly home but to the beech tree. Its leaves had turned to gold now and fluttered when I pushed aside the branches.

There was a note. How had I known there would be? Can two hearts truly beat as one? Two souls have like thoughts together?

It was too dark to read beneath the tree; the moon had sunk still farther to its rest. I scrambled home, the message in my sleeve.

A candle flickered in the hall. It was my father, sitting at his desk with his accounts.

‘Father?’ I said.

He looked up at me, his face clearing. ‘Well, son, is it done?’

‘Ay. It is done.’

‘Well, well, well.’ He took another candle and matched its wick to his, then handed it to me to make my way up to my bed. ‘You must go again tomorrow,’ he said quietly, and gave a wry smile. ‘Works such as yours, son, may take months to bear its fruit.’

Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow, I thought, will creep at their petty pace from day to day. If love gives wings, then this, the travesty of love, tears time to shreds upon the ground.

I said, ‘Good night, Father.’

‘Good night, my son. Or rather, good day, for thus it will be soon.’

I took my candle up the stairs, but not to bed. I stopped and pulled out Judyth’s note. Her writing. Her voice, soft in my ear:

Doubt that the stars are fire

Doubt that the earth doth move

Doubt truth to be a liar

But never doubt I love.

I crept into the room I shared with my brothers, and took the paper, ink and pen. I sat upon the stairs, took my courage in my hands, and began to write words of love and hope:

Enjoy’d no sooner but despised straight,

Past reason hunted, and no sooner had

Past reason hated, as a swallowed bait.

All days are nights to see till I see thee,

And nights bright days when dreams do show me thee.

I stared at them, waiting for the ink to dry, then rolled them up to keep them with my other papers, stuffed well into the feathers of our mattress, where they must stay.

For this was truth, and truth was what I could not give — not to Judyth, Anne, not to my father. But here, unbidden, I had given truth to myself.

Four invitations to dine this week, of which I have refused all, for there is neither table nor conversation to tempt me.

Dinner: a sirloin of beef; tripe, baked, with a leek sauce; ratafia puffs; minced mutton pies; blancmange of chicken; apricots, dried and stewed with marrow bone; a medlar jelly; spiced damson cream; cheese with caraway; biscuits; apples. The spiced wine I find even better now the lees have cleared.

Bowels: stopped a trifle. Waters clear.





Friday, 27th November 1615


Sat with my granddaughter, Elizabeth, for an hour this morning, reading her an old script of my Julius Caesar. At seven years old, she understood it well, and clapped and cried or sat wide eyed, as the tragedy unfolded. Yet I could not but think of the time I spoke to kings and crowds, and heard both the silence at my magic words and their applause.

Elizabeth wanted to know why do the ducks fly in winter, and where do they go. I told her they fly south, and to Venice, the most beautiful city in the world, and city of the most beautiful as well.

‘More than London?’ she enquired.

I smiled, for she has never seen the pits nor smelt the stench of London, where even the river smells of the privy pit. ‘Far greater and more beautiful.’

‘And have you seen Venice, Grandfather?’

‘In my mind’s eye, child, many a time. And that is how you may see it too.’

She frowned at that. A pretty child, with soft brown hair. ‘How do I open my mind’s eye?’

‘You must practise. As you do your sewing, think of bright castles and gleaming spires, of artist’s colour upon the walls, of canals instead of cobblestones.’

She kissed my cheek. She has my Hamnet’s smile, which is perhaps mine, or Anne’s. ‘Will we go there together in our minds’ eyes, Grandfather?’

‘Most assuredly, my child,’ I told her.

And, for a moment, watching her, holding her small warmth, I knew that in her I have been blessed.

Thy grandsire loves thee well

Many a time he danced thee on his knee

Sang thee asleep, his loving breast thy pillow

Many a matter hath he told to thee . . .

Elizabeth and her mother left soon after, Jem carrying a cheese for them, a bag of warden pears, and a pudding with raisins of the sun and dried apricots from our own trees.

My wife was below in the hall, embroidering my new shirts that I will wear to London after Christmas, and Judith with her friend Catherine, so I to my library, to my book. My wife has placed a jug of new pens upon my table, so I need not sharpen the nib from time to time, but take up a new one. So I write tonight with a new nib and fresh ink too.

So it were done with Anne, and done again each day that week and all that month, whenever she could sneak away; though once she wore a purple bruise upon her arm where her sister-in-law had struck her for failing to mind the pots.

I did not go again to the beech tree, not even to see if a ribbon waved within its branches.

Each night I wrote more words of love to enchant Anne with me, and each day I read them to her, for Anne, of course, could not read nor write, except perhaps her name.

I grant I never saw a goddess go;

My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground.

And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare

As any she belied with false compare.

When I read those words to Anne, she smiled and kissed me. But each word was for another.

And then, one day, Anne did not come.

I waited that morning in the lane around from their hall. Waited till the sun stared down from high above me, winking each time a cloud passed by. One of the labourers hoeing the turnips glanced at me as he placed his hoe over his shoulder and unrolled his lunch from a piece of cloth, so I left so as to cause no comment.

All that week I waited behind the hazelnut hedge, where I might spy her on the road and none see me, but still she did not come.

And then, at last, as if pulled by a cord inside my heart, my steps led me home past the great beech tree. A ribbon fluttered there. I looked both ways, then quickly retrieved it ere anyone could see, and thrust it up my sleeve.

I read it behind the beech tree:

For where thou art, there is the world itself,

And where thou art not, desolation.

I humbly do beseech of your pardon,

For too much loving you.

I did not answer.

My wife suggested we have company to dine, to cheer my autumn face, but I would have none, nor accept the invitations either, even from my Lord Sheriff. One consolation of my age is that one can refuse an invitation and it will be put down to weariness, not lack of courtesy. Yet I am not old, in neither limbs nor spirit. My weariness is of the soul.

Dinner: a soup of forcemeat balls of chicken; a hindquarter of mutton, roasted, with spiced dark beer sauce; a partridge pudding; veal sweetbreads with mustard; snipe seethed in elderberry juice sauce; a Virginia potato pie I know my wife has chosen to cheer me; carrots from the cellar, with butter; rhubarb, stewed; an apple pie; warden pears.

Bowels: regular, at last.





Saturday, 28th November 1615


Rain this morning, like yesterday and the day before. The sheep stand reproachful in the fields, as if it be their owners’ fault. And I feel like a sheep to say, ‘I have had enough of greyness. Give me sun.’

The rain turned to dribbling mist like an old man’s wet mouth after dinner time, when the squire’s son came to inspect his father’s gates and the smith’s daughter. Bess smiles at him but he does naught but gape.

That is not the way to woo a woman, lad! You need words, falling trippingly from your tongue. I have an urge to shout out the window, ‘For pity’s sake, lad, if you have not words enough, then poets have! Give her them as your own, and she will never know.’

I could throw him a copy of my sonnets — written in part for my Lord of Southampton’s wooing, and with which he had much success — that the squire’s son might pluck the fruit therein. He is a good-enough lad. If he weren’t, I’d have heard of it, for we are a small world here at Stratford. If your neighbour farts, you will hear ten tales of it the next day. Nor have I heard that Bess has smiled on any man before. Their stations, their families, are far apart. But should any man that walks this earth stand against true love? Could the squire’s son be happy with Bess? And if they love, should their two stations and their parents stand in their way?

’Twas not true love that brought Bartholomew Hathaway to my father’s house that evening, late, when good folk should be about their suppers and none to see him.

My mother offered him ale and cake. He would have none, but glared at my father until my mother took the children up from the hall.

My father said sharply, ‘William, you go too.’

I hesitated, for surely this matter must concern me.

Bartholomew said, ‘Ay, indeed he hath done enough already.’

And so I left. I tried listening at the stair door, but heard only Bartholomew most like a bull, snorting and pawing his ground, and my father’s voice, too quiet to hear what he did say.

At last the front door banged. I opened the stair door. Father sat on the bench by the fire. He did not look at me.

I said, ‘Is it done?’

‘Ay.’ His voice was heavy. ‘And what must be done is best done quickly. The banns will be read but once, this Sunday, and the marriage by special licence after.’

I did not know if the weight that crushed my chest grew tighter or less heavy, only that it was there. I had dreaded the readings of the banns over many weeks, knowing each time there would be the likelihood of Judyth hearing them.

‘How does one get a special licence?’ Was that my voice?

‘I will take care of it,’ said my father. I thought he would say more, but he kept looking at the fire. I had reached the hall stairs again when he said, ‘She is a good woman, and will make thee a pleasant wife.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Most pleasant.’

I did not write that night, nor for many more. It was as if my words, my true self, had died.

Dinner: venison, a gift from my Lord Sheriff, with juniper sauce; a capon, roasted, with livers; saddle of mutton with wine sauce; fried lambs’ stones; bacon toasts (for from this night we will have no flesh nor dairy till Christmas ends our Advent fast); sea holly seethed in marrow fat; a sallet of winter greens; cheeses from our dairy; spiced butter; biscuits; a caraway cream; warden pears baked in port wine.

Bowels: unexceptional.





Sunday, 29th November 1615


The first Sunday of Advent and green garlands about the house and the Advent candles lit in each window. The wind howls hungry for the scent of soul cakes, to so preserve the souls of men.

Already this afternoon two poor girls have brought their Advent dolls to the door to show us, and my wife gave each a penny. A farthing is the usual gift, but my wife has a kind heart and I a full purse. I saw her give each a fresh tart too, and was pleased at the delight in the girls’ faces as I looked out from the table where I write this book, to gather up the long hours of the wintery days till our guests come for Christmas.

A fine day, as our chairs carried us to church. As planned, I did purchase a portion of the church’s tithe on produce, for which I paid a low price because of the poor harvests. I think in the next year’s counting it will be a goodly sum. How is it that each time I conspire to make money, all turns to gold, yet for my father, it always turned to dust? I am no wiser man than he, and if I know more of the world now, I did not when I first began to make my fortune.

It is painful to remember those barren years, when our family had to keep a prosperous countenance turned to the world and yet count our farthings and my father’s debts. It stabs my fingers still to write of them. My father was a goodly man, a good father. He begot me, bred me, loved me. He did his best, and no man can do more. His only failing was in thinking he could make us rich and turn his son into a gentleman. Nor can I judge him for failing, for now his son is a gentleman indeed.

So I was married.

The church was at Temple Grafton, the licence from the Bishop, with some confusion for he first gave the licence to a different Anne, and it must be amended. There were none to witness it but the two families and Anne’s two godfathers, who were pleased that she was pleased and set to have a home and children of her own. Good men, like my father, and I a good son, to come to this. All of us good men, and surely it was no bad deed that we did, nor have I ever felt I sinned against her, for Anne was happy, and I had done my duty. I felt the glow of it even as I kissed Anne on the lips, my legal right at last to do so.

We walked from the church, her arm in mine, as man and wife till death us do part. And then I stopped, for Judyth sat there in the churchyard, on a grave crusted with lichen, her face colder than its stone.

How had she known I would be married this day, and not to her? Did her heart beat so truly in time with mine that she must know when legally my flesh became one with another’s? Later I learnt that Anne’s sister-in-law had prated, seeking to do her ill; that all the gossips knew our story. But that day all I knew was that Judyth sat there.

Judyth had waited. Had known none of my wooing of Anne until this day. Must have thought that I was seeking a position, and was keeping away from her honourably till I had the right to see her brother and say, ‘I wish your sister for my own; and here, see how I can support her.’

She did not speak, but her eyes met mine. Once more I was lost in that green sea, and have not, perhaps, swum from it since.

Anne spoke something then, and I turned to her. When I looked back, Judyth was gone.

Dinner, which the parson and his wife shared, and Susanna and Dr Hall: a pike, roasted, with green sauce; a pie of herring; collops that might be meat and yet are made with salt cod, spiced and moulded cunningly, and with spiced almond cream; a dish of Virginia potatoes, and one of sprouts, both dressed with Spanish oil and verjuice; a rhubarb pudding, the rhubarb from our hothouses still shooting well; a syllabub that comes from almond milk, not from the cow; a moss jelly of preserved cherries; comfits of aniseed and marzipan; olives; almonds; raisins of the sun; hot ale with baked apple that they call lambswool.

Bowels: steady.





Monday, 30th November 1615


If this were a play, I would write of tearful marriage quarrels and a termagant who must be starved of meat to keep her docile. Indeed, I have already written such a play, but it was not, as some have said, based upon my wife. My Anne was no shrew to tame. She remained as she had been before our marriage: dutiful, but now also happy. She sang as she podded peas with my mother sitting in the garden, her belly swelling, my mother smiling, my sister at their side. She was skilled at embroidery too, and of an evening sat beside the fire adding decoration to my father’s gloves as if she had been born to the craft.

My father too was well content. Anne’s dowry had paid his debts. I do not know if Anne knew how much our household owed her, but my father treated her with respect due to that and as his son’s wife.

And I? I had an obedient wife in my bed and serving at my table, and a life more comfortable by far because she was in it. Her godfathers were right: her cheeses were good, as were her hearth cakes and her roasting of a duck. This was the happiest she had ever been, and it showed.

And then the child — the small, red-faced, screaming, wrinkled scrap that has grown into the beauty of Susanna now. Like any father, I delighted at the miracle of new small life, the smiles that seemed for me alone. What had I to pine for?

A love. A life.

Not just my Judyth gone; for now, with my marriage, I was forbidden by law from taking apprentice at any other trade, or joining a merchant guild. Nor might a married man attend a university, even if I had the money to send me there or the favour of a patron that might make it possible. I was what I must always remain: Will Shakespeare, glove-maker and husband, of Stratford town, bound as strongly as if chains held me down.

I felt myself dwindle with each winking of the sun. Flowers, weeds, young trees might rise, but not young Will. My life had flowered and finished at eighteen, and all that was left to ripen were my seeds or children. My children should have new lives; not I.

I wrote in those barren years.

Nay, not barren, for my marriage bore good fruit: twins after Susanna, a girl whom I named Judith, and Hamnet, my son, my wife thinking that we named them for the baker and his wife, a friend of hers, not knowing that thoughts of any other Judyth still crept about my dreams.

Ah, Hamnet, what can I say of thee? Are there any words that can truly say what it means for a man to have a son, to carry on his house and name to generations through the years?

But when from high-most pitch, with weary car,

Like feeble age he reeleth from the day,

The eyes, ’fore duteous, now converted are

From his low tract and look another way.

So thou, thyself out-going in thy noon,

Unlook’d on diest, unless thou get a son.

Even on the first day my son was laid in the cradle with his sister, swaddled so only his red face showed, his eyes met mine. By the first week, he grasped my hand, as if he knew the bond between a father and his son. By ten months, he was crawling up the stairs if our backs were turned for two chimes of the church clock, while his sister gurgled in her cradle.

Seeing my son, I knew what my father felt; why he had turned his back on the secure world of a glover to deal in wool and land and ships, to try to make his sons’ position higher than his own. Gazing at my Hamnet’s face, I knew that I would do the same. I would give him the whole world, had I the power or need to do it.

But yet I knew that a wretch such as I, crawling between earth and heaven, had no right or means to change my lot, or that of my son. And though I knew happiness, I was not truly happy. This was a small, good life. I wanted more.

I wrote, for no one’s eyes; or rather, for just one, though I knew she would not see them.

There were no more messages in the beech tree; nor did I leave one, though each week I made sure to pass it, to see if a ribbon fluttered there. I wondered if she did the same, but could not ask.

I told myself that Judyth would soon marry, grow fat, and I would be glad of it. I lied even to myself. But she did not marry in those years. She lived still with her brother and his wife, an aunt to their children. Yet I did not think her life was as Anne’s had been. Arnold was no Bartholomew, to use his sister as a servant. It seemed he was content to let his sister have her choice, to marry or not; and surely the pleasure of her presence must be enough for him and his wife and their children, to have her as sister and aunt among them.

Perhaps, I thought, Judyth would rather be a maid, and free to write and read, than a wife whose husband says that she might not. For what man would take a merchant’s daughter who wrote? Who among the country clods would want a wife of fire?

I saw her little.

At church, she sat in the family box, cut off from the eyes of the motley — and from me. Outside church, she kept her eyes down modestly. And if at times I watched her from the corner of my eye, I never saw her glance at me.

Once I saw her at the market, a few stalls off, looking at some snipes hanging from a line, but when I looked again, she was not there. I wondered if she thought of me enough to keep away from me, from anger, jealousy or shame perhaps that she had let herself be kissed by a glove-maker’s apprentice, who had so shamefully wooed and wed another while he professed his love for her.

She had loved a poet. Now all she saw was another’s husband, still in his apprentice cap, his children in his arms. Did she know I had named my daughter for her?

I was a poet still. My wife was of the earth — the carrots that she peeled, the turnips she mashed and spooned, mixed with grated cheese, for the babes to eat. Yet while she slept, I sat and watched the stars. I wrote by candlelight. If my body was satisfied, my mind and soul still yearned. But I was caught; the bear clutched in the trap, and he himself had walked in there.

And to this book alone I must confess: William Shakespeare, gentleman, walked all knowing into my father’s trap again. For here I sit, once more writing words in secret, to be seen by myself alone. Once more I let my father make me what I am not.

Was Prospero happy when he drowned his books? Did Prospero sit before the fire and smile upon his grandchildren with no regrets? I did not think those questions when I wrote the play; nor did I think them when I too drowned my books, to live here upon my rents and my investments. My father’s dream had burnt the question from my brain: surely, as a gentleman, I must be content?

But contentment has withered as surely as the autumn leaves; and just as surely, all I see before me is a winter ship, bound forever in the faceless ice. If the heart of Will Shakespeare is a poet, why then, that heart is dead.

Dinner: Advent beans and pottage do not suit my bowels. I will have none upon my table. We ate pilchards, baked; fresh and salt cod within a pie; herring fritters in Spanish oil; Canada potatoes moulded and coloured like a joint of beef; a ragout of mushrooms; peas in the pod in broth; peaches, dried and stewed with carrots; a jelly of almonds and what I fear was quince; saffron cakes; candied sea holly; raisins of the sun; hot ale, spiced.

Bowels: uneasy. Waters clouded, as if by snowy skies.





Thursday, 10th December 1615


Returned last night from a sojourn in London; the last perhaps before the snow shall stop the roads. I had not planned my visit till the day before, but, tired of grey days, and each day the same grey conversations, I set out before the dawn, and in three days’ ride had reached London town with only six changes of my horse.

I am tired still, for a good rollicking we had of it, with fine drink and excellent meats, leaving my wife to eat her Advent pottage and finish the season’s pickling and washing afore the full force of winter. My new house at Blackfriars suits me well, and is there when I have need of it, with my man in London, John Robinson, to caretake and keep it fair for me. I bought it cheap, for it was there the Gunpowder Plotters met. Yet scandal fades, and good walls last.

Ben Jonson was at me to attend a play.

‘Which play?’ I asked.

He laughed. ‘Any that Master Shakespeare choose. Or write us one, to act instead. England is lonely for your words.’

I forced a smile. ‘You give England words enough. I’ve burnt my books,’ I said.

Ben gazed at me, his playwright’s eyes too keen. ‘No words that buzz like honeyed wasps about your brain? No hands that tingle till you must find a pen?’

I was glad that I wore gloves, so Ben did not see the smudge of ink on my mid finger. Even to Ben I would not confess I write this book. Only these pages can see me write these days, and pages do not talk, unless published for the world to read. Here I write as I might speak; not as an actor on the stage, in clever talk, but my words unwrought, spilling as they wish until I grow weary and seek my chair or bed.

Pardon. I am no Lear, weary of my kingship. I am full and hearty for my years. Yet I miss still the street calls of London, with none here but the cuckoo calling the dawn. I miss more the fellowship of men with like minds, who speak with wit and know affairs greater than that of the squire’s son and the smith’s daughter, or the calamity of a crust of mould on the autumn cheeses. I miss — and let it be said here and nowhere else — the applause of crowds, the smile of the King, who gives smiles rarely and yet did often to me.

But even to my London friends this past week I pretended I was content in my fine state. I bid them come and share the comforts that London gives them not: warm feather beds that no flea dares to enter, not with my wife’s warming of them and lavender in all the quilt boxes; May butter from our barrel; sweet ale, and all the produce of my hothouses, not leavings picked over from the market. I let them think that I invited them for their sake, not my own.

Ah, me. It is little more than a hundred miles to London; a three-day easy journey. Or a lifetime.

It took me more than twenty years to get there. And that by accident. A bad sausage made me what I am now, a gentleman, and what I was, an actor, playwright, guest of kings and queens. If days be jewels, I have a handful that shine brighter than the moon.

The hour I met with Richard Burbage still sparkles as a ruby; nay, a sapphire, for his blue eyes.

I had been a husband almost five years, a father for four, and still an apprentice glover, trying to tell my will it was content, the day I walked to deliver a pair of gloves to a merchant’s house. I had been received politely, and given spiced ale in the hall, not among the servants, even though my father had resigned as alderman. I feared his investments had turned to debt again, but though I was of age now, and a husband, my father still did not confide in me his business. Perhaps he did not wish to admit his affairs even to himself.

I strolled back, under the green trees, in no hurry to scrape more leather in the boil and bustle of our hall. I loved my children dearly, but our craft hall, home and nursery was smaller for their presence, the women gossiping as they shelled peas, Father and brothers swapping tales or singing, the children crawling under and over all. I left the path, to pick watercress for dinner to excuse my tardiness, when I heard a cry from the turnip field beyond the apple trees: ‘Alack! Must it be so?’

Was a traveller in trouble?

I ran to the field, then stopped. An anguished figure stood amid the turnip tops, his hands reaching to the sky.

‘My kingdom wrenched from me

And by such a foe?’

Was this a wandering madman? And then I realised, as his despairing hands clenched into fists: not mad, but a player, practising his lines, as I had practised mine, and Judyth hers, under our beech tree.

He continued as I watched, unseen.

‘Nay! My uncle shall not rule!

For from this day I’ll pay the fool . . .’

It was not great verse — I had done better at ten years old — but the voice was excellent. The young man gave the shoddy words a shape and style.

‘Good morrow,’ I said.

He turned. He was a man of good height and countenance, and twenty years perhaps.

‘Good morrow, sir, indeed,’ he said, showing no embarrassment at being caught pleading with the sky. He bowed. ‘My name is Richard Burbage, actor and fellow of Lord Knudson’s Men.’

A troupe of players then.

Actors have no guild and so must be attached to some great lord’s estate, or even, as we were, be accorded that honour by the King. Without such patronage, they are instead judged to be vagabonds or beggars, and stoned and run out from the town.

This actor wore what must be his Lord’s colours, though the red and blue doublet was patched and faded, and his stockings more darn than hose. It seemed Lord Knudson gave these players the shelter of his name, but naught else.

‘I thought I had found a traveller in trouble,’ I said.

He laughed. ‘Our only trouble is with such poor lines. Kyd’s play travels too tight upon its history, methinks.’

‘What is the tale?’

‘Hamblet, The Prince of Denmark. The King is poisoned by his brother, who
                marries his brother’s wife. The Prince must play the fool to escape the poison too,
                but triumphs and marries a Scottish Princess at the end. I am to play the hero,’ he
                added modestly, ‘Hamblet. The play opens as I return to Denmark, to find my
                father dead, my uncle King.’

I frowned. ‘But do we not see the old King poisoned? That would be a role indeed — a King, the lord of all, and yet all stolen, even his life.’

Richard looked at me with respect. Or perhaps, I thought in later years, with the respect an actor learns to show to a yokel who may have the coin to maybe buy him a drink, or even offer him a bed that has no fleas.

‘You have an ear, sir. You have an ear. You live nearby?’

‘I do. My wife and I, in my father’s house.’ I smiled. ‘I am the father of a young son, and of two daughters, sir. My son bears a name much like your Prince: Hamnet for your Hamblet.’

‘Then we must drink a toast to him!’

Richard had given up hope of beds for the company — no young man would bring a retinue of players to his father’s house — but not of the free ale.

‘Indeed I will,’ I said. ‘And willingly.’

And willingly I followed him, hearing his tales of London, and the Danish court where the company had been when the plague shut the London theatres last, and to the Netherlands as well, playing in dumb tongue, for when you mime a play it does not matter if you know not foreign words. Stories of players and places, and a good one-tenth part of them were almost true.

We met the others of the company at the tavern: young Rob, a lad of twelve perhaps, who played the Queen, and then the Scottish Princess; and Matthew Scott, who played the evil uncle — a lean and hungry man, who called for bread and sausages to eat while we drank the ale.

‘Those green specks,’ I said, pointing to the sausages, ‘which you hope are herbs, are parts no pig would e’er acknowledge had once been his.’ The ale had flowed well by now, and been followed by brandy.

I liked these men, and the lad too. And yet they played here, at a common tavern, not at the guildhall. Innocent of the world as I was then, I knew their choice must be for thrift’s sake. The guildhall cost money to hire. Nor did these players order roast beef, or saddle of mutton, puddings, cheese and apple pie, but bread and suspect sausage.

Then I remembered Ned. I had forgot before, in the joy of wit and words. I looked at young Rob across the table, then at Richard and Matthew.

‘How did you come to be with this band of rogues?’ I asked, as idly as I could.

Richard grinned and cuffed the lad about his head. ‘Why, we captured the brat from slavers bound for Venice, did we not? We offered Rob the choice: to ply his trade with us, or have his head chopped off.’

‘Nay, we chop his head off three times each afternoon when we play
                    Cymbeline,’ said Matthew. He took another sausage, inspected it, sighed
                and gulped it down.

‘Well, Rob?’ I asked.

Rob dipped a crust of bread into his ale, then bent his head towards me. ‘Master Richard asked the Queen’s own astrologer to conjure up the best apprentice in the land,’ he whispered. ‘And I appeared! But tell no one, or such witchcraft may mean all our heads on pikes outside the Tower.’

Matthew burped, inspected another sausage, then took a bite. ‘’Twas none of those,’ he said, his mouth still full. ‘We came upon a dancing bear cub, but when we looked again, it was young Rob, who does forget to wash his face as often as he might. So we took pity on the mite and unchained him, and from the gentle goodness of his heart we let him play with us.’

Richard held up his hand. He had seen something in my face that gave him pause. ‘Why do you need to know?’ he asked me quietly.

‘I had a friend,’ I said. ‘His name was Ned. He was sold to Lord D’Naughten’s Players, more than half a score of years ago.’

Rob swallowed his crust. ‘Lord D’Naughten’s men? I do not know them.’

‘Afore your time, brat,’ said Richard. ‘I knew them, though not this Ned of whom you speak.’ He caught my eye, glanced down at Rob, innocently tearing off the last crust from the loaf of bread, and shook his head. ‘You will not find that here.’

‘Find what?’ demanded Rob.

‘More sausage,’ said Matthew, taking the last one. ‘Bread be good enough for you, brat, until you’ve earned your meat this afternoon.’

‘I would not eat that sausage if you gave me the King’s crown to swallow it,’ said Rob. ‘It smells like an ox’s —’

Richard cuffed him again, but it was a gentle cuff; affection, not correction.

‘Rob is my sister’s son,’ he said. ‘So we must put up with him, and him with us.’

‘One day,’ said Rob, swallowing his crust, ‘I am going to play Julius Caesar and wear a crown, if Richard would just write the words for me.’

‘There are no words that would turn thee into Caesar,’ said Richard.

Matthew burped again, covering his mouth. His face looked faintly green. ‘And if there were, our Richard could not woo them from the muse. Well, if that were dinner, then I have eaten it. Excuse me. I must find the privy.’

Our family’s dinner would have been on the table an hour earlier, and I had missed it. But this day outshone all my dim years before. I could no more have left their company for dinner than I could have danced upon the river. These men tossed words like a juggler throwing daggers in the air. They were not just beyond the confines of this town and fields, but had travelled across time and space, turning the accomplishment of many years into an hourglass.

A good phrase, I thought, emptying my tankard.

I stood, a trifle unsteadily. ‘It has been an honour to spend this time with such as you, who turn the world and the accomplishment of many years into an hourglass, for the audience to see.’

Young Rob clapped. ‘He has words,’ he said to Richard.

Richard looked at me thoughtfully. ‘You are a glover, sir, you said? A good profession?’ He must have noticed my apprentice’s cap, but was too polite to call me one.

‘The name of Shakespeare is honoured in this town.’

But for how long, I wondered. Father had not spoken to me of his speculations or the ship he had invested in. But if it had arrived safe, surely he would have told me, rejoicing in it. Which meant, perhaps, the ship had sunk. Our good name and household might sink with it. Anne’s dowry had been spent. Just last month at Father’s request I had signed the mortgage deed to her fields. He had not told me if he had indeed paid off the mortgage, nor had I asked. If I did not ask, then I could pretend my father had never sold my life for forty-six pounds.

But I could not let these new friends know that. Let them pass from here remembering Will Shakespeare as an honoured citizen, who, for a short time, dazzled them a little with his speech.

I bowed. ‘I will see you, sirs, this afternoon.’

Richard placed a smile upon his face instead of his thoughtful look. ‘Ah, but by then we will be King and Princes.’

Matthew wandered back, waving his greasy fingers. ‘And this tavern yard our stage.’

‘All the world’s a stage,’ I said, ‘for such as you.’

I bowed again, managed to find my balance, tossed coins on the table to cover the drink, bread and sausages — coins I could ill afford, for they were all but threepence of my year’s allowance — and tottered home. Nay, strode, for I was young and two hours’ drinking had but wetted my sides.

‘Wife!’ I called, as I came in the hall. ‘We go now to the play! Wear your blue dress and red hairnet.’ For I wanted to show my new friends that my wife would do me proud.

Anne smiled pleasantly and obeyed.

My father was out, measuring the fingers of a merchant’s wife; my brothers with him, to carry the leathers for her to choose from. My mother and sister were visiting the Hall family, whose son is now my family too. Would it have been different if they had accompanied us that day? Had fate disposed of them for a purpose?

Dinner: a pie of pollock; a pike, stewed then roasted; a mess of crab and parsnips, John Robinson sending fresh fish to us each week, that we may not rely on local fishmongers during the Advent fast; raisin cakes; an almond syllabub, of which I am most fond; a jelly of elderberries in sugar with seaweed; a soup of mushrooms with almond cream; Advent pottage of lentils, for those that wanted it; rhubarb stewed in cider, apples only slightly withered, of which we have good store; walnuts. The ale was of fresh brewing and very good. We do not have supper, for to keep the fast, but my wife brought me ale and manchet bread to sop in it as I write here.

Bowels: stopped by the travelling, but no doubt the Advent fare will loosen them. Waters clear.





Saturday, 12th December 1615


Today we dined at the squire’s. My wife wore her green silk gown and yellow sleeves; I in my red stockings, my silk cloak lined with white fur, and new high hat, a fashion I brought back from London. The conversation began with comments about the good weather, and that was where it ended too. I have scarce had a dinner so dull.

The squire’s son added nothing to the conversation except a long report of the health of one of his hounds. I thought Judith might have pined for him, he being a man and unmarried, but she contented herself most politely with his sister, Rosamund. I was glad, for though the youth would be a goodly match, I have decided that if it is Bess he loves, and she loves him, why should they not have each other?

I asked him for their privy closet, and he politely took me there.

‘Sir,’ I said, for I was bored and wished to stir the plot, ‘I see you often from my library window, attendant at the smithy.’

He blushed, a fair-faced boy. ‘Why, sir, I have ordered new gates as a gift for my good father,’ he began.

‘You make eyes at the smith’s good daughter, sir,’ I said.

He stammered something.

I smiled. ‘I will send you a gift tomorrow. Make use of it.’

‘A gift, sir?’

‘A gift of flowers for your mother to thank her, and a book of sonnets too. Please read it carefully.’

‘In truth, sir, I am not a reader —’

‘Read it and learn it!’ I said. ‘Honeyed phrases will trap the prey you seek.’

Even this lad had wit enough to understand. He gulped. ‘I thank you, sir.’

‘I thank you,’ I said, and made my way into the privy.

He thought, perhaps, I meant for conveying me thus, but my gratitude is for enlivening a dinner that stretched as far as the Lethe, and days I spend at my window bored.

I had not thought upon it before, how truly bored I am; this book indeed my only Stratford friend, my London friends too far away in station and in space.

Dinner: a pike, roasted, with apple sauce; blancmange of almond cream and stockfish; and fish again disguised to seem a saddle of mutton, so well my wife exclaimed; eels; a dish of spinach; a saffron pottage. Second course: a salmon, dressed in sorrel sauce, but not as well as my wife cooks it; almond cakes, dry; a compote of preserved cherries and apricots. Third course: a jelly I thought was mulberry, and did not guess was quince till I had ate it; olives; raisins of the sun; a pie of oysters and herring, which looked fine and tasted odd.

Bowels: exceedingly loose, a victim of the pie or quince. Waters clear.





Sunday, 13th December 1615


A poor sermon, once again. I wore my velvet cloak, not my fur-lined one, for the weather continues warm.

The squire’s son kissed young Bess’s hand in front of all outside the church, though not in sight of his own parents, who observe the Sabbath in their chapel.

I glanced towards the smith. He frowned. A squire’s son may be a son-in-law of high estate, but great estate is of little use when one has a thriving smithy and no sons.

Thomas Quiney did bow to us, but I inclined my head only and did not return the bow. I kept my eye sternly upon Judith, but was relieved to see she kept her eyes down, as a maid should, and did not encourage him.

Susanna and Dr Hall to dine, a full family board.

I wondered if the squire’s son had read my book yet, and if he had chosen words to win his Bess this afternoon.

Words made my fortune all those years ago, but not the words I penned in love and anguish, the candle spluttering at the night. The words that found me gold were as accidental as a trip on the stairs.

I had expected the inn yard to be crowded at the prospect of the play. But a larger company had played in Stratford but two weeks before, at the guildhall. Three players and a handcart must have seemed poor stuff after five players and a performing bear. The old soaks sat on their usual benches, and a few families on stools. The innkeeper looked resigned: all this fuss and little more ale to sell.

I slipped two pennies into the money-box, found a stool and put down the cushions I had brought from home, and handed Anne down. She nodded pleasantly to neighbours, then sat, her hands on her lap, to see the show.

Some companies begin with a flourish of trumpets or a roll of drums. This afternoon, Richard merely strode out of the inn door, dressed in moth-chewed black satin, a doublet, stockings. He needed no drums, only a gong, for the energy of his presence quietened all tongues.

‘List, O list!’ he cried.

‘For something is rotten in the state of Denmark now.

My father not two months dead,

My mother married to my uncle.

But hark, my uncle comes!’

He paused. The audience stared at the door, and then the path that led around to the privy, then at the door again.

No uncle.

‘My uncle comes!’ yelled Richard. He stared at the inn door, which still
                showed a disturbing absence of uncle, King and poisoner. ‘See!’ cried
                Richard, louder. ‘See how he comes.’

The door opened. The innkeeper’s wife appeared, carrying a tray of tankards. Someone giggled.

The crowd began to mutter, cracking walnuts. Someone laughed.

Richard’s grimness might have been that of a Danish Prince robbed of his throne, or an actor suddenly cast adrift by his company. Perhaps only I saw the glimpse also of a young man casting about for words and clutching at what he may.

‘Ah, such evil we have known,’ he said, with only the smallest glint of
                desperation.

‘For here, by Denmark’s throne,

Is . . . is evil blessed . . .

Evil indeed an honoured guest

More even indeed than all the rest.’

I wondered how long he could keep it up.

‘Pardon,’ I whispered to Anne, and slipped around the crowd and along the privy path to the back door.

‘What is —’ I began, then saw the cause exactly. Poor Matthew was head down in a bucket, losing all the sausages of earlier in the day and much else besides, while young Rob frantically sponged vomit off his dress.

Outside, Richard still harangued the crowd on the evils of the new King of Denmark.

The muse of fire visited me then. For it was not I who grabbed a sheet from where it was airing by the tavern fire, who draped it over my body, covering my face, who found his way out through the front door blinded by the sheet, though to be sure I had been out and in an inn all of my life. Not I who ignored the titters — for a man in a sheet is simply a man in a sheet until he roars:

‘I am thy father’s ghost! Mark me!’

I whirled, as if staring sightless at the crowd — and heard it then. Heard nothing, which is the chief applause for any actor. Not a breath, nor a crack of a walnut shell.

‘Angels and ministers of grace defend us!

Be thou a spirit of health or goblin damned?’ cried Richard.

A small part of me smiled that Richard was so quick to take up my part. But most of me was focused on my words, my slow, old man’s voice. Even, perhaps, my father’s.

‘I am he who was King, father, royal Dane.’

I changed my voice to a hoarse, dark roar; changed my accent to copy our local Lord when he read the lesson on feast days at church. I took a deeper breath and thundered:

‘Now I will tell you why

My canonised bones, hearsed in death,

Have burst their cerements; why the sepulchre,

Hath oped his ponderous and marble jaws,

To cast me up again.’

‘Tell me! Tell me!’ entreated Richard. ‘Why has your dead corpse made
                    night so hideous? Why shake the disposition of our souls?’

‘Mark me!’ I shrieked, trying to think what might come next. I hoped
                Richard might come up with a good long speech to let me think.

‘Father, I will,’ said Richard.

As short a speech as possible. Marry, this was Richard’s play, not mine! But already the words tumbled out upon themselves:

‘My hour is almost come,

When I to sulphurous and tormenting flames

Must render up myself.’

‘Alas, poor ghost!’ mourned Richard, managing three whole new words, curse
                him.

‘Pity me not, but lend thy serious hearing

To what I shall unfold,’ I groaned.

‘Speak,’ entreated Richard. ‘I am bound to hear.’

No more to and froing. We must get to the meat of the matter now. My mind worked harder than the smith’s bellows.

‘I
                    am thy father’s spirit,

Doom’d for a certain term to walk the night

And for the day confined to fast in fires

Till the foul crimes done in my days of nature

Are burnt and purged away.

But that I am forbid

To tell the secrets of my prison-house,

I could a tale unfold whose lightest word

Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood,

Make thy two eyes, like stars, start from their spheres.’

I heard a small shriek from the audience. I almost smiled under my sheet. And suddenly words flowed faster than new ale from the barrel.

‘List, list, O, list!

If thou didst ever thy dear father love,

Revenge his foul and most unnatural murder.’

‘Murder!’ shouted Richard. ‘Dost thou say murder?’

‘Murder most foul,’ I answered. ‘But this is worst.

This the offence greatest in this world,

Most foul, strange and unnatural.’

‘Tell me!’ cried Richard, at last managing to add something useful.
                    ‘That I may haste with wings as swift as thoughts of love, may sweep to your
                    revenge.’

I lowered my voice to a whisper, drunk on words, in love with words, letting free every word pinched and confined within my teeming mind:

‘Now, Hamblet, hear:

’Tis given out that, sleeping in my orchard,

A serpent stung me; so the whole ear of Denmark

Is by a forged process of my death

Rankly abused: but know, thou noble youth,

The serpent that did sting thy father’s life

Now wears his crown.’

‘O my prophetic soul! My uncle?’ cried Richard.

I kept my voice to a ghostly croak:

‘Ay, that incestuous, that adulterate beast,

With witchcraft of his wit, with traitorous gifts —

O wicked wit and gifts, that have the power

So to seduce! — won to his shameful lust

The will of my most seeming-virtuous queen!’

I was in full flight now, my muse carrying me on wings, soaring above the tavern crowd, above all Stratford, higher than I had ever known.

‘Let not the royal bed of Denmark be,’ I cried triumphantly.

‘A couch for luxury and damned incest.

Ah, lust will sate itself in a celestial bed,

And prey on garbage.

O, Hamblet, what a falling-off was there!

From me, whose love was of that dignity —’

‘But hark!’ interrupted Richard, as someone knocked a frantic signal inside
                the inn door. ‘My uncle comes! Murderous, lustful villain!

Dear ghost, you must away.

Ere the hot breath of the new day

Shall drag you further to your doom.’

I had a night sky full of winking star words still to give them. Yet I let his
                hands guide me back to the inn door. I slipped inside, just as Matthew’s voice began
                what I hoped was close to their prepared speech. ‘What now, nephew?’

I took off my sheet. Young Rob gazed at me with awe.

‘I have never known the like,’ he whispered. ‘Have you . . . have you really met a ghost, sir? Heard one speak so awfully?’

‘No.’ Suddenly I was trembling. What had happened out there?

I know that muse now. It is a craft sailed by the imagination of the audience. The player and the playwright just give wind to fill its sails. Even a bad player can spark a flame for all men love a story. A great one turns sizzling embers into snickering flames that burn away all unbelief.

Young Rob still stared at me, in his damp silk gown. ‘But the words you said . . .’

‘Words come to me like leaves upon a springtime tree,’ I said wearily. ‘Will Matthew be able to play the rest?’

‘I think so, sir,’ said Rob. ‘And I have got my dress clean.’ He sniffed. ‘Unless you get too close to it.’

‘Good.’

I made my way out the back door, and round through the audience again, trying to look like a man who has been to the privy. But no one saw me. They were in the hand of the play now. Even I, who had been so shortly part of it, was soon caught within its mystery. For the words Richard spoke now had power, as the ones in the field this morning never had. Truly, the muse had flown above this inn this afternoon.

Another hour and the play was done; the ground splodged with blood that looked like plum jam, which the dogs would have licked up by evening. Yet even after the actors took their final bows, the audience hardly spoke, except one man who called as they vanished into the inn again, ‘Will you play again tomorrow?’

A head peered out of the inn door — Richard’s, now with his cap and not the Prince’s crown. ‘Which play? For we have many.’

‘This one,’ cried Meg the alewife.

‘Ay, this one! Again! Again!’ The cries went round the forecourt.

‘Of course,’ babbled Richard. For the first time that day I saw him at a loss. But no player will refuse another performance when the audience demand it, and have pennies in their pocket to see it done. ‘This play, again. Just as it were this afternoon.’ He met my eye. ‘Hist! William!’

I nodded to him, then turned to Anne. ‘I will stay and drink awhile, if you do not mind walking home alone.’

‘Of course,’ she said pleasantly and walked up to a woman friend, a neighbour of her father’s farm, and took her arm.

I made my way around the back of the inn again, where there was a private parlour. I tipped the innkeeper my last penny to take it, and bade him tell Richard where I was. The players joined me before the innkeeper had time to ask me my choice of drink.

Richard waved at him. ‘Your best ale, landlord. And a bottle of your brandy too.’

‘Richard,’ I said quietly, ‘I have no more coin to pay for it.’

He grinned at me. ‘But we have. The money-box will give us all we need for drink and bed and meat tonight — though not sausages. And tomorrow we may have to break three money-boxes to get to our coin.

‘What say you?’ he asked Matthew. ‘We can give them two performances, if we begin early. Threepence entrance standing, and sixpence for a seat?’

‘They will pay it,’ said Matthew. He still looked pale, and slightly shocked too. ‘Sir,’ he said to me, ‘why did you not say you were a player? And playwright too?’

‘Because I am not one. I scribble, ’tis all.’

‘What scribble that must be,’ murmured Richard. ‘But you can do it all again?’

‘What? Me? Tomorrow?’

‘But of course!’ Richard gestured at the other two. ‘Think you that Rob can play the ghost like that? Besides, he must appear to dally with the King, and then a quick change to be the Scottish Princess. It must be you, no other. And no other could do it,’ he added. ‘Nor could I remember your words to write them down,’ he grinned, ‘being somewhat occupied when I heard them.’

‘I can write you more words, sirs, not just those. Words of such clash and passion that the audience will shriek and groan.’

‘You think well of yourself, Master Shakespeare.’ But Matthew said it with a smile.

‘We would be grateful for your words,’ said Richard quietly. ‘And gladder yet if you will say them.’

It was impossible. I was my father’s apprentice, a citizen. Not a player. I risked the town mocking me and all my family. ‘There goes Will Shakespeare, who one day decided he would add ghost to his business, as well as glover’s apprentice.’

But gossip would fade, as I well knew, for gossip had come and faded when I married Anne. Gossip is a bluebell, to spring up bright and quickly fade. This chance would never journey to my life again. Nor, if I were careful under the sheet, might anyone guess I had spent a day as a player.

I took the tankard of ale the innkeeper’s wife had brought, and poured in a jot of brandy. ‘I will do it.’

Three invitations to dine, including one from Thomas Quiney’s sister, which I naturally refused, although my daughter pouted. Has that family no proper sense of their true place?

Dinner: lentil pottage; a dish of pollards, roasted, delivered this morning for the oven by my Dr Hall; a mess of shellfish with saffron and Virginia potatoes; bruet of cod with mustard and almond cream; sallet stuff from the hothouses, dressed; parsnips, mashed; a pie of leeks and herring; pear tarts; rhubarb baked with caraway; a pudding of spiced cherries; olives; nuts; winter pears and apples; ale, well spiced.

Bowels: improved.





Tuesday, 15th December 1615


The smith finished the squire’s gates yesterday, and is now awaiting the men to take them to the manor. And Bertram has taken my advice, I think, for Bess smiled at him, then straightaway vanished to reappear with her shopping basket, which she carried down the street, glancing back at her lover, who was not such a fool as to miss a hint like this. He hurried after her. What his father will say I do not know, except that it will be as dull as any other of his utterances. Yet this man is my only social equal in this town. Well, the lad is of age, and the squire has no other sons, so if they marry, the squire must make the best of it.

And I too have made my bed, as is the saying, and so I must lie in it. Yet when did I become the man who quotes others’ sayings instead of jousting words into new forms for my delight and satisfaction? Dullness must be as contagious as the plague, for I have caught it.

A pleasant afternoon, though a man can have a surfeit of pleasantness as much as a surfeit of cheese tarts. My wife, Judith and the maids have been making mince pies for the Christmas days, and fish pies to last us until then, discussing who has been seen with whom and at what hour, and whose hens were carried off, and matters such as are most important for our town.

Jem took the pies to the bakery and fetched them back, for there are too many even for our oven here. Many more knocks upon our door to seek pennies for the Advent dolls, and each child given a mince pie to keep for Christmas too — or at least till they were out of sight — till I thought half the town must be wandering the path between our flowerbeds, though they’ll be bare of flowers now till Jem arranges garlands of greens upon the bushes for Christmas.

Susanna and her husband joined us for ale and fish pies, and then proceeded homeward with pies enough for their house too, leaving us then to a pleasant supper, though ‘pleasant’ has become a curse for me, who has supped with queens . . . Well, to this book I do confess I have met just three queens: our Good Queen Bess, her memory be blessed, Queen Anne and Queen Henrietta Maria, may God grant her and the King long life; nor did I ever actually break bread with any of them. We ate when we were bidden to the castle to dine before a play, but, truth be told, the Queens did not, for Good Queen Bess ate quietly with just her women for company, and presided over the table only.

Nor did I eat with the new Queen, for the King did not ask us to dine, though he was pleased indeed with every play. And so he should have been, for I made sure each one was cut exactly to his wants and close as any tailor cuts his cloth. We players were the King’s Men then, in heart as well as name.

Those days are gone, when each new sunrise shone of new adventure. I could be bounded in an eggshell, were it not that I have dreams.

Dinner: a mess of crayfish and peas; blancmange of crab; seethed dried fish roes on toast; parsnips, boiled in wine; an almond custard pie; celery in the French way; an apple tart; lentil pottage with parsnips; turnips, spiced; almond cakes; raisins of the sun; spiced winter pears, the last the only food solid enough for a man to get his teeth into, mine being entirely sound.

Bowels: easy, and waters good.





Thursday, 17th December 1615, Sow Day


Today, all across the town, the sows are slaughtered to make the feast of Yule, and a great screaming of pigs there be and the tinny scent of blood upon the icy air.

Down in our meathouse hang two sows dripping blood into the bucket for black pudding, four sucking piglets and one fine boar’s head, the rest of him lying in salt to make hams, or spiced to be baked, he being a gift from my Lord Sheriff, for which return I send him preserved apricots and glassed asparagus, his hothouses and manure beds not being as good as ours. Our hall is all steam from the kitchens, where my wife and the maids are boiling sausages and blood puddings, white as well as black, both of which I am most fond.

Tomorrow my tenants come to give their gifts to their landlord, and I will receive them in my blue velvet cloak with silver buttons and red hose, as far from the young man who played the ghost in a tavern sheet as London is from old Verona.

We will give them a good dinner too, this one day of the year when they dine with us as family. I have just seen Jem carry a tray of pies down the street to the baker’s oven, for once again our own is not large enough for the cooking that must be done today.

My fingers crave to write more, but I have been checking the ledgers with Dr Hall to see all is right with the accounts for tomorrow, and though this day’s hours have been weary, yet there were not enough for all that must be done.





Sunday, 20th December 1615


Today in church we heard the first banns for the marriage of the squire’s son, Bertram, to one Lady Lyn Pearson; a good match which will raise him and his family in station, and hers, perhaps, in wealth.

I looked across at Bess, the smith’s daughter. But she sat next to her father’s new journeyman, a comely lad with broad muscles and bright eyes, and seemed content.

Ah, foolish old man, I thought, you do write plays still to set imaginary figures prancing. For the Romeo and Juliet you thought you saw was naught but flirting, and the rest the playings of your boredom.

And yet the happiest of my hours were spent in that good place, imagination: in Rome, burying Caesar; on Prospero’s isle; in Elsinore with Hamlet and his father’s ghost; with Portia in Venice, with its canals and bright women that I did long to see, and for a time saw bright as if I were there.

Dinner today of Advent fare, too unremarkable to write of.

Silence, old man, and to your bed and wife.





Wednesday, 23rd December 1615, Mid-winter Day, St Thomas’s Day


Christmas is almost with us. The garlands are made, the larder filled with puddings and jellies and all kinds of fancies, the ale brewed, my cellar filled with Rhenish wine and French too. Pheasants and hares and bitterns hang in the larder, ripening. The house smells of meat, even if we may not yet eat of it.

My wife has ordered the Yule log, and it is a good one, wide and heavy, and sure to burn through all the days of Christmas if she do ensure the maids bank it well with ashes each night.

Today there has been much airing of beds and quilts, and fires roaring in every room. Garlands are hung about the hall.

Tomorrow our guests will arrive: Richard, still a friend after all these years, and John Heminges and Henry Condell, with cheer and company and talk from London.

And may the snow fall and ice blacken the paths, that none may walk out to see William Shakespeare, gentleman, at play with players once again, with wit and friendship foreign to this town and my estate. For tomorrow I will have companionship beyond this book, for what is a friend but someone who knows your closest nature? And that for me is ‘wordsmith’, whether it be for coin or sport, or in times past, for love.

Dinner: Advent fare, which is all the greatest playwright in England might say of it.





Saturday, 9th January 1616


I have not written in this book for some weeks, for the Christmas festivities here and in London have kept me so entertained that I needed not for company.

Richard, John and Henry brought us cheer and shared our Christmas meats, and Susanna and Dr Hall attended. A merry time we had of it, dancing while Susanna played; and bantered wit as sprightly as the men, and Judith happy as Henry winked at her and called her ‘Queen of Stratford’, a player’s compliment, no more.

Richard, John and Henry did perform my Romeo and Juliet for all the company: Dr Hall and Susanna and Elizabeth; the parson and his wife; and my wife’s nephew, James — for although I do not esteem his father, nor ask him here to dine, his son is a good man and a respected yeoman farmer and worthy to sport with us at Christmas. We also gave the servants leave to watch.

I played Paris and Lord Montague, then the Prince, while Richard, all prating, did play Juliet, which made all merry for he hath grown a beard and kept his voice gruff. Yet despite his beard, I saw Judith wipe her eyes when Juliet and Romeo were laid on their biers.

For me, the play will ever be for my other Judyth, who lives yet; not just in my memory but in the words of hers I stitched into my plays, that she should speak to the world as she once dreamt she would, even if the world knows not that it hears a woman’s voice. But that I cannot write of yet.

My wife attended to the Christmas boxes for our tenants and the servants who are too old to serve us now: for each a ham; a collar of pork, spiced and pickled; a bottle of port; blood puddings, both black and white; mince pies from our own kitchens; and, for the ailing, a dish of calf’s-foot jelly to which she herself attended. There were also mince pies and lentil pottage for all who called at our kitchen door, for one must not forget the poor this season.

Then I off to London for a week, where indeed I played with good heart, and other
                parts of me as well. We did see Ben Jonson’s masque The Golden Age Restored,
                a satire on the fallen court favourite, the Earl of Somerset. The King so liked it
                he asked for it again, and even on second watch it played right well.

But to this book I do confess I could have done it better. Where the motley laughed, I would have had them gasp to find the breath to laugh some more; and where they gasped, my play would have them still, in case by breathing they shattered the illusion I had wrought.

Yet I am a gentleman and Ben is not. That is what I wished for and what I have. But I think I may visit the London house more often.

My wife would have no taste for town, nor have I taken her there; nor would I tempt Judith with the jackanapes of the city. But I brought my family gifts, and will again, just as I brought gifts each time I returned while still a player. This year it was the roll of satin promised to Judith, and amber beads for my wife, and a bowl of oranges that she exclaimed upon, and will make a marmalade of with pears, and sugar the peels for our delight. I was so pleased at her joy that next time it will be pearls, not amber beads, for my estate grows well.

I also brought two lemon trees and two orange trees, to grow in our hothouses, for if an old man may not have Venice, may he not have Venetian fruit when he dreams of blue skies and warm air to caress the skin? But I at least have London, when I wish.

Ah, London. City of kings and beggars, rats and royalty, of boundless stench and dreams. The apprentices still brawl each evening, brandishing their knives and rapiers; the crowds still gape at dancing bears on royal barges and the same cheers for each.

How can three rivers be so different? The peaceful Avon, with its dunking ducks and gentle swans; the mud of London’s Thames, the even muckier River Fleet. But above the Thames’s stench float royal barges; ferries carrying young men and maids pining for adventure and planning it as well; ships that sail to the New Worlds or rich and fabulous old ones, sails flapping and ropes creaking; and each powered by dreams as well as wind.

In Stratford, time wends itself in petty pace, each day according to the last. In London, a man may dine on Sunday night and have his head upon a traitor’s pike by midday on the Monday, or have his ship sail up the river bringing a wealth of slaves or spices, cloth or Spanish gold.

I was three and twenty ere I saw London, nor was my road there straight.

That first evening after playing the ghost, I carried a guinea’s worth of pennies back home. Later I found out that the guinea was almost the week’s entire takings, given to tempt me to return. But I needed little tempting. For I had felt my words sway the hearts of men. In all my years upon the stage, that magic never left me.

‘Father?’ I sought him alone, where he was stitching in the garden, squinting down at the leather although the light was good.

He eyed the bag of coins that I held out to him, took it, weighed it and peered inside. He did not hand it back.

‘How did you come by this?’

I told him all, and frankly. ‘But no one knew it was I, Father. I am sure of that. The players wish me to play again, tomorrow. I will be in costume; none shall recognise me.’

He weighed the bag again, silent so long I thought he was finding words fit to condemn me for risking our household’s name with such a prank. Twice he began to speak, then stopped, as if weighing matters too heavy to speak aloud.

At last he looked down at the coins again and said, ‘And what if the players are so pleased by your performance that they ask you to go with them?’

‘How can I, sir? I am married and apprenticed. I cannot in law change my state.’

‘Except to this.’ Father spoke as an ex-bailiff of the guildhall now. ‘These players have a patron, do they not — Lord Knudson’s Men? For without it they would be vagabonds.’

‘Yes, sir, they do.’

‘There is naught to hinder you from joining Lord Knudson’s household, not as an apprentice, but as his man, like those other players here. All you need is a release from your apprenticeship papers, which is mine to give.’

I said slowly, ‘And you would be willing for me to go?’

Silence answered me. I heard a sheep complain in the fields behind the house; my sister’s yell from the back garden where she helped our mother and Anne bring in the quilts from airing.

‘You are a good son, not to question your father. But in a few months it must be told to all,’ he said at last. ‘A debtor who cannot make his payments will be bankrupt. And such a man am I.’

It was as I’d thought. I looked at the bag of coins in his hand. A guinea a day would mean three hundred and sixty-five guineas a year — unthought-of riches. No man in this county had that a year, even my Lord Sheriff.

But there would not be a performance every day; much time must be spent in travel too, and in rehearsal. Perhaps I might make two guineas a week, or even three. It was as much as I’d make as a schoolmaster in a quarter-year. Even a guinea a week surely would be enough for Father to regain his position, pay the interest on his debts, keep our household well. If I lived carefully, I could send home far more.

Father looked at me fully, a glint of desperation in his eyes. ‘Will they take you as a member of their party?’

I had expected to plead my case.

I said, ‘I will ask. Father, I will try.’

Dinner: a fine goose, roasted; a collar of spiced pork, stuffed; mutton soup with forcemeat balls; beef collops with mustard; a rice pudding with dried currants from our bushes; pickled mushrooms; pickled red cabbage; turnip wine, of our own brewing, and Burgundy, which I had brought down from London — a good addition to our cellar, and one I do like much.

Bowels: unsteady from the travelling, but waters clear.





Sunday, 10th January 1616


Winter gloom hangs in the skies, the cloud meeting the mist above the trees. We were off to church this morning, my wife riding in her chair against the cold, and I in my cloak with high fur collar and fur hat, so that if a bear had met me on the way he would have announced me brother.

A poor sermon and poorer singing. I am confirmed in my view that singing with many voices is not singing but an instrumental chorus, with the sense of the words lost. There should be one or two voices at most, and one a counterpoint. But, as a gentleman, I did not inform the parson of this.

Espied old Kneebone, my farmer Lear, escorted by both daughters. I bade him joy of the season, and asked him how his new state be.

The old man laughed. ‘I should have done it five years back when my old Bessie died, God rest her soul. Strong sons to build strong fires, grandchildren at my knee, and my Kate’s cooking! What man can wish for more?’

I wished him health and a good year, and watched them go, both daughters helping the old man to his chair, the sons-in-law to carry him. Stratford, it seems, does not breed a Lear, only the man who wrote him.

Nor does it seem we have a witch, for Susanna today at dinner told us how old Mistress Feathergale hunts snails all the summer (the woods here are rich in them) and grinds their shells and all to make a broth, and dries them for her winter feasts as well. Snails and nettles, hazelnuts and pippins, and berries of the field, the food of a poor woman who knows the fruits to glean about the forest. No witchcraft; though I be glad her dinner is not ours.

This town is what it was in my childhood: a market town; and, at its heart, a market too, of sheep and meat and fleeces. Crabbed and confined I found it then, and as a gentleman I find it so as well.

Once today in church I thought I smelt a breeze from far-off lands of sun: the scent of oranges and flowers; Verona or even Venice, where, they say, the women have more beauty than any others in the world, and the meanest hovel is a palace bright with frescos and poet’s song. But when I breathed again it was but the pomander Susanna carries, made by her good husband, to ward off the sour smells of the congregation.

Home, to the same faces I have seen all winter, where only dinner varies and my bowels.

Tomorrow I must check that our garden beds are freshly manured to make heat to give us winter strawberries, asparagus and spinach and all salletting; that the cauliflowers are protected each night and still fat; that the new orange and lemon trees be protected, as are my apricots and grapes. Perhaps next year I may venture to grow pineapples. Ah, what adventures to look forward to. My ambition has come to this, that I may grow a pineapple.

Dinner: saddle of mutton, stuffed and baked; collops of pork with green sauce; a pheasant pie; mushrooms, pickled; a dish of onions, baked; a pie of strawberries, preserved; a medlar jelly. Second course: glazed leg of kid with sauce of Carmeline; chickens stuffed with raisins of the sun; buttered worts; pies of Paris; baked pears; olives; nuts; the claret, this time spiced with caraway and apple.

Bowels: stopped.





Monday, 11th January 1616, Plough Monday


My hand shakes and the ink smudges the paper. Yet to whom else might I confess this except my book?

This morning, as the rest of Stratford laughed to watch the ploughmen in blackened faces leap and dance in front of the plough to be blessed before the first furrow of the year be turned, I saw my daughter Judith emerge from behind the holly bush at the bottom of our cow field. Behind her came Thomas Quiney, still fastening his codpiece. It seems he too ploughs a furrow, and one that is not lawful either to man or God.

I said naught, for what was there to say? I have worried at the smiles of the smith’s daughter when I should have been watching the glances of my own.

I offered Judith my arm as if I had but met her strolling in the garden. I did not speak to Quiney, nor even look at him, for if I had I would have ripped out his heart, or that piece of him which has profaned my daughter. And perhaps I would have done it yet, had I the rapier I wore in London, but not here among the swans.

My daughter and I walked back to New Place with no word or glance between us, but the silence thick as pottage three days old. Quiney did not run after us, nor even try to beg my pardon. A kitten lover, who licks the cream, then creeps away.

I left Judith in the hall, and came here to cage my rage into what beast might serve me best. And so I write, for words on the page have always helped me shape my world and see it clear.

I do not worry that Thomas Quiney will seek my daughter’s hand. My chief concern is that he will, and what then should I say?

More than one score years and ten ago I did as he has done: stole the maidenhead of a well-dowried girl to ensure she would be my wife. Judith has the rent of the cottage in Chapel Lane in her own right, and the three hundred pounds I settled upon her a year past; beyond what she and Susanna will inherit after I am gone, for there can be no son of my house now. It will be a goodly sum, and more than any other woman in the county might expect. He has done well for himself with his ploughing, Thomas the tavern-keeper. That my daughter should be naught but an alewife!

And yet, with my blessing and a good dowry, she need not. She could live in Chapel Lane, and someone other than her husband could run his tavern for him while Thomas Quiney apes being a gentleman, if he can learn to eat without dribbling on his doublet. All this I expect he knew when he lay with her behind the hedge.

A foolish daughter makes a fool of her father; yet a foolish father allows his daughter to be a fool too. Today, like Hamlet, I saw my father’s ghost appear to me with his sin and mine held in his outreached hands, returned to me tenfold.

My daughter and my ducats: Thomas Quiney will have them both.

Later

I called my daughter to me, when my temper had cooled to that of the blacksmith’s iron and not the flames of purgatory.

She had changed her dress; it was stained by the mud perhaps. I expected her to kneel to me, to cry and plead. But she just stood there, hands together, her look as steady as that of any dutiful daughter.

‘Had you no thought for our good name?’ I asked, trying to keep my voice calm.

‘I thought but of my heart.’

She said the words as if they were the most reasonable plea in all of England.

‘Your heart!’

She came to sit upon my knee, but I turned my legs so that she might not do so. I wished to warn her that no man buys what he has had for free, but what use was that now? For this is just what the wretch doth want: my daughter for his wife, her dowry for his chest, my substance after I am gone.

‘How could you do this to our house?’ I asked again.

‘But, Father, you yourself have said, to the marriage of true love let there be
                    no impediment.’

‘True minds! I mind not your mind dallying with this man, but your maidenly body. He wishes for your fortune, girl, and takes your body so he may get it,’ I told her harshly. ‘Are you still a maid?’

She flushed. ‘Of course, Father.’

She lied. I, who have read the faces of the motley, can read one girl.

‘How long have you been meeting him?’

‘I have loved him these three months.’

I closed my eyes, and hoped when I might open them she would be gone, and I might be in Venice, or Elsinore, anywhere but here. But then I did open them, and there she was: her mother’s daughter. And, if my sins be remembered, her father’s too.

I looked into the fire, and not at her. Sin builds walls we cannot shatter once the sin is done. We can no more unscramble eggs than put a lost maidenhead to rights. Now we were on a road with ruin at one end and love’s illusion at the other, and no byways along its path that we might take instead.

At last I found the voice to say, ‘Do you love this man?’

‘Yes, Father. With all my heart, I love him.’

She who loves quince puddings and sarcenet dresses! This was her body’s passion, not love, and for a wretch who knew how to play her like her sister’s harpsichord.

And now I had to say the words. ‘And would you marry him?’

She nodded eagerly, all smiles now I had said the words she wanted most to hear. ‘He has asked me, and with such earnest expressions of his love.’

She reached into the bodice of her dress and handed me a parchment, much creased and greased with fingerprints and sweat.

To the fairest most celestial Judith

Doubt that the stars do move

Doubt that the sun is fire

Doubt truth to be a liar

But never doubt my love.

Hung by my own words! Cockscomb. Damned and thrice-damned villain. That it should come to this!

I read it twice. She reached for it, eager to have it back, next to her bosom. Did she not know those words? But why should she? My daughter has not seen my play; nor do I own a copy here that I might read to my family. It is not what I would have my daughter hear: a girl becoming mad for love.

‘Are you with child?’ I asked bluntly.

She flushed. ‘I . . . I do not know.’

Well, her mother must see to that.

Jem knocked upon the door. ‘Sir, Thomas Quiney the vintner is here to speak with you.’

‘I thank you. Show him into the small hall.’ Let him wait where there is no fire, I thought, till I am ready for him.

‘He is a good man,’ cried Judith. ‘He loves me more than life itself, more than the stars.’

‘And yet he takes you behind the holly hedge and does not speak first with your father.’

‘He was afraid you might say nay.’

Ay, well he might be. But they had both hit that nail so deep into the wood it will not be seen again. Should I wait to see if Judith truly be with child? Or have them marry now, so that when the gossips count the months till a child is born they might think the babe is but a few weeks early? I did not know.

I gazed at my daughter’s face, wondering what it hid. For though her look was properly penitent, a smile lurked behind her eyes. The wench had bested me, and knew it.

‘Go to your mother,’ I said to Judith. ‘I will see your lover now.’

He scuttled in like a rat grown fat on an honest household’s winter stores: green stockings, red velvet doublet, worn about the knees and elbows; some lord’s cast-offs given to his servant, the servant casting them off for a shilling to this clown. His hat even held a falcon’s feather.

‘My Lord Shakespeare.’ He bowed. I did not.

‘I am no lord,’ I said. Nor was I lord of my own household. ‘It insults us both to say so.’

He straightened, tried to hide his smirk. ‘I would ask — nay, sir, I do entreat — that I may have the dainty hand of your most fair daughter.’ He prattled the words like a child counting to ten in a damn school. Had he composed what he thought a poet’s words to woo a poet father? There was no need, and we both knew it. His codpiece wielded power in this room, and not his words.

Had Bartholomew felt this, when I profaned his sister? They had never asked us to dine, nor we them. I thought it our family’s choice, for the man had used his sister ill. For the first time I realised his anger, that no weapon, be it fists or swords, could strike against the mischief of a codpiece.

I had never felt guilt for sinning against Anne, for in truth it was no sin to free her, to give her hearth and family, and later pearls and servants beyond any she had dreamt. But for the first time I realised how I had wronged her brother.

‘’Tis love,’ quoth Quiney soulfully, ‘that makes fools of men. Love that gives me courage for a star beyond my station. Love that . . .’

I listened not, but gazed at the bare trees outside the window. If my windows had been stopped with honest shutters, instead of a rich man’s glass, would they have kept this march fly out? My fortune and my sin brought my daughter this.

‘. . . and I will keep her as a gentlewoman, you shall be sure. Serving men to do her bidding, nor shall she step foot within the tavern door. Everything my wife desires I shall provide for her.’

And I should pay for it. ‘She will have no dowry,’ I said abruptly. ‘If you love her so, her love must be enough.’

He bowed again, sweeping his hat against the floor. ‘Her love will make me prince of Stratford town.’

Nay, her cottage would do that, and her three hundred pounds. It would be enough to see them comfortable until I died. We both knew it. This was a play that we performed, with an audience of two. But for the first time this was not one crafted with my words.

Who was this man, who smiled and bowed to me? A man can smile and smile, and still be a villain. I, who played so many men, still did not know this man who now must be my son.

I saw his greed. I saw his lust, not for my daughter now, but for my ducats. I saw his feeble cunning too. Not a man of words and wit, unless he stole them both, but neither is my daughter. And yet her mother made this bargain too, and did right well from it. Could my foolish daughter be happy with this fool? Perhaps there lurked behind his rat-smile cunning, the heart of a good husband, who would give courtesy to the wife who’d made his fortune, and honest love perhaps to his children?

I did not know. ‘Then you shall have her,’ I said.

I watched him bow, and try to hide his triumph, thinking his words had swayed me now, and might again, to give him more, once he was my son-in-law. ‘Sir, I thank you from the piteous depths of a poor lover’s heart. I will at once procure the marriage licence.’

That last, at least, I did believe.

Dinner: galls and wormwood, and vinegar to drink.

Bowels: stubborn, entirely stopped. Waters a cloudy flow.





Wednesday, 13th January 1616


Grey skies blow mist upon the town, shivering the river and men’s souls. But not women’s it would seem, for my wife is running all smiles to gather fripperies for the wedding, new cloths and cushions for the Chapel Lane cottage, subtleties for the feast; and Judith grinning like a monkey too. Well shall she smile a month after this wedding, when she sees what she has married and why.

I will have none of it and so up here, to live in good memories, instead. Which one to choose? One as far away from this dreary day as possible.

A bright day, larks rising in the sky, the world aflame with hope, the second time I was on stage, though there was no stage to climb. It would be many years before we conjured one: a platform which every man could see, the gentry in tiers above us, and we raised above the groundlings.

Our small band of players met in the morn in the tavern room, but soon fled to a turnip field the better to rehearse, Richard carrying a sack of bread and cheese to be our dinner. But I did not feel the lack of the roasted meat at home nor gooseberry pie, for I had starved for words, and now I had them. I had written half the night, and flourished my harvest for the company in the turnip field: six sheets of parchment with ideas most brilliant to add to the play, for my words must be jewels to tempt the company to ask me to join them when they left.

But each of my rubies turned to cabbages, speedily dispatched as with a gardener’s knife.

‘How can we have a ghost descend?’ asked Matthew. ‘Will you have an actor dangle on a rope? From where? A tree, where all can see and laugh? You must conjure the audience gently, to belief.’

‘And this speech: you have the Princess and the hero’s mother both in the same scene, and only Rob to play both,’ said Richard.

It was a quick series of lessons they taught me, in that turnip field. As fast as I suggested, they tore my visions down. Then, slowly, as the turnips watched and the sun rose, the play rose too; the same play, but with a ghost now, not just at the beginning, but swooping in throughout the play. And the best of my speeches was uncrumpled.

‘To be or not to be, that is the question . . .’ Richard nodded. ‘Yes, that
                speech speaks well. But the hero pondering his death must speak it, not the ghost
                who has been severed from his life.’ Richard added, ‘That too is a good line. We
                will keep that in as well.’

Back to the tavern, through the back door. The front yard was already swollen with the crowd, who spilled out onto the green, displacing the geese that usually grazed there. The innkeeper had already passed the money-boxes around. For this, and for the use of his forecourt, he would get a quarter of our takings, though what he gained in ale sold would be even more.

The next time, we must play at a guildhall, I thought, where we pay a single sum, rather than share our bounty with the ale man. For surely today we will make enough to do so.

And then the play.

Once more the gong, then Richard, in doublet and fine cloak and moth holes.

‘List, O list!’ he cried.

‘For something is rotten in the state of Denmark now.

My father not two months dead,

My mother married to my uncle.

And now at midnight —’

He screamed, as I appeared, holding up his arms as if to ward off evil spirits.
                    ‘Angels and ministers of grace defend us!’

(An excellent line. I kept that, as the play grew stouter in the years to come, and the lines that followed too.)

‘Be thou a spirit of health or goblin damned,

Bring with thee airs from heaven or blasts from hell,

Be thy intents wicked or charitable,

Thou comest in such a questionable shape

That I will speak to thee.’

‘Mark me!’ I ordered.

‘Sir Ghost, I shall!’

‘My hour is almost come

When I to sulphurous and tormenting flames

Must render up myself.’

‘Poor ghost,’ said Richard. ‘Speak, I am bound to hear.’

‘Bound you are, but you know not

How bound ye be.

I am thy father’s spirit . . .’

Someone shrieked faintly from the audience. I smiled beneath my sheet.

And so the play went on.

In truth, I remember little of that day’s play. I have written a thousand versions of Hamblet/Hamlet now, and each one different, cut to fit the audience, for Hamlet was a play that grew and changed as much as any babe, till at last it stood of fine stature and, like a son, may live a little even after I am gone.

But that day, even when the play was not yet fully formed, they shouted for us as we left the stage, called for our return.

We put the play on once more by torchlight, the better for a ghost to haunt. So great was the clamour for our show (for there was naught else but the turnip harvest to interest men that week), the next day we did two performances as well. My father came to neither, nor did any of his household attend any performance that I gave, or where words of mine were spoken, in the years to come.

My father might sell me to the players, for coin to pay his debts and give him comfort — for in truth he did sell me for coin to come, willing though I was — but he would never show the motley that he countenanced it. It hurt only a little, the smallest of rapier pricks, that he never felt pride in his son’s words, only in the status those words might earn him. But my heart was so filled with joy that night it bled only a pin head that my father was not there to cheer as well.

After the first performances I vanished into the crowd, leaving the audience to think that one of the cast had played the ghost, though any who could count must wonder how they did it. But in that final torchlight, after the motley cheered and cheered us, many having seen the play five times now, as Richard, Rob and Matthew strode out and bowed, I marched with them, my sheet around my shoulders, and bowed too.

Richard glanced at me in surprise, then grinned. He bowed to me, doffing his king’s crown as if it had been an apprentice’s cap.

The crowd laughed and cheered and stamped upon the ground. I heard the mutter as men recognised me in the flickers of the torchlight. Murmuring grew to shouts. I heard my name, as all made sure that each one knew there stood Will Shakespeare, glover’s son.

I gazed at Richard and he at me.

‘So,’ he said, ‘you announce yourself as a player.’

‘I do. These last two days have been as if a new sun poured into the world, showing for the first time that it has colour. The muse of fire, leashed like a hound sat at my feet, winging me upon time’s chariot not just through space but time, and to the vast palaces of Denmark. And I, all unwary —’

Richard held up his hand to stop my speech, laughter in his eyes. ‘You want to join us?’ He spoke under the yelling of the crowd.

‘I cast my muse, sir, at your feet.’

He clapped my shoulder. About us, Matthew laughed, and young Rob too.

‘They were trying to think of a way to coax you,’ said Rob. ‘Richard said we might give you the same portion of the takings as him, though you were new. And Matthew —’

‘Hush, brat.’ Richard flicked his finger at Rob’s cheek. ‘We can discuss terms with Master Shakespeare over supper.’

‘At my father’s house,’ I said. ‘For he has offered you his hospitality for this night.’

‘Feather beds!’ cried Matthew.

‘Is your mother a good cook?’ asked Rob. The crowd was melting back to their homes now, though some lingered, in case what happened next might be as amusing as a play, and even meatier gossip.

‘A most good cook. My wife as well.’

My last night in my father’s house, I thought, as lingerers called for more ale, unwilling to let this evening end, the summer sun low in the sky but the day still bright enough for men to see their way back home. My last night in Stratford town. It was as if my feet had grown wings already. My mind already slept in Elsinore.

Then I saw her. Judyth. She must have come with her brother’s family to see the play; see it for the second time perhaps, even the third, as had so many. I had not known her, hidden among the crowd under her veil.

But now she waited alone under the oak tree beyond the courtyard, her eyes greener than any leaves. She had not changed, except to be more herself. And suddenly in this courtyard I knew myself again: husband perhaps, and father, but poet to the marrow of every bone. And Judyth had known the true Will Shakespeare, when all else had seen the shadow.

‘Excuse me, sirs.’ I bowed.

As I walked away, I heard Rob ask, ‘Is that his wife?’

And Richard reply, ‘One thing you must learn, brat, is that is not a question you ask of any player. Our wives are where we find them, not where we leave them. Understood?’

Then I was there, beside her. It was as if no time had passed, or else a lifetime.

I said, ‘I leave with them tomorrow.’

‘Then I am glad.’ Her voice was still the same, sweet and low. ‘Did I not say that Stratford was not world enough for you, Will Shakespeare?’

‘Yes, my lady. You told me that.’ I met her eyes. I would my hands had met hers too, my lips met the soft mouth that it had tasted so long ago. ‘I would that you could come with me. Would that it had been you beside me all these years.’

I stopped, for how could I explain my father’s need; the duty that had caused me to sin in fornication and in lies, and to sin against her too?

There was no need.

‘I know,’ she said.

I wondered how much she did indeed know. For she was her brother’s sister, and he, a merchant, might know perhaps of the dowry brought to our family by Anne, and how my father needed it. But one thing shone like the moon on a dark river: she knew that I had loved her even as I wooed Anne; knew that I had married for my family. I had given Anne my body, but my heart was hers.

Her hand touched mine so quickly. It was as if a feather had brushed it, then blew on. But that touch burnt so deep that even today, I feel it still.

Her smile was sad, and yet she raised her chin: a woman of such pith and resolution that I have writ her a dozen times into my plays, and each woman true and steadfast. Portia, Desdemona, Cordelia, Juliet, each one is her. I, alone of all my fellow writers, have given women courage, for I alone perhaps have known one who had it writ into her soul.

‘You need use no words to explain to me,’ she said. ‘Soon those words will be heard across England, and one day, I am sure, they will come here too, and I will read them, clasp them to me and be happy, Will, for thee.’

My words left me. Then she was gone as well, too quick for scandal to attach to her name, or to mine.

And I turned back to Lord Knudson’s Men, no longer Will Shakespeare, glover, but player, poet and a man of words.

Dinner: my wife pleaded for Thomas Quiney to join us, and my daughter too, but there be time enough when he is legally our family, and to keep our family’s name I must at times invite him. It was a good dinner, and tasted better that Quiney did not eat it too. I think my wife doth tempt me to wedding gladness with my favourite foods: well-flavoured rooster, roasted, with black liver sauce (only Quiney’s liver would have pleased me better); a hedgehog of sausages; salt beef, boiled; roasted pigeons, fattened in our dovecot throughout winter on spiced grain; a loin of pork; a butt of beef (for with Lenten fast soon we need our meat); tarts; jellies; custards; medlars that had been laid in bran to keep; figs, dried then spiced in wine; French claret to drink, which still keeps good.

Bowels: still stopped entirely, but I hope the figs of which I ate a lot may be a cure.





Thursday, 14th January 1616


My wife would have me send to London for sweetmeats and sugar subtleties that our kitchen cannot prepare, such as we had for Susanna’s wedding. Judith dreams of marzipan bride and groom and wedding guests, and sugar plates and cups.

‘Shall we have a marzipan tavern then, to honour the groom?’ I said. ‘With drunken guests, and others throwing up inside his privy?’

Judith looked like she would argue, but my wife laid her hand upon my arm.

‘Thomas loves her, and she him. Is that not enough? You who have writ of love so much,’ she smiled, ‘and loved too, surely you can forgive love now?’

I had no heart to berate my wife. Not one shrewish word in all our years; and if she had failed to have a care for her daughter’s virtue now, then so had I.

‘Marzipan it may be, good wife, but only what your nimble fingers can create. Have you forgot it will be in Lent, this wedding?’

‘But marzipan is made of almonds —’

I held up my hand. ‘And sugar, which is a luxury, which is why it must be brought from London, not our market here. Scandal enough to have a wedding in Lent, but we cannot feed its fire with sugar.’

Judith’s face fell. ‘No sucking pig? No boar’s head or ox roast for our tenants?’

I stared at them, wondering what they had been planning. We had not roasted an ox even for her sister’s wedding. ‘It must be a Lenten feast.’

‘You could pay for the dispensation,’ Judith pleaded. ‘Gentlemen are not bound like commoners, especially at a feast.’

‘I can, but I will not. It is the duty of a gentleman and a lord of his own household to know what is fitting. And a sucking pig in Lent would not be.’

‘Even for Master Shakespeare?’ Judith began again.

‘Especially,’ I said, ‘for he.’

I looked at my wife’s face. I almost thought she might cry, she who never cried. What had she been arranging and ordering that might be wasted now?

‘Let us have another feast,’ I offered, ‘afore Lent begins. We will call it a Feast of the Family. And you, my wife, may serve the sucking pig, the boar’s head and the gilded tusks, the marzipan figures, all that you desire.’ And if Quiney must be at our table, at a family feast only Susanna and Dr Hall would be there to see him pile his trencher with my meats.

My wife rarely smiles, but when she does, it lights her face as a sudden candle in a darkened room. ‘You are the best of husbands, and the best of men.’

I smiled back. ‘A man, certainly.’

She came and kissed my cheek, a thing she also rarely does. ‘And it is for love,’ she whispered. ‘We are old, husband. But do you remember?’

And so I came up here, to my book. Yes, I remember. Years do not fade the stain of sin.

The company I had joined left early that morn, the players well fed and rested in our hall on good feather mattresses free of fleas or lice, their clothes washed by my mother and my wife and dried overnight by the hall fire, then ironed. Both must have been up most of the night to make it so, with a screen so as not to wake the sleepers: pies a-baking and victuals harvested from our larder, cheeses and dried fruits and a giant pudding and much more, and a rabbit-fur lining sewn in my cloak lest I catch cold. (I was glad of that lining ere long.)

And so we set out, soon after the roosters crowed, discreetly taking the path that led away from the township, for players hefting their trunk on a barrow are not as grand as players in silk and velvet and a gilded crown.

I kissed my family, from the smallest to my wife, and then my father. He clung to my hand a moment. Had Ned’s father clung to his son’s and for a candle’s flicker too, all those years ago? I wished I could tell my father that this was my life burst into flower, not servitude to stave off his disgrace. But to say that would be to insult the life he had strove to give me; the gentleman’s life that by my own actions I have now.

My mother wiped her tears upon her apron, and my wife too. Susanna watched, trying to make sense of her mother’s tears, her father’s smile, while Judith looked distracted at a rooster who had escaped the pen and wandered about the garden.

Only my Hamnet bounced upon his toes as if his excitement was too big for his small body. ‘Will you bring me stories, Father?’ He was but two years old then, but talking so well I knew my gift of words had sprung anew in him. I felt the first pang that morning, that I would not be here to guide his words. But I had learnt my word craft without a father’s hand, and so would he; and as a player, not bound to any master, I would be free too, to visit home, returning to its comforts, and my son.

I knelt, to meet his eyes. ‘I will bring you stories, and much more.’

‘What?’ he asked solemnly.

‘Why, I do not know yet, for I’ve not seen London, nor the world. What do you wish for?’

‘An elephant,’ he stated.

My father laughed. ‘How has the boy learnt of elephants?’

My son put his small hand in mine. ‘From Father. He said if I wish to stop elephants from charging, I must tie their tails together.’

I grinned. ‘I but told him a story from Pliny’s book.’ I turned to Hamnet again. ‘An elephant may be a trifle big for thee.’

‘Will, are you coming?’ called Richard.

And so I left.

We walked. Young Rob began to sing, some tune he had picked up at the market. Half my mind was on my life ahead, half on the song, that I might weave it into the fabric of a play, for the lad’s voice was sweet and clear. I had never heard singing in a play, but who was to say it could not be done? And it would give Rob pleasure to have a larger part even while his parts were still so small.

And then I saw the beech tree. I had not been there since my son and his sister had been born, for two babes in one house give no one much rest; and lately it had rained often, not a flood but enough to soften any parchment left in a tree. But even through the green leaves I saw the flash of a red ribbon. Had Judyth decided to fare me well?

I paused, and said, ‘Excuse me, sirs,’ and ducked under its branches.

Behind me Matthew said, ‘He must relieve himself already? His bladder must leak like Fleet Street.’

‘Nay, his wife’s ale be too good. He will not drink so much when we are upon the road.’

The parchment was there, but wrapped in a bladder to keep it dry. I lifted it, unrolled it and read.

The quality of mercy is not strained.

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven

Upon the place beneath. It is twice blessed:

It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.

’Tis mightiest in the mightiest. It becomes

The thronèd monarch better than his crown.

His sceptre shows the force of temporal power,

The attribute to awe and majesty

Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings,

But mercy is above this sceptred sway.

It is enthronèd in the hearts of kings.

It is an attribute to God himself.

And earthly power doth then show likest God’s

When mercy seasons justice.

I stared. What did she mean? No words of love, no farewell. Or were they? Did she give me permission to leave her?

I looked more closely. The ink was dark, the bladder so old it cracked at my touch. This poem was not freshly writ last night, but left weeks or months or even years ago. This was no farewell gift.

And then I saw it was a gift of words that I might use, a gift of forgiveness too. For that, it seemed, Judyth had given me long before.

What girl was this, that I must leave behind?

I slipped the parchment in my sleeve and ducked back out, fastening my codpiece.

I joined in Rob’s song, and singing we crossed the turnip fields, while I cast off my old life like a moth its prisoning cocoon.

Dinner: a hare, roasted; mutton, boiled, with egg sauce; a beef steak pudding with beet tops; Virginia potatoes with beef marrow sauce; a leg of kid in the Italian way; onions, pickled; suet pudding with raisins of the sun; tart of figs and apples; cheese with caraway; liquorice butter; biscuits with our crest; pears well kept in bran.

Bowels: strained, but waters again clear.





Saturday, 16th January 1616


Today is one I would live entirely in the past; not here, where my son-in-law to be — son of a bedlam pig, more like, or like the boar whose head he ate — made free both of my table and my daughter at our ‘family feast’.

To the past . . .

Those early days were good, though not yet the riches I had envisaged when I first walked from my home a player. Too often hedges were our beds, and cloaks our coverings; and for four days once turnips and sprouts picked from the fields our only sustenance, not from lack of audience, but from a spring flood that set us between two streams and no roof to keep us warm. Nor did I shine, as I had thought — and they had all expected too — at acting.

‘Speak it most trippingly upon the tongue,’ Richard urged.

‘But, hark,’ I said, in what I thought were hero’s tones, ‘what dawn doth break upon the east?’

‘Sounds more like the breaking of a clay pot,’ said Matthew.

‘Or breaking wind,’ said Rob and giggled.

I cuffed him, then held him at arm’s length, laughing as he tried to punch at me.

‘Speak the line again,’ ordered Richard.

‘But, hark, what dawn doth break upon the east?’ I uttered hopefully.

‘Better,’ said Matthew.

‘No, ’tis not,’ said Richard flatly. ‘Will, we must admit it. As king, as ghost, as aged father, prince or Caesar, you will carry all before you. Your tone is too lordly for aught else, nor do you have the talent to change it.’

‘You wish me to leave your company?’ I asked, forcing my voice to calmness. For even then I knew an actor must be able to be a king at breakfast, beggar at midday, and hero dancing for his supper.

‘What? By his Lordship’s stockings, we do not! Look, you,’ said Richard earnestly, ‘in you we have what other companies do not: a playwright who can craft words as cunningly as any goldsmith can a lady’s ring. You can make the clouds weep —’

‘Clouds already weep,’ said Rob.

‘Make crocodiles weep,’ said Richard crossly.

‘But crocodiles do weep too.’ Rob skipped out of the way of Richard’s hand.

‘Silence, brat! I’ll show you crocodile. Will, you must write your own parts that suit your manner and your voice.’

‘And write words for me,’ said Rob firmly. ‘I am a thousand times better actor than you all — even you, Richard! Cannot a boy have a full speech? Nor yet a girl?’

Ah, brave new world, I thought, that has such people in it. I gazed at these friends who were so new yet so much of my bone and marrow.

Richard laughed, then plucked a walnut from his satchel and cracked it. ‘What playwright would give a girl a speech? What should a girl say, beyond gossip and “yes” or “nay”?’

‘And mostly nay to you,’ said Matthew.

I thought of one girl who had said much, with words as finely wrought as any I could craft. I said nothing, but at that moment the plays I would write began to creep within my heart.

I was with my true kin now, and we tossed words into the air like jugglers’ clubs, some kept, some dropped into the mud; we bandied words, we fenced with them, rapier bright and just as piercing. My mind opened like a child’s who had been kept in a closet and then set free. Words danced like stars upon the pages kept in our big trunk. Not often good words then, I grant you. I wrote to please the yokels, and my groans and gasps of love were to please them too.

It was not until I reached London that I found an audience of subtlety and wit, that had been coaxed by the flame that was the Queen herself, more brilliant than any mind I have known. Although I say it only here, within this book that none will see, for now King James — not her son, nor even cousin — must be the best mind of the land, in plays as in all else.

And, in truth, His Majesty was a good patron. I worked well for him, and he worked well for me, though ’tis probably treason and lèse-majesté to say so. If Good Queen Bess disliked your words, she but banished you from her sight, and that were punishment enough, even without the loss of patronage and gold from a court performance. But a play must be writ now to fit our King’s demands. Each copy of The Tragedy of Gowrie is burnt, lest it turn men’s thoughts to plots His Majesty would have forgot . . .

Pah! I said I would write of happy times. And they were the gladdest times, those days before my eyes had seen London, even when the beds had fleas and our audience was more lice than men.

But if Richard, Matthew and Rob were my true family, I was still my father’s son, though unlike him I wrought coin instead of lost them. From the first day, I managed our affairs.

‘We play at the next guildhall,’ I told them, as we sat next to a brook and ate the mutton pies packed by my wife and mother, and drank their two fine skins of ale.

‘Guildhalls need paying,’ said Richard. ‘We can use the tavern for naught.’

‘Except a share of the takings,’ added Matthew, his teeth well into a fine pie.

‘Taverns get more custom from our playing. Why should we pay the tavern-keeper as well?’

‘Ay, custom you call it, and custom it is. We dance, the audience pay, and when the money-box is broken, the tavern-keeper has his third.’

‘A third! Then it is the guildhall for us. And two plays in the one day, so that if we do not make the guildhall fee with the first, we do with the second, as word of our magic spreads.’

Richard grinned. ‘Think you so much of these new words you give us?’

‘Ay,’ I said.

‘I like them.’ Rob attacked his fourth honey tart. ‘Master Shakespeare’s words give me shivers up my legs. And the audience stare as if a dragon’s spell has turned them into stone. Master Shakespeare, can you write a dragon?’

‘Why, of course —’

‘Nay, he will not,’ said Richard firmly. ‘Master Will must learn what can be staged and what cannot. How can players such as us clothe a dragon? Can ye dance, Will?’

‘A little.’

‘Ah, country dances. We must teach you London’s best when we are there, though we pay the price of a good teacher. The groundlings come to see more than words.’

‘You can’t see a word,’ began Rob.

‘You can if they are played well,’ said Richard. ‘You will learn, brat. The audience also come to see the dances that only gentry know, and rapier work new from Italy, and grand clothes, even if they are my Lord’s and Lady’s cast-offs and the landlady has spent all night mending the moth holes; even dancing bears if we can hire one cheap — whatever makes a spectacle.’

‘I see,’ I said, and in truth I did. My wife would sooner see a dancing bear than hear my words. But one day, I thought, I will write words that need no dancing bears.

But they were long, full years before I did it.

Dinner: a small pig, roasted; a boar’s head, stuffed (both sharest much in countenance with Thomas Quiney); saddle of mutton, roasted; pigeons, fried, with mushroom sauce; a plum pudding, boiled. Second course: partridges, roasted, with spinach; chickens, roasted, with sauce in the French manner; blancmange with apricots of the sun; whipped syllabub; and for subtleties, marzipan flowers in a host of colours; bread baked in the shape of a bride and groom — though I was glad to see the groom’s head swelled in the baking and his toes burnt black.

Bowels: unmoving once again.





Monday, 18th January 1616


More wedding fuss: who shall wear what, and what linen should be taken to the Chapel Lane cottage, and which maids and men hired to wash and clean and air it and light great fires; and I to pay them at fourpence a day each, all to make my future son-in-law’s haunches comfortable.

I left my wife and Judith conferring on what wedding subtleties might be wrought out of Lenten quince cheese — which does not agree with me, nor I with it, so I do not care if our whole store is used — and came up to this room with its good fire against the damp, my inkwell filled, my nibs sharpened. Indeed, my wife is an excellent ‘house wife’, and if my heart strayed to those who had a mind and passions more like mine, it is to the house she keeps that I came back.

We players wandered all that summer, and into winter too, for the plague still left the London theatres shut. I worried that we might come unknowing to a village held in its grip, but players have an instinct that keeps them travelling safe, it seems; or perhaps those that do not soon play with skulls under the ground and not with the hearts of men.

We stopped at villages where travellers must and gave our performances in their inns, but in towns we performed only at the guildhalls, under cover from rain and snow and wind. Word of our coming flew before us, for I had discovered what other players, it seemed, had not. Why had my performance so raptured the audiences at Stratford? Not my method, surely, for I had but little then; nor yet my words, they mostly being simple folk who would not pay a penny or three to hear a wise word said. They shrieked and cheered because they saw a ghost. So that is what I added to the plays the company carried in their chest — not just my powerful words, but murder, ghosts, magic, betrayals, and murders enough to fill whole seas with jam mixed with red wine lees to make blood.

At last word came that the plague had loosed its grip on London. The taverns opened again, and once more their courts were free for plays. The crowds were eager for enchantment to light them from the dark of the plague year they had passed through, to show them gilded dreams instead of doors that still bore crosses, to carry them away from the heaped dirt of the plague pits, so vast that Fleet Street still stank with the memory of the bodies.

We brought enchantment; but I found it too. London. That one word does a thousand dreams bring.

I first saw it on a foggy eve, the mists rising from the river, the fog curling like a cat about the houses, and naught to see but night and yellow candlelight. We entered a tavern much like any I had seen: the patrons grumbling over pies and cheese and ale; and rooms above, with beds and fleas to share.

I drank, I ate, I slept, I scratched, I woke. But to what dawn? Cries filling the air: ‘Hot bread!’, ‘Chestnuts!’, ‘Codlins hot! Please buy my codlins hot!’, ‘Eel pies!’

I ran to the window and looked out. A crowd such as I had never seen before: strutting apprentices, each with a rapier and knife; merchants in fur-trimmed cloaks; whores in bright silks, more bosoms in that one glance than I had yet seen in my entire life; chairmen carrying gentry with crests upon the chair doors. I noted that London women did not wear pattens to keep off the mud, for these streets were cobbled and already being swept clean by servants from each house along to clear the mess of rubbish and chamber-pot contents tossed out from the night before. And house upon house, rooftop tiled against rooftop, as if houses littered as liberally as rats, houses down to the river; and on that river, more traffic in that moment than had ever crossed the whole wanderings of the Avon, and a great barge with eight rowers and a damask chamber that I thought must be the Queen’s — though it was not, not a tenth so fine, but being yet a yokel I knew not what finery really was. The noise, the stench, the laughter, the oaths, the bells pealing from church towers; each inch of the city had more life and soul than did the whole of Stratford.

And yet this book is not Will Shakespeare’s guide to London town; nor yet to Elsinore, which a few years later we were to visit, to play in silent miming show to the court when the plague closed London’s theatres once again. Nor is it a guide to queens and kings, not even in this book that no one else shall read, except to say I am both awed and grateful for all Their Majesties have done for me, and will always remain their humblest and most obedient servant that they deigned to notice such an unworthy scaffold of the art as William Shakespeare.

As for mine own life: we were met at that first dinner by Richard’s father, James Burbage, the true director of Lord Knudson’s Men. Later, as my Lord Knudson rose up in full estate, so did we; as he became Lord Chamberlain, so were we the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. It was a good dinner, although not in ale, which was sour — as it often is in London, where it be made in rotting casks and kept too long — nor in victuals, for we had bread and cheese and cold meat (which would be my lot for ten years more, for I sent most of what I earned to Stratford). It was rich in company, and richer still in plans, for James Burbage understood my business flowers, knew which to pluck and which to leave unplanted. With him I found my life’s true meat, as with his son I found my ale and bread, in friendship, wit and plays.

Ah, those early plays. So much rampage and murder. Titus Andronicus — I
                cannot count how many corpses were left by the end of that play, each to rise again
                to play another part and be struck down once more. Pericles and King Henry
                    VI, both old but reburnished bright by me, a golden coating on a plate of
                lead.

By the year’s end we had prospered so that our company was able to pay for a roof above the Blackfriars Tavern, that we might play even when it rained or snowed, which it does as often even in London as in Stratford. That roof paid for itself by the month’s end, and laid the corner stone of my fortune. Later still, we built our theatres, designed especially to show a play; though ale and sweetmeats still were sold, for who would come to a play if not to drink and dine as well?

We called the first The Globe, for such it was, all gentlefolk now knowing the world is round. All that world was encompassed in our theatre walls, where mighty armies, nations, kings all appeared. And ghosts, murders and dancing bears, a golden crown, and rubies that, if real, would have bought a kingdom three times over, for the kingdom in the mind’s eye is richer by far than any that the earth can bear.

Once a year at least I did go home; a mere hundred miles’ journey, but so far it felt I wore a different skin each time I visited. For in my father’s house I was no player, or wordsmith, but a father, husband and son of a father once again growing in prominence and estate. Within two years I had bought my father out of debt; and in a few more had bought him arms to display upon his chair when he was carried to the guildhall, where he was once more a respected member of the council. Never did he or I ever mention the plays that brought him that estate. If any neighbour spoke of them, my father frowned them down.

Yet it was my plays that bought this house for him and for my family, New Place, the second largest in the district and finer than any other, built of timber and brick both, which none here had done before; with dairy, ale house, granary, forcing houses, ten chimneys, five gables, two vast barns and an orchard with graftings of the best trees sourced from the Low Countries, where they be expert in such things, and such trees then brought to London for gentlemen to buy for their estates. And so in time I grew to be what Stratford now does see: Will Shakespeare, gentleman.

My wife and mother cooked a feast each time I did return. I let them know by letter at least a sennight before, that they might order sucking pig or boar’s head or collar of beef, and make fresh ale, and bake the pies, and bid the neighbours come and dine. And I, who lived in humble lodgings in London so my family’s estate might grow, would put on my fur-lined cloak and red silk stockings, and trim my beard — for, as I played but kings and princes, I could let it grow, where Richard, Rob and Matthew must stay clean-shaven.

I brought gifts with every visit: a turtle for our dinner; oranges and spices; silks and brocades the like that were never seen in Stratford market; Venetian glasses far finer than my wife’s sister-in-law’s; and, from the Denmark visit, cloaks of fine white fur and leather softer than even the gloves my father had once made, but had no need to now. This I had given him, as he would have given me: he was John Shakespeare, gentleman.

For Hamnet, my son, I did bring an elephant — a score of them, carved to stand upon the floor all around his room; and for my daughters, pearl earrings and later necklaces, and for my wife and mother too.

And each visit I brought a poem home to Stratford. It was but a fancy the first time, to go to the beech tree a few days after I had arrived and to leave a poem and a red ribbon there. A few days after that, I saw the ribbon fluttering in the tree was blue and there was another poem, meant for me.

The first poem I left was one from my rewriting of the play Titus Andronicus (and tight he truly was, for he brought in such great crowds that space in our money-box became tight indeed). I had carefully chosen a verse that gave no mention of my heart, but showed my growing esteem as a poet:

Hear me, grave fathers! Noble tribunes, stay!

For pity of mine age, whose youth was spent

In dangerous wars, whilst you securely slept;

For all my blood in Rome’s great quarrel shed;

For all the frosty nights that I have watch’d;

And for these bitter tears, which now you see

Filling the aged wrinkles in my cheeks;

Be pitiful to my condemned sons,

Whose souls are not corrupted as ’tis thought.

For two and twenty sons I never wept,

Because they died in honour’s lofty bed.

For these, these, tribunes, in the dust I write

My heart’s deep languor and my soul’s sad tears:

Let my tears stanch the earth’s dry appetite;

My sons’ sweet blood will make it shame and blush.

O earth, I will befriend thee more with rain,

That shall distil from these two ancient urns,

Than youthful April shall with all his showers:

In summer’s drought I’ll drop upon thee still.

Not of my best, and indeed I blushed when I looked under the branches as I left for London once again. For this was what she left for me.

O, bard of Avon,

Let the men of London know

That mere women have senses like them: they see and smell

And have their palates both for sweet and sour

As men have. What is it that they do

When they change us for others? Is it sport?

I think it is. And doth affection breed it?

I think it doth. Is’t frailty that thus errs?

It is so too. And have not we affections?

Desires for sport? And frailty, as men have?

Ah, women, women! Come, we have no friend

But resolution, and the briefest end.

I kept it as I kept all: first in my sleeve, and then inside the chest where all my manuscripts are kept, and kept all too within my heart.

During those visits I saw her on Sundays only, at church. Once again I carefully checked my stare and gazed only from the corners of my eyes.

I had thought she might grow stout, as women do who do not have babes to feed; or maybe become all bones, as one who has no husband in her bed. But Judith stayed herself: her eyes green, her hair brown, glimpsed under her veil.

Only once, perhaps, our glances might catch each other. That green-eyed look made every mistress I had known in London, Windsor, Elsinore, fade like dew when gazed at by the sun.

And then that sun was clouded, and I unable even to touch her hand to help it.

Dinner: pork, hashed; boar’s-head pie; mutton collops, fried; a broth; plum pudding, fried and served with egg sauce and such, till I feared we’d eat the feast’s leftovers till Lent. I will not eat of broken meats, especially those broken by lout Quiney, and told my wife so. Let the poor have ass Quiney’s leavings. Sometimes my wife’s early thrift makes her forget a gentlewoman’s duty. She properly begged my pardon, and assured me of a butt of beef and new tarts tomorrow.

Bowels: moved, but small, and that reluctant.





Tuesday, 19th January 1616


Today it be Pancake Day. The bells rang at eleven, and every man dropped his spade. I heard the yells from Pancake Hill, where the race with skillets of boiling lard is held, the contestants hurtling downhill and tossing their pancakes. The one who reaches the bottom of the hill first and still unburnt, either his pancakes or his hands, receives the prize.

Our house is abustle for the nuptials of my foolish daughter, the date now set for 10th February. There is the brewing of small ale and turnip wine, jellies setting in the dairy — set with seaweed, my wife informs me, not a product of any animal’s bone nor hoof, so we shall still keep Lent. Ah, Lent indeed.

Susanna is come to view her sister’s dress and petticoats and stockings. I do not know if Judith has confided in her, but Susanna too must see Judith’s wedding haste as strange.

Judith. At first I found it a joy to say the name; but soon the one became as two: my daughter and the other.

Year by year passed, and no speech between us. Our families’ estates were too far apart back then for me even to hear her name in dinner gossip. But each time I returned I found a ribbon and a poem on the tree; and each time I left I tucked a poem for her in the branches, and once even a fair copy of a play.

And so it was till the eighth year I visited Stratford, and sat at the feast with my family on my return.

‘How goes your school?’ I asked my son. He was out of petticoats and into breeches now, and had begun Latin studies and Greek.

‘School is closed,’ my Hamnet informed me, filling himself with sweet pig meat as fast as I had once seen young Rob do, now grown to be a master player.

‘Have the youth of Stratford learnt the world’s wisdom already then?’ I asked. ‘Or have you broke your master’s heart by showing him such brilliance that he cannot share?’

Susanna laughed. My wife smiled, as always when she divined I spoke with wit, even if she could not understand it. My mother by then was deaf, and my father growing deafer too.

But Hamnet shook his head. ‘No, Father. One of the boys at school has caught the smallpox. I . . . I am scared a little, Father. He is my friend, and he might die.’

I did not lie to my son and say that his friend would be safe. Hamnet must know, even so young, how soon life can turn to death. One breath of smallpox slays a score of men.

Instead I turned to my wife. ‘Why did you not tell me this? How far has the contagion spread?’ Had I avoided towns of plague and smallpox, only to find it here?

‘Peace, husband. The lad sickened on the way back from a visit to family far from here, and he had not been at school for more than two months. Only that one household has the illness, and it is quarantined. But the schoolmaster sees it fit that the boys do not gather in case the infection may be spread from elsewhere.’

I nodded, still not assured. It would only take one foolish servant to leave the house, and half the town might sicken. ‘But what of the church, or markets?’

‘We make our prayers here; and have no need to go to market till we are sure that no more cases appear. Our larders are well filled; we have meat enough.’

‘And fish,’ said Hamnet. ‘Father, do you know that humans have skeletons, just like fish? Dr Simon showed me in a book. I . . . I asked him if he knew aught to cure the smallpox.’

‘What did he say?’ I knew pox doctors in London who claimed to have cures, but in truth no more of their patients lived than those who had no doctoring at all.

‘He said that blood letting might ease the fever, and a paste of pearls might help stop scars, but who lived or died was in God’s hands.’

It was time to bring his mind to happier matters. ‘Would you like to hunt sparrows with me tomorrow? Or fish in the river?’

His look cleared. ‘Fishing, please, sir. I will show you which fish guts Dr Simon says a man has too.’

‘Horrid boy,’ said Judith. ‘As if a man has fish guts!’

I smiled at Hamnet. ‘You wouldn’t rather I helped you with your studies? Latin perhaps, and mathematics?’

‘But, Father . . .’ My son managed a smile too. ‘You are jesting.’

‘Of course I jest. What be life without a jest?’

‘Pies,’ said my Susanna, taking more chicken and pastry. She had been inspecting me all day, as if to learn this almost stranger who was her father, but seemed to have accepted I was still the father she had last seen seven months before.

‘Ah, but I have seen a pie made as a jest, when I dined with his Lordship two months ago. He cut the pastry and out clucked baby chickens.’

Susanna laughed.

My wife looked shocked. ‘Surely he did not eat the pie?’

‘No, it was a jest,’ I repeated patiently. ‘His Lordship was a new-made father, and the chicks a reference to his young family.’

‘May I come fishing too, Father?’ asked Judith.

‘I think you are best helping your mother, and learning the wise ways of the house.’

‘But I want to fish! I have never been fishing. If Hamnet and I were twinned at birth, then I should be allowed to fish too.’

‘And your brother should learn to sew? To make cheese and pickle damsons?’

‘The pickles would be indeed a pickle,’ said Susanna. Even then the girl was quick of wit.

Judith pouted, the same pouts that she gives now. I wonder how Thomas Quiney will like it when she begins to pout at him.

My wife smiled to see us gay.

That afternoon I read to them from The Lay of Henry V, an old play I
                intended to rewrite, to give heat and spirit to what was indeed a virtuous tale.
                Suitable for my family, but not one that might make us rich.

And so to bed that night, and so to wake; and then to take the fishing rod, and go hand in hand with my young son to the river, with a groom to carry a basket with pies and cake and small ale for him and Flemish wine for me. The water flowed as if it had taken in the sun and winked it back again.

Our lines lay unplucked, except by eddies in the water. But fish were not our true game here, rather time for a father and his son.

I told Hamnet of the great ships that ploughed the ocean furrows; of new worlds settled by English colonists across the sea; of Venice, city of canals and palaces, and her ships that brought the wealth to build them.

His eyes gazed on far-off Venice, as mine had done at the same age. ‘Can you fish in the canals, Father?’

I laughed. ‘Assuredly. But if the canals of Venice be as thick with muck as London streets, you may not wish to eat the fish you catch.’

‘I would love to see it.’

‘We will both go,’ I promised. ‘The year you finish university. We will see Venice, and Verona, and Bologna, even Wurtemberg together.’ For I wished my son’s mind to grow, just as his body did, that when he be full grown he might take his place in the world of men. My son would not be a burgess in a market town, and not a player for the motley either. My Lord Chamberlain would help him find a place at court, become secretary of the Queen’s Navy . . .

I checked that dream as soon as it had swum across my mind. Her Majesty was what the world could not admit: old, and childless, nor had she named an heir. Soon we would have a King and all would change, and to what we did not know. But even to whisper that was treason. Time enough to pluck a fine future for my son in five years’ time, or even ten.

‘And your life, Hamnet?’ I asked. ‘Are you still liking school?’

‘I hoped you would not ask that, Father,’ he said solemnly.

‘Why not?’

‘For people always do. But you are different.’

‘How?’

He turned to me, my clear-eyed son. ‘You see things, Father. And put them in your plays.’

‘You have been reading them?’

In truth, there were matters in them I would not have my family read.

‘Some, sir. The schoolmaster has copies. And your sonnets, sir.’

‘My son,’ I tried to find the words, ‘those poems were written as I might write a play. They are much misunderstood. Yes, I have known love,’ I did not say it had not been for his mother, ‘but those sonnets were ones written mostly for my Lord Southampton. In that year when the theatres were all closed, I wrote a book of poems that read like a play about a mistress who spurned me, and a friend who did the same. They have no more truth than any of my plays, which means a few grains of rye to a whole loaf of wheat.’

Hamnet nodded earnestly. ‘Master Wroughton, our master, says you’re the greatest playwright in the land.’

‘Methinks he means the most wealthy playwright in this county, and so would please me, through my son,’ I said wryly. ‘And truly, though all ask it, do you like the school?’

He shrugged. ‘Some things I do, and some I don’t. I like it best after lessons,
                for then we play.’ He cast a look at me. ‘I like things, sir. Dr Simon cut
                open a cat to see its bones and joints.’

‘Did he now?’

‘It was dead, of course, ere he touched it,’ Hamnet added quickly. ‘It was most interesting. It had eaten of a mouse, and there were feathers too in its stomach, but they were too digested,’ he gave me the word proudly, ‘to say what bird it may have been. Father, might I study to be a doctor at university, do you think?’

‘Would you rather not study the Classics, then take a place at court?’

‘I like Stratford, sir.’

I laughed. ‘You have seen no other town. Wait till you see London and Venice before you decide to spend your life watching the Avon’s swans.’

‘But I might find a way to make people live who have the smallpox, or the plague.’

‘None but God can do that, my son. But if you wish to stay here, after you have seen the world, you can be a gentleman, and live upon the rents of your tenants.’

‘What do gentlemen do?’

‘Watch for their tenants’ welfare, and that of their household. Go to church as Christians. And, after that, whatever they might wish.’

‘Could a gentleman dissect a cat, sir?’

I laughed again. ‘No doubt. But for now you will go to school, as soon as it is safe to go again.’ I pulled my line in idly, to check the fly was still attached. ‘You have your special friends?’

He nodded. ‘James Whittinger, and Michael my cousin, and George Marchmant.’ His face grew clouds again. ‘It is George who has the smallpox.’

My heart and hand froze, as if my body had given home to all the oceans’ winds. ‘Arnold Marchmant’s son? Who has Mistress Judyth Marchmant as his aunt?’

Hamnet took it as no more than the usual enquiry of a household. ‘Yes, that is the one. Father, must he die?’

‘That is in God’s hands, as Dr Simon said,’ I answered, while my mind whirled. ‘Are any others in the household ill?’

‘George’s aunt, sir. It was from her perhaps he caught the pox, the schoolmaster says, because each day she went to help the parson deal with the parish poor and ill. But others say he caught it first, when he visited another aunt. But I do not think anyone really knows who caught it first, Father. Their house is in quarantine, so no one can speak to them. I . . . I would like to, to tell George that I am praying for him.’

Smallpox or plague, the house door would be barred and no man to enter, lest contagion seize him too. Not for forty days after the last to sicken would the door be opened.

‘We will all pray for George, and for his family. And God comfort them, that they may know it. Come. We must go home.’

‘But, Father, we haven’t caught a fish.’

‘The sun is too hot.’

Most stupid words, but all my cleverness had fled as if it sat in quarantine with her. I had not looked for a poem at the beech tree yet, nor hung one there. I left my son with his mother, made some excuse, and ran along the pathway to the tree.

There was the ribbon and the poem. But when I reached for it the bladder it was wrapped in looked so brittle it must have sat there for weeks. Did it carry the contagion? Nay, surely it must have been left before she was struck ill, and besides, any miasma it might have held must have been blown away by now. It must be safe.

I lifted it, the parchment cold against my fingers. I unrolled it slowly, lest it should tear or break. The ink had run, yet I could read it still.

No longer mourn for me when I am dead

Than you shall hear the church’s bell

Give warning to the world that I am fled.

If you read this line, remember not

The hand that wrote it, for I love you so,

That I in your sweet thoughts would be forgot

If thinking on me should make you woe.

She would not have left it if she herself had been sick — she knew the risks as well as I, or better, if she nursed those in the parish who had been taken ill. Smallpox infects all who are near it. Even plague does not carry such ill breath. Judyth would know how little chance there was to come out of that door again once it had been barred. She must have called her order to a servant, to take this message from a box she had not touched since her infection.

But her last act before entering that house again to nurse her nephew had been to comfort me, and say goodbye.

No longer mourn for me . . . A life without her? But that was what my life had been, brief crumbs left in a tree from what might have been life’s harvest. I mourned for what I never had, as well as for a world dimmer without her brightness.

I walked back home. Four words, for the smallest journey. What else to do? No wealth, no comfort, nothing I nor any man could offer, could help her now.

I thought, if we had married, she would not have been here. We would have been in London, for surely it was fated that I should become a playwright. If I had not met Richard, it would have been some other company that I joined, and earlier perhaps, needing employment, if I had not married Anne. I would still have made the threepences and sixpences, which, added up, had saved my father, paid his debts and then made him a gentleman. I’d had two things to offer Judyth: my hand and my heart. Giving her but one had trapped her here, to sicken, perchance to die.

And so to dinner: forcing myself to smile, smile, each smile bled from a cracking heart. I looked at my father, mumbling contentedly into his wine. You did this, old man, I thought. I looked at my mother, who now confused her grandchildren’s names, with a servant to help her to the meats her trembling hand could not reach. My family had cleaved me from her more sharply than an executioner’s axe.

Yet I said nothing. What was there to say?

The servants had just borne in the roasted partridges when we heard the church bell. One stroke for a man’s death. Two for a woman’s.

The bell cried twice. And then the pause before the tolling out of years.

We all of us were silent as we counted them. Let the bell toll three score and ten, I prayed. An old woman richly gathered in her years.

Ten, eleven, twelve . . .

I tried to see her as she had last been in church. But all I saw was her young face under the leaves, her green eyes as I bent to kiss her.

Twenty, twenty-one . . .

Would she have married if I had never kissed her? Had eight children now, a household of her own, with no barred smallpox door?

Twenty-eight, twenty-nine . . .

The bell stopped.

‘It cannot be Mistress Haggerty who has the white flux,’ my wife said, ‘for she is four and twenty. Nor Mistress Rose Beguire who has the dropsy.’

Hamnet’s face was white. ‘It might be George’s aunt.’

It could be a serving maid, I thought. It could be anyone in Stratford or the villages who is nine and twenty. How many women of that age must there be in our parish? The church bell tolls for all; no reason that it must be her.

She was no more than two miles away, yet I was further from her than if I was closeted in a Venetian palace. Was ever there a story of more woe, of one who longed to hold his love, yet had not the right to go?

My hand trembled. I put my cup of wine down. And suddenly my mind crashed open, like a ship broke on the rocks, spilling forth both agony and treasure. And I saw a play, almost as if it had been writ.

It would be for her.

Dinner: a pike, stuffed; mussels, leeks and Virginia potatoes baked in almond milk; oyster stew; rice pudding with raisins of the sun and spices; Lombard custard made with almond milk, most fine; little cabbages preserved in vinegar; turnips with chestnuts and sage; figs in spice wine; a tart of sweet Canada potatoes, all most good.

It is clear that my wife and daughter wish to make me in good humour. And so I praised the dinner and those who cooked and ordered it.

Bowels: reluctant.





Saturday, 23rd January 1616


No snow, but ice upon each surface. Come midday, you can hear it crack. The sheep be gathered in and all the cattle too, and so the fields are empty but for dirt and ice. Even the river has turned to solid, its happy ducks long flown for warmer climes. I wish I had wings to balance on the wintery air until it tastes of southern sunlight and green leaves’ delight.

Yesterday I sent a message to my lawyer, Master Francis Collins, and today he came to put my affairs in order and make provision for my daughter Judith. He dined with us, which meant at least there was conversation, for I will not have my daughter speak of the man she weds nor of her nuptials either, nor my wife to speak of them.

Grey the day and grey the matters that Master Collins and I had to speak of. I would as happily have a dirty dishcloth for a son as that man Quiney, who has bewitched my daughter and my wife to think he plies her with love, not greed for what he imagines he can gather of my estate. I’ll see him bound with nothing. He may have my daughter, but of my sovereigns he’ll have none. My daughter’s dower shall be what she has now: the Chapel Lane cottage and no more than that.

Not that Quiney knows my true estate. Even good Dr Hall knows only the properties I hold in Stratford and the Blackfriars lease. My coin is closeted with goldsmiths in the city, divided among several lest one should fail. If blight takes all the harvest once again, our household like a storm-tossed boat can safely make for shore.

And all this wealth Judyth gave to me.

When I heard that bell toll a woman’s death, I spent that night penning a play: The Tragical History of Romeo and Juliet. It was our story, as it should have been but that my cowardice made it not. The words came tripping, so fast my hand almost had not speed to write them, as if they came not from my mind but from some heaven-sent angels to me. By morning it was written.

When at last in London I read it to Richard and the crew, their faces turned to the blankness of men who would not show their tears; and tears in plenty we choked upon practising to play it.

A girl’s play, a girl of fire and spirit; a girl of words. A girl who would choose her own lover, or none. I wrote of Judyth’s life and of her death. Or so I thought back then.

But I was wrong. Wrong in Judyth’s death, and in her choices too. The first I learnt of when I woke late that afternoon — my family, now used to my writing, had let me sleep the day away — my wife informed me as if it mattered little that yesterday’s bell had tolled not for Judyth Marchmant but for Mistress Pettiflower, who was taken by a quinsy fever, not the pox.

And yet Judyth was not safe. For three weeks after that, I prayed and waited and listened for the bell. It did not toll for her, nor for her nephew. Three weeks, and no deaths in the Marchmant house. They must be recovered now.

When the forty days of quarantine ended, I smiled, my heart lightened. I had Jem pack my box to leave for London on the morrow. I would leave a portion of my play in the tree for Judyth, in a waxed cloth to keep off the rain till she be well enough to find it, the part where Romeo speaks to Juliet on the balcony, knowing his words were mine to her.

But that afternoon, Jem came to fetch me. A maid from the Marchmant household had come. She wished to speak to me.

She has come for work, I thought. The Marchmants have lost trade with their household quarantined so long and have let the girl go. My wife should deal with this. But my wife perhaps would say we had no need of maids. I was minded to do the girl a kindness, as one of Judyth’s household. Indeed, perhaps Judyth had sent her here for me to do exactly that.

‘Show her to me,’ I said.

I waited for a girl. I saw a woman, near old age. Perhaps she had been my Judyth’s nurse.

She gave me a good curtsey. ‘Sir, I am Elise Butterfield, who was my lady’s nurse, and am now her maid.’

Surely now, of all times, Judyth would wish her maid to stay with her? ‘You wish a place in my household, Mistress Butterfield?’

‘No, sir. I am most content to keep the place I have.’

I waited, puzzled. Had she brought a message from Hamnet’s friend? Even as I thought it, Mistress Butterfield held out a sealed note.

‘This is from my master, sir, to ask if you would let your son visit his household, to amuse his son till he be strong again. It does assure you that all danger of contagion is long past.’

‘I thank you. I will surely read it, and advise my son.’

Mistress Butterfield hesitated, glancing at the door as if to see that we were not overheard. ‘When my mistress took ill,’ she said at last, ‘she said she had remembrances of yours that she wished me to return, if I should live and she were to die. These remembrances, sir, take you again.’ She reached into her sleeve and drew out parchments tied together to make one bundle.

My poems, I thought. She must have kept them secret, and thought to keep them secret if she died, to save her reputation and, perchance, mine.

‘But now your mistress is recovered, does she not want to keep that which I gave her?’

The woman stared at me. ‘These are not what you gave her, sir, but what she would give to you.’ She added hurriedly, ‘I know my mistress does leave messages for you.’ She smiled, but her eyes were smudged with tears. These last months must have been hard for a nurse who had loved her mistress as baby, child, girl and woman. ‘She asked me to tell you that she is not able to leave messages again.’

‘Is she so weakened?’ I asked, in some alarm.

‘No, sir. She gains in strength every day. But it was the smallpox, sir.’ She saw I did not understand. ‘It has marked her, sir. When the lad did have the fever, she prayed that it should all go to her, not him. And the angels must have carried up her prayers, for he is quite unmarked. But she . . .’ The old nurse’s voice choked, as if the words would not be spoken. At last she whispered, ‘She will not show her face, sir, nor her hands. She says that even a veil is not enough to stop all gentle souls recoiling at the sight of her. She says that the fever has burnt her poetry from her as well. She says she is another now, not woman, lover nor poet, and wishes the last tokens of what she once was gone.’

Her words gone? I would sooner lose my fingers or my heart. Nay, if I lost my words my brief heart would have winked away like a cloud covers a star.

I sat. I did not reach for Judyth’s poems. Though they be only parchment yet their weight would be more than I could bear. I wanted to scream my grief away, howl as a wolf that has lost its mate. I longed to run to her, to tell her that ‘To the marriage of true minds let there be no impediment. I did not love thee for thy looks alone.’

And if I did? It would ruin her reputation and my own to see her now.

And what if I should see her and shrink from her? For that first repulsion is an impulse impossible to cure; I had seen beggars torn by smallpox on London streets, not just pockmarks on their skin but their whole visage stretched about by scars. If I could not embrace her at first sight . . .

But that choice was not mine to make, nor hers to take. Even if I saw her and could embrace her, I could not say, ‘Come with me to London. Be my mistress. I will buy a house for you. In London such affairs are winked at. You would be treated by my friends just as my wife. Even the Queen might receive you, for she prizes great intelligence and wit.’

For if once Judyth might have thrown away her reputation to live with me and be my love, scorning virtue and her brother’s name, how could she live there, her face hidden? Her brother’s house was her only refuge now. Her brother, whom she had not shamed by ever asking me, ‘Take me to London, where I am not known. I will take another name and live there with thee, even if you cannot offer marriage.’ And I, so wrapped up in my success and London life, had not even thought to offer it.

Now too late.

I stood. I took the rolls of parchment, and did not stagger with their weight.

I said, ‘I thank you, Mistress Butterfield.’ I unlocked my box, took out three gold coins and gave them to her. ‘Please tell your master I will talk with my son about a visit to your household.’ In the sun, on the grass, I thought, somewhere young George could be carried to, not in the house itself in case the contagion did linger in the tapestries or cushions. ‘Please tell your mistress that . . . as a comfort for your household’s sad times, I would give the lad a copy of my latest play, that it might amuse him and his household to read.’

I met the nurse’s eye. ‘It is a work of two lovers, parted by their families’ estate.’ And who had more courage in their love, I thought, than did I. I wrote it, but did not have the stomach to live it. ‘I have written a clear copy. I will give it to you now.’ I rang the bell for Jem.

And thus the play might come to her, I thought, if her brother had sympathy enough for the sister who longed to read. For surely she would still read, even if she would not write? Or would my words hurt more than they haled, for showing her what she had lost? I did not know. But if I had not my words to give, I had nothing.

Jem fetched the play down from the library where I write these words now. The nurse curtseyed again, and then she left.

My wife came in before I had thought to hide the rolls of parchment. ‘What did the woman wish? To give you those?’

‘From her master, Arnold Marchmant,’ I had the wit to say. ‘We are doing business. Men’s affairs. And an invitation to our son, to visit his young friend who has been ill.’

‘If Dr Hall will say the contagion has left the house, then Hamnet must enjoy it,’ said she, most pleasant. ‘Will you take a brace of ducks for dinner, husband? And there is a fine hare, hung well.’

‘Yes, excellent,’ I said. ‘You will excuse me, madam.’ I held up the papers. ‘I need to see to these.’

She smiled as pleasantly as before and left.

I knew all the poems Judyth had given me by heart, kept them in my trunk too. Would these truly be the last that she would send? I lifted the parchments. They smelt of violets and Judyth.

My eye caught a word, and then another. I looked again. What words . . .

O that this too, too solid flesh would melt,

Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew,

Or that the Everlasting had not fixed

His canon ’gainst self-slaughter! O God, God!

How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable

Seem to me all the uses of this world!

Fie on’t! Ah, fie! ’Tis an unweeded garden

That grows to seed. Things rank and gross in nature

Possess it merely. It cannot come to good.

But break my heart, for I, as woman,

I must hold my tongue.

How could a woman’s hand, or any hand, write that? I lifted another poem, read that, and then another, and another still. My eyes could not stop devouring what had such power in it.

To be, or not to be? That is the question —

Whether ’tis nobler in my mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of a woman’s fortune,

Or, like a man, take arms against a sea of troubles,

And, by opposing, end them. To die, to sleep —

No more — and by a sleep to say we end

The heartache and the thousand natural shocks

That flesh is heir to — ’tis a consummation

Devoutly to be wish’d. To die, to sleep.

To sleep, perchance to dream — ay, there’s the rub!

For in that sleep of death what dreams may come

When we have shuffled off this mortal coil?

For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,

The pangs of despis’d love, a long day’s sad delay,

When she herself might her quietus make?

I had thought her death would be a tragedy. I had not known that her true calamity had been her life.

I put the pages in my sleeves, left my gentleman’s house, walked to the beech tree and sat down. I read her words till the lines danced within my mind and their paper might have turned to air, and still I read them.

So this was my sin — the sin I never knew. Not just that I did not marry Judyth, nor even ask her to be my love in London, but that I left her, a poet imprisoned in a woman’s body, with none but me to share the truth about herself. And then I vanished too. I left her with only a beech tree for an audience, and for companionship in poetry — none.

I thought of my barren years, my poems unseen, no friendship for my wit, before I met with Richard in that turnip field. I admit now, to this book and to myself, that my days are barren once again, except the days I spend in London. Will Shakespeare, gentleman. But was that ever truly my will? William Shakespeare, gentleman, is my father’s son; the idea of being a gentleman is his will, not mine. Today I would shed it all, to be with her and young and on the road again.

I have held her words close to my heart for all these years. Have placed them in my plays, so that even as a woman her words are heard and heard again, even if the world regards me as their author.

And Judyth’s play that came to me that night? That Romeo and Juliet? It
                made me rich, far beyond the accumulation of pennies and threepences that had made
                my family comfortable before. There has been no year since when it has not been
                played in London or by small players in village inns. Audiences so clamoured for it
                that we did two performances, playing it as well as new work. And each time I played
                the Prince and said, ‘For never was a story of more woe, than this of Juliet and
                    her Romeo,’ I remembered, and knew I spoke of her.

I weep for thee, and yet no cause I have;

For why thou leftst me nothing in thy will;

And yet thou leftst me more than I did crave,

For why I craved nothing of thee still:

O yes, my dear friend, I pardon crave of thee,

Thy discontent thou didst bequeath to me.

What have I now? A daughter who would wed a knave; a foolish wife who prates of love; and, yes, another daughter, who is not a fool, but she has no need of me, for her husband is a fine good man, and her life filled with doings of her own.

And what of me? Ah, what of me? No longer playwright, nor a lover. What leaves any man, when he has shuffled off this mortal coil?

Only his sons. Daughters are given to their husbands, but a son’s sons stretch your name across the years.

Poet that I was, and am, my only words must be the ancient father’s cry: Hamnet, my son, my son. Would that I had died for thee.

Dinner: a fair one, but Quiney dined with us, knocking at my door on some wedding pretext just as we sat down to dine, so I was bound to invite him to our table. Pickled cockscombs would have been more meat than what we ate, given the young rooster who sat with us, but even a cockscomb cannot eat cockscombs in Lent. Nor will I pay the church fee for him to do so. My mood is Lentened, and Lenten fare this year we shall all eat.





Monday, 1st February 1616, St Bride’s Day


It is said that dew collected on this day will make girls beautiful. I espied my daughter out on the cold, wet grass this morning, soiling her handkerchief.

I would tell her that she is beautiful enough, but that her affianced husband seeks more beauty in my purse than in her face. Perhaps, at heart, she knows it.

And so I write now of Hamnet.

It is a tale I never thought to write, I who have writ so many deaths and miracles, spread the stage with strawberry jam, left lovers dying and kings slain. This one small play is harder to tell than them all. Yet if I do not write it, what is left of him, my son?

It is not a long tale.

A year after the smallpox, my Stratford agent, Applemere, came to my lodgings in London, sweat-painted, exhaustion-racked. My affairs had become too great to manage on my own, nor would I leave business matters to my father, even before his mind faded into the sops and custards of old age.

But Applemere had not ridden so far and fast to discuss rents and tenants, but to tell me that there was plague upon the town, and in my household too.

London’s last flame of plague had burnt out six months before. The bells’ constant cacophany of death had ceased at last, and each man living knew himself as blessed. I had not known it had spread into the towns too. ‘What? Tell me! Who?’

‘It is your son,’ he told me, still panting in his haste.

We were in my rooms above the tavern. Below us, men laughed, drank, jeered, rejoiced in life, knowing they might die tomorrow. I had known this too. But not till now had I thought death might come to my son. I had dreamt of him walking long after I was gone, into his greying years.

But he might still live.

‘How long has he been ill?’ My actor’s voice stayed steady.

‘They shut the house five days ago.’

‘Five days! And yet you tell me now?’

‘The river rose, as did many streams. No horse could get across. I came as early as I could.’

I believed him. And he’d had the courage to tell me now. The bearer of bad news is often slain for what he bears.

‘My daughters? My wife?’

‘None ailed when I left Stratford. Your son saw the marks of the plague upon his skin when he was at his lessons. He at once called to the master, who fled with all the boys. Your son then went to the church charnel house, that he might not infect his home.’

I thought of my son’s questioning of Dr Hall. My Hamnet would have known the early signs of plague: the fever, breathlessness, the pain in back and legs, the craving for water to cool both cheeks and thirst, the stumbling as contagion feasted on mind and body both. What boy of but eleven years would have the courage to go to the charnel house, among the bones of those already dead, and not to his own home?

‘Who cares for him? His mother?’

Applemere shook his head. ‘Your wife is barred within your house, in quarantine for thirty-five days more.’

Unless the plague struck her as well, I thought, or Susanna or Judith, my parents, or any of the servants too. How often was the quarantine door barred and never opened, for all inside were dead? And how had Hamnet come by the infection? A beggar, perhaps, who had stopped him for coin? My son of kind heart. My son, my son . . .

‘Then no one nurses him?’ Still my voice stayed steady.

‘I do not know. I came to tell you, sir.’

Hamnet had been sick for five days. And we must spend one more on the road, if I changed horses and rode all night. Six days with no food nor water, no blankets nor coverings. That alone might kill my son. To die among dry bones, and all alone . . .

‘A horse!’ I cried.

I was not bred to the saddle, but I had learnt somewhat since. That night and the next day and night too, my body followed my heart. We pounded through the night. Despite the cold, my tears scalded like molten lead.

I changed my horse for another fleeter steed, and a pledge of twenty pounds, at the inn of Master Davenport, where I was known. And if my neck was broken, I did not care. No! For if my neck were broke, there may be none to care for Hamnet.

At midday next, I reached the charnel house. It was used mostly to lay out those who had not homes where they could be dressed properly for death. A hut, no more, by the graves and stones; for in our town, the dead are buried, not left to rot on shelves close by the church.

I left the horse, the sweat and froth upon him, for others to tend to, and ran towards the door.

A voice behind the door called, ‘William.’ And then, ‘Stay back.’

I stopped. None other voice could have made me cease my charge.

I said, ‘Who is it who speaks?’

And yet I knew. Knew the form that came out of the hut and stood under the lintel, though veiling hid her face.

I said, ‘Judyth!’ And then, ‘How fares my son?’

‘He is alive,’ she said.

I shut my eyes. The plague can kill in hours. If he was alive, then there was hope. I opened my eyes again. She was still there, an angel veiled in black.

I asked, ‘You nurse him?’

‘And eight boys who are ill. There were more, but only eight live now. One of them my nephew.’

My son’s friend George, who had survived the smallpox but had come to this. Had he given Hamnet the contagion, or my son given it to him? No matter, for they were brothers in affliction now. Plague bites deepest in young flesh. I saw the fresh-dug earth behind the hut. The boys’ bodies would be thrown there, then dressed with lime before the earth would cover them.

I asked, ‘Do you think Hamnet may live?’

Her voice was soft. It was ever so. ‘We all may live, or we may die. Death visits when it will.’

‘Do you need aught? I will bring cordials, and broths . . .’

‘We need naught. It is all here, tisanes, herbs. My nurse comes each day, carrying the red plague rod, and leaves fresh broth for us. We are well provided.’

‘This nursing may mean your death.’ She must have known it, yet I said it still.

I felt her smile, beneath the veil. ‘Who shall miss me? My nephews have other aunts. Of all the women in this world I can be spared.’

‘You give your life for my son, for your nephew.’

I closed my eyes, heard words whisper in my brain, found that I was saying them to her:

‘The quality of mercy is not strained

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven

Upon the place beneath. It is twice blessed:

It blesseth she that gives, and he that takes . . .’

At last my voice stopped, and I heard hers.

She said, ‘You read my words?’

‘You must know I have. And I have given them to the world too.’

For the first time, I wondered if she might think it theft that I had taken what was hers and given it as my own. Yet does not every writer do so, when they build upon the tales of old?

Again I felt her hidden smile. ‘Then I will not be forgot if my words live, even when my name and frame are dust.’

‘No! You will live! May your veil protect you from the contagion.’

And may my son recover, I thought, with growing hope, for full half recover from the plague if they have good nursing. And plague doctors must live too, some of them, or we would have no plague doctors alive . . .

I felt her soft regard behind the veil. And then she said, ‘Go, William. Live among the living. There is nothing you may do here.’

My heart urged me to go to her, to Hamnet. To hold him to my breast, to stroke his hand, to wipe his brow. Oh, to be with her. Truly, I would have gone. I say that now, and I did know it then. Love vanquished all my fear of death.

Yet I had my honour still; my duty to my father, mother, daughters, wife. How should they live if I were taken from them? For I had not then won the riches that we enjoy now, which will keep them even if I am not alive to make them more. I was bound upon a wheel of fire. But yet I would have gone. I would have gone.

‘My son?’ It was Brother Rivers, an old man with white hair and gentle hands who had been Romish but had taken the King’s Pledge. He dwelled still about the church but did not preach. He drew me past the church and to the parsonage. He made me eat, of what I do not know. He said, ‘I keep watch, and I will send for thee if aught changes. See to the rest of your family now.’

I walked to my house, my fine New Place; stopped as I saw the plague cross painted on the door, the boards that held it shut.

I called, ‘Hello, the house!’

The upstairs window opened; the glass window that had made my father proud. It was my wife, her face drawn, and yet her cap on straight and trimmed with lace, all as it ought to be.

She said, ‘Husband. You have come.’ And then, ‘Our son?’

‘He lives.’

She shut her eyes, I think to pray. And then said, ‘We are well here. He must have caught the contagion elsewhere.’

They might still sicken. The plague may take four weeks ere it erupts. My wife knew that as well as I.

I said, ‘I am glad to see thee safe, and to know the household thrives.’

‘We have the well, and cheeses in the dairy, good hams, a larder full of pickles —’

I held up my hand, for I was weary. I had no wish for housekeeping. ‘I will see thee tomorrow,’ I said.

I turned back as she called, ‘Where will you stay?’

‘The parsonage.’

I had not asked, but knew that he would offer. He did.

One day. Another. Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow crept in its petty pace from day to day . . . At dawn, midday and dusk I stood outside the door and called her name. Each time she came, pulling her veil down so I could not see her face. Each time she said, ‘He lives,’ then went back, for those inside had more need of her than I.

On the fifth dawn when I called, she said, ‘I am sorry, William. He is dead.’

I had known it. Known it as the cock crowed, my blood cold as part of me had fled. No life, no life, I thought. Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life, and my son no breath at all?

I stood alone, for the good brother slept. I thought, I must let his mother know. I thought, I cannot bear it.

What is a man with no son to wear his name and face when he is gone? The sun, truly, of our lives, that we had thought to rise each day, long after the breath in us was cold. What father in a thousand years cannot echo time and time again that cry: My son, my son. Would that I had died for thee.

She said, ‘He told me, “Best it is that one should fall, That only he should die, and die not all.”’

My son had never played words with me. Had he thought me too much the gentleman to do so? Or had this woman whispered verse to him, to comfort him, and he had answered alike, the spark of the poet burning fierce for one brief candle in him ere it was quenched? Would my son have been a greater poet than I?

I did not know. Would never know. Never, never, never. For now my son was gone. His words. His questing mind. More than that, the years that would trot by like a tired horse with no stable to await it. My son had been my future, and my all.

Still I stood there. I longed to see him, to be sure there was no spark that might be breathed to life. But if I had been no use last night, or the one before, what use was I today, except to his family?

I said, ‘Judyth.’ All other words had fled. How many nights since have I not thought what they should have been: of love, of gratitude, that the last face my son saw was one of love and care? At my son’s end, the woman I loved had been his mother. I did not tell her this. I simply stood. If I had spoken, I might have howled like a dog.

She said, ‘William, do not come again.’

‘I will come. I waited for you both. Now I will wait for thee.’

‘No, you need not wait.’

I shook my head to say I did not understand.

‘He was the last,’ she said softly. ‘Now there is only me.’

For a moment I still did not understand. And then I did. The plague had claimed her too.

‘But who will care for thee?’

I felt her smile, even if it was hidden by her veil. ‘God and the angels, who have cared for me all through my life, and will guide me now too. My life swept from me a year ago. What is left is little loss. Live well, William. Be happy.’

She swayed, and turned to go.

‘No!’ I cried.

She stopped, turned back. ‘What is it?’

‘I would see you. Please. Just one last time.’

‘I am not the Judyth that you knew.’

‘You are the one I loved, and love today.’

‘I would have you remember the girl under the beech tree, not the monster that nurses the dead.’ The words were almost mumbled.

Was that how she thought of herself? I knew she was no monster. ‘Ministering angel, let me see thy face.’

Her voice shook. ‘Very well.’

She lifted up her veil. Her hand shook. The disease was biting deep.

Not a woman’s face, nor quite a lion’s.

Dumb, I called on God to give me words. And words came. Later I would kneel to give the thanks for them.

I said:

‘Love looks not with the eyes but with the mind,

And therefore is winged Cupid painted blind.

Thy beauty walks in paradise,

And that is how I see thy face

You walk in beauty always, and in grace.’

She smiled. I felt it, rather than saw it, for her mouth was scarred twisted too.

She said, ‘I hope there are words in heaven. Words like thine.’

‘And thine. Perhaps, one day in heaven, we will write the plays of paradise.’

Her hand caught the doorjamb. I stepped forward, thinking she would fall. She lifted her other hand to stop me. She did not say goodbye. She turned. The shadows took her. She was gone.

I sat upon the ground. I watched the door.

I did not move, not even when the smoke billowed not from the chimney but the door, and flames began to eat the hut’s wooden walls. I watched as my love cleansed Stratford, cleansed my son, fire conquering all contagion in its breath. Love’s candle was burnt out.

As the fire died, the brother was at my side, his withered hand on mine.

And then, at last, I crept to tell my wife.





Tuesday, 2nd February 1616, Candlemas Day


My heart is empty after my writing yesterday, and my life too. For what is there of William Shakespeare left to write?

That is my son’s face that sits not there,

That emptiness along our table,

The laughter absent from our hall,

The cloak that hangs not at the door.

I was father of a son. Now I am not.

I thought my world would die

When my son had ceased to live.

O, pardon.

Though no man notices,

Will Shakespeare ceased to be.

There was a father once. I am not he.

When I first lifted my pen, my young life whirled with passion that ripened, like a field of wheat, to finally write of love, a man’s love and a father’s. Now, with those two loves scythed down, I wrote of tragedies, wringing pain out of my anguished body onto pages and giving them to the world. I think that without those plays I could not have borne my life.

But life seeps in despite the pain. One day I laughed again, one night I drank, and once more took a mistress to my bed. Honours fell upon me, the King’s favour, good estates. And then one day my pen ran dry, for I had purged my pain and had no dreams to fill the void. I played at writing with good Fletcher, but my muse, my heart, had fled.

All that was left was the dream that had been my father’s: to see our household rise in estate, from glover to merchant, merchant to gentleman. And, having no dreams of my own, I came back here, to be the husk that you see now, my corn withered. I smile, I bow, I dress; I have Jem follow me lest I, a gentleman, demean myself by carrying a parcel.

Today I took a shovel full of coals from the great Yule log that has been burning since Christmas, and put it to the tinder when the maids had set the fire again. Thus, by custom, will our household’s fire shine bright for the full year ahead.

My wife and daughter laughed and clapped as the new fire caught, as if true purpose can be found in fire. And yet the custom has been done in every house throughout the land and still the plague comes, the smallpox, the agony and death that flesh is heir to.

After, I signed my name to the year’s new land agreements, this being the end of the tenant farmers’ year, and its beginning.

Today is the horse and cattle fair too.

‘Thomas says there be a fine pair of carriage horses to be sold,’ my daughter told me this morning.

‘And does Thomas Quiney intend to buy them?’ I demanded.

She flushed, knowing that her Thomas has not the money for a pair of terriers until her dowry be in his pocket. ‘He thought they would suit you, Father.’

I shrugged. ‘We do well with those we have.’

‘Yes, but She stopped, but I could hear her words. If we had two pairs of carriage horses, she could then say, ‘Why, Father, we need another carriage.’ That way she and her ‘sweet Thomas’ could ride instead of walk, with a family crest upon the door, the one I purchased for my father and that gave him so much joy.

She is now counting her linen; and my wife is making Lenten jellies of almond milk, and baked fancies to decorate the marriage feast.

And I write . . . of what? Of prating and foolishness, of tenants and horse fairs; I who wrote with the muse of fire at my heels, encircling whole kingdoms in my words.

There is no tragedy of King Lear here, played out by an old farmer and his
                daughter; nor Romeo and Juliet; no wise Portia, just my wife, ordering the
                largest carp in Stratford for baking. Words I have; but no substance to give to
                them. My life is like a gilded chestnut, seeming fine until you crack it and see the
                worms have eaten in while the world believes it is still rich and whole.

I have writ my past into this book; writ my love, my wit and agony into my plays. What then is left to me?

If I were mad, I should forget my son;

Or madly think, a babe of clouts were he:

I am not mad; too well, too well I feel

The different plague of each calamity . . .

Grief fills the room up of my absent child,

Lies in his bed, walks up and down with me;

Puts on his pretty looks, repeats his words,

Remembers me of all his gracious parts,

Stuffs out his vacant garments with his form;

Then, have I reason to be fond of grief.





Thursday, 4th February 1616


News has come from London, in a letter from Richard: the King has bestowed the greatest honour upon Ben Jonson, giving him a pension of a hundred marks a year. Ben Jonson is to be the King’s Poet.

If I had stayed, that would be me.

Is it truly of more worth to be a gentleman than a poet? Will Ben Jonson, poet, live in memory, as Will Shakespeare, gentleman, is forgot? Perhaps even my father’s gloves will live longer than I, treasured for their craft and their warmth. What is a king but craftsman of a kingdom? Have I lost all, in reaching for what my father had not?

The upholsterer is upstairs, at work upon our new bed and hangings; and then my wife will pay him for Judith’s bridal bed as well.

The girl is all atwitter, as if this marriage had been long arranged and treasured by her family, with no thought at how she hath injured us, or how deep the wound could be. I’ll have no more of it. And yet, what can I do? Not all my estate can help me now. There must be a wedding, and I must smile and pretend to wedding cheer.

I am a gentleman. But I regret the bargain that I made, for they were my father’s dreams that I fulfilled. I could have given him an estate, and kept the stage myself. But no, I gave him all, and now I live his dream as my daughter replays my sins.

How now can it be other?

Dinner: fish fritters; potatoes, baked, my wife hoping to tempt me to good humour for she knows I do like them; almond creams; a dish of pickled mushrooms, baked with chestnuts; carp, in the French way; raisins of the sun; a tart of Canada potatoes instead of pastry, so we keep to Lent, with a filling of apricots, preserved.

Bowels: loose and painful. My wife blames the potatoes. I blame my daughter, and my wife for so neglecting my daughter’s virtue that it has come to this. And myself, myself, myself.





Wednesday, 10th February 1616


Today was my daughter wed to Thomas Quiney, prating and prancing at her side in a quilted doublet and rapier as if he were a gentleman and not a tavern-keeper. ‘Vintner’ he describes himself upon the licence, but tavern-keeper be his breath and brain.

Unknown to Quiney and my daughter, I changed the terms of her three hundred pounds, when as father I was still her fortune’s guardian. That three hundred pounds is only hers on condition that if his hand make use of it, he must make the same sum to her. They are to live in the Chapel Lane cottage that is hers, and I will pay their maid and man myself, rather than see my money given to his pocket for cockfighting or ox-baiting, which word says he is prone to.

And if he does not like his bargain, it be all he gets.

Dinner: a Lenten feast, for I would not pay the church for him nor any man to eat meat upon this day. The giant carp, stuffed, an apple in its mouth; mussels in broth; lentils stewed with dumplings; quince jelly — for as I hate the stuff, I ordered that it be served now, and may its colour stain the sheets that will not be reddened with my daughter’s maidenhead, given before her wedding. For the second course: my wife hath made fish, flesh-coloured like a pig — and fitting it was for my new son, who ate it mightily, piling his trencher once again, not fit to dine with any man of courtesy; pease soup; an apple pudding; herring pie; stockfish fritters.

Bowels: loose, as if they would expel this new leech upon our family. Waters cloudy.





Sunday, 14th February 1616, St Valentine’s Day


It seems my new son-in-law does think I am not generous in my daughter’s dowry, for she came today to beg me to give them a greater estate than one small cottage of three chimneys. Perhaps he thinks I am now his true love and do owe him a better house for his Valentine!

I told her that three chimneys were all her mother knew when she married me, and that, like me, her husband is now free to make his fortune as I made ours; which made her weep and call me cruel, till my wife came and took her to the kitchens, no doubt for hot honeyed ale stirred with a cinnamon stick to soothe her.

Is she with child? These tears may be a woman’s humour. But I see no happiness in my daughter’s face as you might expect to see in a new-married girl, in a cottage or a great house. It should worry me. And yet, my pen again in hand, it seems as if I am in the years gone by, and today, not yesterday, is lost to me.

So I did live after my son’s and Judyth’s deaths, and kept living. I wrote, and kept on writing. At times it seemed I wrote with her, my pen flitting too fast even to blot the words; nor when I looked at what I wrote could I doubt that more than my own mind had crafted what emerged upon the page.

Our plays, and at last our two new theatres, prospered.

My mother died, suddenly, in her sleep; and then my father too, more slowly withered. He knew not me, nor where he was, the last year, but he knew he was a gentleman.

Then one day, on our accounting, Richard laughed and said, ‘Why, you and I could live as gentlemen, upon our rents.’

And the bony fingers of my father pushed out of the earth and clasped me, so I said, ‘I will.’

I did not know what I had lost till it was gone. The hollow days of ‘gentleman’ trap me more harshly than I ever was as a married apprentice, for now I am the fly that has flown and seen the world, until the web snatches it and keeps it down.

My plays still have renown. But one can turn from player to gentleman and let the world admire. If gentleman were to turn player, all would laugh. Each man in his station; and if we pawns move forward a square or two, we cannot turn back.

Once I heard another say, ‘I could be bound in a nutshell, if I had not bad dreams.’ It is not true.

If only this hard and bitter shell would crack, dissolve itself in dew.

I am my father’s triumph and his sin,

And both far greater than he knew.

The feet of my tenant’s sheep have the damp rots; the sheep will be slaughtered, out of season, ere it spreads. My wife shall see the meat salted, for none can eat it until after Lent. I have forgave my tenant the next quarter’s rent. He is a most courteous man, and deserves not this misfortune.

Dinner: Lenten. Scalloped oysters, and grey did they appear too; chestnut soup; boiled cabbage; a tail of cod with celery from our hothouses; Virginia potato pie filled with leeks; a paste of apples and walnuts; raisins of the sun; olives; walnuts; preserved pears.

Bowels: stopped, and waters clear.





Saturday, 12th March 1616


Today I almost did not take up my pen. The ink seems turned to ashes, and my words burnt bitter on the page. For today I saw my daughter and my son-in-law (this pen can scarce write that word ‘son’) excommunicated from our church, for marrying in Lent with no true dispensation.

Could that wretch not even marry my daughter right?

My wife is crying in the second-best bedroom. Susanna is with her; but not even Susanna’s good sense can comfort her mother now.

To be cast from the church! To live in open sin and call it matrimony, and in a house that I had given her. I should have placed my boot upon his rump ere he first came to my door. Being guilty of that sin myself, I did not do a father’s duty.

Rage, and rage again. No anger now can quench my fury’s thirst. That our house should come to this. Could aught be worse?

Dinner: still Lenten fare. An eel pie, that reminded me of the sins of the man I must still call son, even if in law and in God’s sight he not be, for my daughter refuses to return to this house until it can be made right; herring, baked, with bitter sorrel sauce, and bitter it must be; red cabbage, pickled, for a pickle we are in; a dish of onions, to make us cry.

Bowels: unsteady, and of watery tears our house has borne too much.





Sunday, 13th March 1616


Oh, woe is me, to see what I have seen, to know what I must know.

For more than twenty years I worked to make our family of respectable estate. Today in church were whispers and strange looks as my wife and I passed by. At last Jem told me what is said about the town. For all I know, it may be already sung by balladeers. For yesterday, Mistress Mary Wheeler was brought with child and named Thomas Quiney as the father. An hour later she and the babe had died, so that testament must stand as true, her dying confession.

I did thank Jem for the news, and said that I must think on it awhile. If I act now, I would burst the cockscomb’s face.

’Twas quiet in the churchyard. I did not know I went back there, till I found myself sitting upon the gravestone and reading again the words: Judyth, daughter of . . . My eyes slid once again from the rest.

I loved her, and I married Anne.

Did Thomas Quiney also love his Mary, but wooed my daughter because he must? I do not think so. He has coin enough from his tavern, and deals in tobacco in between times as well. He could have married Mary had he wanted, for I have heard no ill report of her, till this.

Thomas Quiney stole my words to woo my daughter. Did he steal my cunning too, knowing how I stole my wife? Gossip lingers like the stench of rotten cheese, especially in those who are jealous of my new estate. He must have known the tale. Did I bring my daughter to this?

If so, I must undo this satan’s knot as best I can.

We have had no invitations to dine since my daughter’s lamentable connection; nor do I expect them.

Dinner: a dish of oysters, sent down from London by John Robinson, fresh shucked by Jem, still in their juices, and a salmon, dressed. A fish merchant did die of the smallpox last month, and none here will deal in fish till the quarantine is over. We give thanks for this small relief. Fennel in sops; bruet of pottage; fried spinach; worts in almond cream; turnips with chestnuts.

Bowels: stopped.





Friday, 25th March 1616


Today my lawyer came again, to ensure that Quiney shall not sneak a penny that is mine, and to make arrangement for my stubborn and deluded daughter.

Judith will receive a hundred pounds to discharge her marriage portion, and fifty more if the Chapel Lane cottage is given up; and, if she or her children be alive three years from my death, the rest of a hundred pounds, but not the principal. I further stated that if my son-in-law should have use of any of that sum, it be on condition that he make a gift of land or property worth the same sum to my daughter.

It is the best bargain I can weave. Judith will be given my broad silver belt, to show my affection for her; but for the rest, she must rely on the wisdom of her sister and good Dr Hall.

My estate shall go entirely to Susanna, including this house in which I write, then to her male heirs; or, if she has none, to Elizabeth, and her male heirs; and only if there be none in either family, to Judith’s male heirs. Anne will have her wife’s rights, to live within this house and be supported by my estate. This way Quiney will not have a farthing from me, and my daughter’s share will be safe no matter what the conduct of her husband. For if I leave aught to my wife direct, she may give it to her daughter the first time she weeps of ‘love’ and ‘poor, poor Thomas’. But with Dr Hall my fortune shall be safe.

Quiney may have my daughter. My ducats he shall not touch.

Dinner: carp, stewed, with leek sauce; worts, fried; peas, cooked in the pod; rice pudding with honey and spices; a shellfish pie; baked apples.

Bowels: once again uneasy.





Saturday, 26th March 1616


Today Thomas Quiney was sentenced by the Bawdy Court for whoredom and uncleanliness, for lying with Mary Wheeler and fathering her child. He must pay a five-shilling fine and appear at church in a white sheet for three Sundays.

A slight penance indeed for a lost girl and bastard child, but the sentence was given in kindness to our house, that he does not shame us further.

My daughter stays in the Chapel Lane cottage, so as not to tempt the gossips’ eager tongues.

‘You must go to her,’ my wife said to me at dinner.

I looked at her surprised; both at the suggestion — I would as soon visit the pigs in mud as Thomas Quiney — and that she should tell her husband so. This was not like my wife.

‘If my daughter would speak with me, she must come here.’

‘She says she cannot if you condemn her husband so.’

‘Condemn him! Do not all righteous men condemn him? Am I to have a fornicator, a man who marries my daughter while another is his bastard child’s mother, visit my house!’

‘Judith swears that he is innocent. The babe must be another’s.’

Ay, as she swore that she was innocent, pretended duty as a daughter. ‘It was the mother’s dying testimony.’ I heard my voice grate, like an old man’s. ‘A dying oath cannot be forsworn.’

‘And yet your daughter says the girl lied. Her husband has done no ill.’

‘This man who is excommunicated, and brings my daughter to that too! This man who lay with her in sin, so that she must marry him.’

My wife’s hands sat in her lap. ‘Indeed,’ she said softly, ‘once you thought that worth the doing, and for love.’

I had no words to give her; or rather, not ones that were wise. I came up to my book so I may write them here. For my wife has the right of it. My own sin — done for good intent and at my father’s will — has come to haunt me.

I told myself it was no sin, and hurt no one but myself. But sin it was: deception, calumny, fornication. For that sin, Judyth died, though I did not own it then; for had she been my wife, she would have been at my side in London or where else we might have been.

For that sin, I have no heir that bears my name. When I am dust, the name Shakespeare must crumble into earth beside my bones.

When sin has been put loose into the world, there is no net strong enough to haul it back. And now I meet that sin again, it having sped across the world on Ariel’s wings then back to me, and see it settle upon my daughter. Poor, foolish girl, taken in by such a rogue; a rogue such as her father was.

But I cannot go to her. For if I do, I give countenance to Thomas Quiney, and by doing that lose our family’s good name.

Dinner: a turbot, boiled, with currant sauce; macaroni pudding with almond milk; a dish of turnips; pottage of peas and greens; but none of this house had much appetite.

Bowels: unsteady still.





Monday, 28th March 1616


The wind does smell of new buds and sunlight, but in this house the air hangs heavy. It is near two months since any invited us to dine. I, who was so easy declining invitations, do miss them. For there is no envy of our fine estate in Stratford now; only laughter that a tradesman and a yeoman’s daughter have set themselves up as gentlefolk, but their daughter has shown the world their true estate.

My wife instructed Jem that rolls in the French manner be ordered and fetched early from the baker for our breakfast, for she knows that I delight in such. But that could not ease what I must tell her.

‘Wife, you must not visit Chapel Lane again. Not until both our daughter and Thomas Quiney are again communicated and agree to be legally married by the church.’

My wife stared across the table. ‘But, husband, she is with child!’

‘Is she indeed? And why was I not told of it? When will the babe be born? Nine months from that illegal marriage, or eight or seven?’

My wife flushed, but met my eyes. ‘That is not for you nor I to question,’ she said quietly.

It was the first time she had ever rebuked me, and not for leaving her for London the first or many other times, nor for leaving her to suffer for our Hamnet’s death alone, and for those forty long days after.

‘Nor is it for a wife to question her husband,’ I said.

‘Thy daughter needs her mother. Troubles can cause a woman to lose her child!’

‘You shall not visit her.’

‘Husband, yes, I shall.’

‘Then you defy me?’

‘In this, and nothing else,’ she said softly. ‘For as a wife owes a duty to her husband, she does also care for all her children, as I have done, for all their lives.’

‘And Susanna?’

‘She visits her sister too, and with her husband’s blessing, though he will not have Thomas Quiney to dine or visit them. Judith must have her family now.’

Even if I forbid it? The words hung like drifts of mist upon the air, ghosts of words unspoken.

I left the table then, with its silver that my care had brought her, its chairs with cushions, the tapestries that clad the walls of this good house, the second largest in all Stratford. All given to my family by my own hand.

I sat again to write in this book; my only friend, it seems, in Stratford. Susanna, once again impulsive. Even Dr Hall is not the man I thought him, to allow his wife to add to our shame like this.

William Shakespeare, gentleman. I was so proud of our family’s fine estate, all brought about by my hand. But pride too is a sin, like fornication, and must be added to my list.

What have I bought, beyond the title ‘gentleman’? A house and fortune for my family so they must not fear the almshouse. But for my Judith, a prating fornicator for a husband; for Susanna, the envy of neighbours who will once more tangle gossip to try to bring her down.

And for myself? Why, nothing. The role of gentleman sits ill upon my shoulders; I, who have played so many roles — ghost, king, Caesar, Prince of Verona, judge. I bore them all and well, and found applause and fame and fortune. But this role I have no wish to play again: dining with fools, sitting through sermons told by fools, exchanging the thoughts of the day with those who have no thoughts beyond this town and the state of corn or turnips.

Is there one in this blighted turnip town who can envisage the vasty fields of France; let their minds travel with King Henry as he triumphed at Agincourt; stand with Antony as he pleaded for Caesar? None in this house, nor family, nor town.

Better that I should have died a year ago, still William Shakespeare, gentleman, and not a fornicator’s father-in-law, a fool’s father, and foolish in his fathering, to be laughed at as I pass. ‘Thought he was so fine, and look: his daughter cast from the church, her babe most like a bastard, her husband Even a happy death is denied me now.

If my father’s ghost should speak to me, like Hamlet’s, what would he say?

But then, in life, my father was not wise; nor Hamlet’s father either.

What shall I do?

I had no sooner writ those words than others came to me, floating through the years and through the casement: ‘William, my William, you are greater than this small town. This tragedy has been sent, perhaps, to make you leave it, so you may rise, uncramped and unconfined.’

Words said before I became a player, playwright or gentleman. Words spoken with love. Judyth’s words — not my daughter’s, but my lover’s. And even now, I thought, she speaks to me, watches over me perhaps.

And she is right. I do no good here. A wife who will defy me, while my daughters will not heed my strongest word. Best that I am not here to see it.

I will to London, to my house at Blackfriars. The scandal will not follow there. What matters it to London if a Stratford wretch is guilty of fornication and excommunicated?

I have been cramped and confined in this sheep-market town too long. I will to London for a month, and in my absence matters may settle, the gossiping crows will find else to caw about, Thomas Quiney will pay his penance and be received at church again. And perhaps I might even find that, with a month’s respite, I can put on that shirt again, that too-tight-fitting cloth of a gentleman.

I will send a message to my agent to meet me, to tell him to hire men to arrange the lower fields’ drainage, but not to more expenditure till I return, nor to advance money to my household unless he see my seal.

Dinner: a carp, stuffed; a pottage of lentils; stockfish cakes, fried; peas in their pods; asparagus, forced, from the garden; cauliflower in almond and orange sauce; raisins of the sun; figs, dried; apricot jelly.

Bowels: irregular.





Wednesday, 20th April 1616


I returned from London this morning, as intended, to find the house empty of our servants. No groom to take my horse. No smoke sifting from our chimneys.

‘Jem,’ I called. ‘Jem?’

No answer. Nor was Limping Mark working the garden.

I must unsaddle Black Knight myself. I rubbed him down and gave him oats. My bones ached from the ride and I wished I had taken a carriage, even though the inn where I stayed the night before is but a few hours distant.

Thence to the hall. No servants there to open the door for their returning master, to take my hat and cloak, to bid me welcome. No fire lit, although the house was chill despite the sun outside.

I blew the whistle for the servants. Silence. I blew again.

What meant this? Was there plague in the town? And yet the streets had been full as usual, the women with their market baskets, the men at work, no crosses on the doors, no chant of tolling bells and calls of ‘bring out your dead’. Outside, I could hear the hammer of the smith in concert with his apprentices’ and journeyman’s, and far off the cries of ‘Apples! Baked apples!’ and ‘Oysters! Buy my oysters!’ from the pedlars. I have heard the quiet of a plague town before, made of fresh bones and ancient fears. This silence was of my own house, not the town.

‘Anne?’ I called. ‘Wife?’

A lark trilled in the garden. But in my house, no one sang at their sewing.

I ventured down the corridor to the kitchen. No fire there, no kitchen boy turning the roast on the spit for my dinner on my return. No cakes baking at the hearth, no day’s bread from the baker under its starched cloth to keep it warm.

I creaked upstairs, intending to change from my travel leathers and walk to Susanna’s, to see if she might have an answer to this mystery. Had some cloud-borne wizard enchanted our whole household in my absence? Had Anne been taken ill? But even if she had, this house would run smooth as oiled silk without her. My dinner would still have awaited me, the fires would have been lit.

I opened the door of my chamber and there was Anne, on the seat where I do write this now, at the desk next to the window. At least a fire burnt here, a small one, almost smokeless. Anne was embroidering a baby’s vest. She glanced up as I came in, then bent again to her sewing.

‘Wife, what means all this? Or rather, lack of this? No one to take my horse. No fires, no dinner ready . . .’

She kept her eyes upon her cloth. ‘There is dinner if you wish it. Cheese in the dairy, only needing you to fetch it. Bread to buy at the baker’s.’

Had scandal made her mad? I said gently, in case she was indeed crazed, ‘Wife, where are the servants?’

‘I gave them leave to stay with their families for the week.’

It is the custom to give servants leave when the master is away. ‘But I was most clear that I would return today, by dinner time.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You were most clear.’

I began to get angry. ‘Then what means this?’

She looked at me then. No pleasant face. No face I had seen upon my wife before. She said, ‘I read thy book.’

‘My book? My sonnets?’ And then, ‘But, wife, you cannot read.’

‘I could not read when I first met you. But that was more than thirty years ago. You think a wife whose husband is renowned for his plays and verse would not say, I must learn to read his work?’

‘Indeed, you have always been most dutiful.’

‘I am glad you think me dutiful.’

‘So,’ I said warily, ‘you have read the sonnets? Anne, I told you when they were published, they were written at my Lord’s request and for his use. His was the dark lady to be wooed, no love of mine.’

‘Indeed, you told me that.’

‘Then what is it that ails you now?’

She met my eyes. ‘We were turning out the house, for your return. New rushes on the floor, the whole house swept and cleaned. The old privy filled, a new one dug, the stables swept and washed, so you should not be bothered by the smell.’ She paused and added, ‘We aired the mattresses in the sun, to freshen up the feathers.’

My legs suddenly would not hold me. I sat upon the bed.

‘Jem hoisted your mattress on the line and saw a lump. “Look out,” he yelled, “for it may be a rat!” And, yes, it was a rat indeed.’

‘Do . . . do the servants know what was written there?’ I asked quietly.

‘How should they? Why should not a gentleman hide his book within his mattress? “Words can be a thing of value,” I told them. For the whole of Stratford knows how your words have brought us to this good estate. The servants do not know the words you left behind you, nor do your daughters. But I have read them.’

‘Anne . . . Wife . . .’

‘One score years and ten, and every one you lied to me. From the first moment that we met, until this day.’

She waited for me to answer. But I had no words to say.

‘One score years and ten I have given you my body, borne your children, tended them in life and death, cherished your parents as tenderly as if they were my own. I have kept your house, made your cheese, ordered your pickles and your ale —’

‘You have been all a man could want in any wife. A fine housekeeper, a loving daughter to my parents, mother to my children —’

‘To your boring daughters, and their boring husbands? I am sorry that we, your family, have not kept you entertained. I did not know that fell within our bond. All your absences I bore with. He is sacrificing himself for us, I told myself. And even when I heard the gossip of your drinking, of frolics with other women, I thought, he is a man, away from home. Let him have his pleasures. I am his wife, the one he loves.’

I still said nothing.

‘You told me, time and time again, how much you loved me. And each time, it seems, it was false coin, no more the truth than any you played to the crowds who watched you in your theatre.’

I would have given her words then. But she was right. What words of comfort did I have that were not as false as any I had given her before?

‘How many women have you loved?’ she asked me slowly. ‘When not one of them was me?’

Why had I never known my wife till now? This wife who read, who thought? This wife with whom perhaps I might have talked, as I have talked with other women. Why had I thought she was still the simple farmer’s daughter, this woman whom I saw now?

‘I do not know,’ I said slowly.

She stood. ‘I am sorry that you find Stratford so small a stage.’

‘Anne, please . . .’ I stopped. I did not know what I would say. That we might begin our marriage new?

But as I stared at her, I knew that I was, at heart, still the lad she had met: Will Shakespeare, poet, crafter of universes within one small crock of words. I had merely played the role of husband and gentleman, and left it off whenever it suited me. And she was Anne Hathaway, farmer’s daughter, keeper of my household, but never once had she come to London at my side, as my wife. Nor was it likely that we should change.

‘What now?’ I asked quietly.

‘I will live with Susanna.’

She did not say who should keep my house for me. It seemed she did not care.

I stared at her. ‘That will be a scandal. One more to add to all we have endured this year. Even in London they would hear of it. Wife, I beg you —’

‘Beg me not. I will not hear your pleas.’ She shrugged. ‘I bore scandal at the start of our marriage. I can bear it at the end.’

‘Have you told Susanna this?’

‘I have told her nothing. Nor anyone, nor will I ever.’ Anne looked me fully in the face. ‘You think I will share this shame? Not that I had a husband who strayed, nor that I had one that loved another. But that I was fool enough not to guess for a score of years and ten what an empty pot my husband and my marriage were.’

The breeze blew the curtains at her face. She pushed them away, unseeing.

But the breeze still came to me. A summer wind, smelling not of Avon floods but of the sea. Summer, when ships sailed to Denmark, the Low Countries, to Venice.

The wind sang too: ‘Live your life, William. For my sake, live.’

And with the words, a plan.

I spoke quickly. ‘Anne, for Susanna’s reputation and for your own, I owe you this. Give me one week to make this right.’

‘Nothing can make this right.’

‘Perhaps. I do not know. I must go to London again — I will go tomorrow. And if in one week I have not made this proper in your eyes, then go to Susanna’s with my blessing, and I will ensure that you have all that is needful for your estate and comfort.’

She hesitated. I grasped that hesitation with both hands. ‘One week is all? One week?’

‘One week,’ I promised.

It was a contract now. Our second contract. Our first had been to love, comfort and to obey. What was that? Less than the sweepings in the dustpan. I had done this; and she did not deserve it. She had sinned but once, and that by my temptation and at my urging. All other years, Anne had lived for duty and for care. I owed her much now.

‘Anne, if we do not speak privily again’ — for how could we be private in Susanna’s house? — ‘hear me but this once. You have been a loyal and good wife, nor could any man have better. I did not deserve you then, nor do I deserve you now. But please believe that I know, with every fibre of my being —’

‘Words,’ she said.

I blinked. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Words. That is what you gave me all those years ago, those pretty words. I pretended that I liked them, because I liked your face. I do not have to pretend and take them now.’

I stared. ‘You never liked my words?’

Anne glanced out the window, as if the sparrow’s dance held more interest than I. ‘What woman wants fine words when she could have a man’s strong arms? I am not your wife now, William. I do not have to listen to your speeches.’

She took the sewing with her as she went out.

I placed more wood upon the fire in the bedroom after she left. I cared for my own room for many years as an actor; I can tend a fire. Can visit a dairy too and find a cheese, and hard biscuits in the larder and a cask of ale. I took them to my bedroom, seeing Anne had already lit the candles in the second-best room along the hall.

I ate. I thought. I left the window open and I dreamt.

I am no gentleman, nor was I meant to be. I am the muse of fire’s son. I can dream a world, and write of it, and travel in my mind’s eye to it. But I can travel in my person too. I will be cramped and confined no longer by the prison of a family in this smirking town of wool and turnips.

Let there be no mistake: I love my family well. But I have provided for them well too, not just in estate now, but with income yet to come, for generations yet unborn. I have provided for them with what good name they care to keep as well. I love them according to their bond, no more, no less. I owe them according to their bond too. I do not owe them more.

I have written of Venice, but have never been there. My Lord Southampton did, and told me of it. I put his eyes’ sights into my plays. Its gaily painted women, like peacocks in bright dresses; its palaces; its many lords who take painters, ay, and poets, to add glory to their households. Would one not take in William Shakespeare? Not for his reputation — mine had not travelled across the world — but for my words that I could make for them. New words.

Sun pours lecherously, sipped by languid marble;

Warmth caresses aged bones.

I am not old,

For yet I feel the fire, untouched by sun,

That draws men to tales still untold,

And lips waiting for kisses. Did my ancestor who shook his spear

Die one death only? His name lives.

I too have lived, full many lives;

And with the kiss of sun-fed shore

I have full heat for more.

If Venice suits me not, why, the whole world could be a stage and I an actor who can walk on it.

My friends will help me — Jonson and Richard. A simple plan. I have hatched far harder upon a stage, where there was an audience breathing on our hands as we wrought them. Even when they could see the harness that made Ariel fly, the motley saw only the magic and not how it was made.

Will Shakespeare may have burnt his books, but he still knows how to forge a scene.

I will ride to London, taking my ruby rings, my brooches, all my jewels and my finest clothes, all that is fitting for a gentleman who may watch a masque perhaps with the King’s court. And that first night, when London sleeps, I will visit the goldsmiths who keep my coin, the fortune neither my family nor my agent know I have. A Christian may not commit usury; but the goldsmiths are not Christian and keep my money where investments pay me interest on it. And so I may go to them and ask them for ready coin and a letter to their kin in other ports, to give me my coin there as well. It will be enough for me to live in sunlight, even if I find no patron.

But I seem to see already a Venetian palace, rich patterns on the marble, frescos full of light, lit with the sun that gleams upon the water as it never does upon the Avon or the Thames. I see a prince, a count, call upon his poet; and his poet, dressed in coloured silks, recites and bows as all the honoured guests applaud, the men and all the women with their gold hairnets and white bosoms. And outside, the sun will warm the honeyed air and words will sing to me again. I may once more be poet, the man I always was, and will be. But the name will not be William Shakespeare then.

I will call on Richard. We will make a plan as careful as any set upon the stage. We will spend the day and night drinking with Ben Jonson, who is so much favoured that anything that may happen in his sight must seem to be true. Ben loves me much, and has found such favour that he will not begrudge me this.

Come morning, William Shakespeare will catch a fever. The next evening, he will die. And Richard will bear his coffin back to Stratford. It will contain a beggar’s bones, or stones; it matters not.

And that will be the end of William Shakespeare, gentleman.

Anne will be Anne Hathaway again, until the end of time; and my daughters will live their lives enriched by all my Stratford properties and tithes.

I will put this book in the mattress of our second-best bed, the one that in my will I have left to Anne. Anne has known the beginning and the middle of my stories. It is fitting that, if she wishes, she can read the end. I do not think she will.

And so I take another page, and write clearly, to leave upon my desk where it will easily be seen:

To be writ upon my gravestone:

Good friend, for Jesus’ sake, forbear

To dig the dust enclosed here.

Blest be the man that spares these stones,

And cursed be he that moves my bones.

That should stay grave-robbers, until Anne’s life has passed at least. I owe her that, a quiet widowhood; if my scapegrace son-in-law can keep his codpiece buttoned except when he is at home. But Susanna will hold the purse-strings now, and most likely she will confine him with them.

Susanna’s life, she and her sons to come, will keep my name and fortune, and make sure Anne Hathaway shall have a goodly life. Will Shakespeare has had so many lives — babe, schoolboy, apprentice, lover, poet, player, playwright, gentleman. There is time for one more player’s part before I die.

And as for William Shakespeare, gentleman, he is a spirit, melted into air. The rest is . . .

Silence?





Author’s Notes


When I began to write this book, I planned an ending where William Shakespeare, who has left the stage as his eyesight fades, goes up the stairs with his wife and discovers that she has never loved the words he used to woo her, but has loved him, and still does, as he finds that he loves her.

Instead I wrote this.

There is nothing in this story that conflicts with any fact I have been able to find about William Shakespeare, though there are many points where this book is not the same as others’ conjectures about who he was and what he did. It is commonly said, for example, that Shakespeare’s plays were not published until after he died, by his friends who certainly arranged their publication in case some of them were lost, but earlier drafts of individual plays survive. It is impossible to know if they were pirated by actors who had played in them, or by those in the audience who took notes, or if Shakespeare himself arranged their sale. There are also records of his plays being performed even after his retirement from London, and before the publication of his collected plays after his death, especially Romeo and Juliet and Hamlet.

We know parts of Shakespeare’s life only from the records of the times: the subjects he would have learnt at school, where reading was valued but writing frowned upon; the food he would have eaten; the weather and those years when even the River Thames froze and it seemed summer would never come to England; the world where a man was supposed to keep to the estate he had been born to.

We know most about William Shakespeare from his plays. They tell us that few or none were written by one man; as was the custom, he took older plays and stories and even others’ poems and speeches and cast them into works of his own. He also rewrote them, as others would do after and probably before his death. The plays make it clear the author knew many older plays and classical works, and, of course, that he was a genius. A literary genius does not necessarily mean a financial one as well, but Shakespeare seems to have been both.

We also know the court, church and financial records of his family, and around those facts I wove this book.

The last six months of Shakespeare’s life were eventful ones, filled with the disgrace that must have blighted the household after so many years spent achieving, through careful financial planning, the estate and high regard of gentleman who was entitled to wear the King’s red livery from such humble and debt-ridden beginnings.

We also know that two months before he is said to have died Shakespeare wrote his will, stating that he was in full health; and that many, including those who had presumably seen him a few days before, were startled by his so unexpected death.

What healthy man writes his own epitaph for his tombstone? And one like that on Shakespeare’s grave? No words about his plays, his poems, his family. No ‘May he rest in heaven’ or ‘May flights of angels sing him to his rest’. Shakespeare had written epitaphs for others. Why did his own speak only of not disturbing his bones? At the time, it was relatively common for a family like Shakespeare’s to eventually have a family vault built and install a revered ancestor inside with his descendants. Why should Shakespeare mind if his bones were moved? Unless, of course, he wished to hide what his coffin held.

This is a work of fiction. And yet its ending is not just possible, but plausible.

William Shakespeare might well have decided to escape the growing disgrace brought upon his family. In fact, it was worse than I have described. For the sake of simplifying the plot, I have left out vile accusations against his other daughter, Susanna, which seem to have been quite unfounded but nevertheless would have been devastating, and other gossip. This was a time when it was easy to vanish and become just another foreigner at a foreign court. It was also a time when melodramatic plots, like the Overbury murder scandal referred to in this book, happened in real life, as well as in Shakespeare’s plays. A man might die of plague the day he caught it; or a king change a land’s religion to allow him to marry at will. Why should Shakespeare not add a final melodramatic plot to his life?

There are only two ways this theory could be proved or disproved: to look at Shakespeare’s bones (if anything remains but dust) to see if his DNA matches that of any of his family, though their remains too would be hundreds of years old and possibly useless. Shakespeare also appears to have no direct — or at least legitimate — descendants living now. Alternatively, the skull could be examined to see if it matches that of the man in the only portrait we have of Shakespeare. However, a 2016 MRI study of his grave showed there was no skull there — the one piece of evidence that might have identified whose bones lie there. The skull may have been stolen; or perhaps a skull was never there, in case the coffin was opened. Even if it was stolen, whose was it? Without the skull conforming to the distinctive shape in the portrait, we may never know.

Perhaps a manuscript may be found in a Venetian chest, or in a library in Verona, or high up on a bookshelf at the University of Bologna, with a poem that bears Shakespeare’s textual markers. This form of analysis is called stylistics, and it can be accurate enough to be accepted as evidence in court. And when we see the name on that ‘maybe’ manuscript, we can look for other works by the man who was once known as William Shakespeare, gentleman.

I began this book thinking I knew Shakespeare’s story. I continued to write, thinking ‘this is plausible’. I now think this ending is at least as likely as the commonly accepted story of Shakespeare’s death.

William Shakespeare, gentleman, might have died while William Shakespeare, poet, lived and wrote for years to come.

Yet perhaps I couldn’t write of Shakespeare’s death because I have never felt him to be dead. Shakespeare lives for all of us under the spell of all those words. Wherever they are read or spoken, Shakespeare cannot die.

WHAT HAPPENED NEXT?

Anne — known even these days as Anne Hathaway — Judith, Thomas Quiney, Susanna and Elizabeth and Dr Hall lived on. I could include their biographies here, but they have been written about many times and what is known of them is easily accessible.

But — as far as we know — none received an invitation to visit Venice, or Verona, to stay with an aging poet there. Or if they did, they did not write of it for future generations to read.

FOOD AND BOWELS

These mattered in Shakespeare’s England.

Labourers ate three meals a day. A gentleman ate dinner at about midday, then supper. Those meals said not just what you ate, but who you were. Could you afford to pay the church fine to eat meat on Wednesdays, Fridays and Sundays and other fasting days? Who did you dine with? Was your food from your own estate — which was the mark of a gentleman — or all bought from a market or a tavern? What gifts of food did you give, and what were you given? Food showed your status, health, and an indication of the health of your estate in the days when a gentleman’s household was almost self-sufficient as well as providing prodigious leftovers for the local poor. Recording that you ate heat-forced asparagus in January would mean that next year, in winter’s lean months, you could expect to eat it again, if you remembered to check that your beds were supplied with fresh manure to heat up the asparagus as the manure decayed.

Bowels and ‘waters’ mattered too, because the health of your bowels told you much about your own health in a time when there were no thermometers, blood-pressure monitors or blood tests, and few scientifically valid medical tests beyond taking the pulse, listening to the chest and checking the colour of your eyes. As Shakespeare’s own plays show, what a man ate was supposed to determine his moods. Burnt meat, for example, might bring choler or anger, as might mustard (see The Taming of the Shrew).

Courtiers routinely checked the contents of the King’s, Queen’s or any great man’s chamber pot, to know their health in order to better care for them. A sensible man did the same, and might keep a record, to know which foods suited him and which did not. This book was for William Shakespeare only. Writing about his bowels would be as important as writing about his love of food or finances, and in robust post-Tudor England, only slightly more private.

THE GENTLEMAN

It is difficult to translate the concept of ‘gentleman’ into today’s terms. It was not just a description of a man’s wealth and how he lived, not directly by trade or craft but on land rents and other suitable investments, but also a legal term. When Shakespeare bought a family coat of arms of a black banner bearing a silver spear, with the motto ‘Non sanz droict’ or ‘Not without right’, he also turned his whole family into ‘gentry’, officially part of the well-born of England. Their position was just below knights, who had the right to bear arms, although this right was somewhat confused by then as every man in England had the duty to arm himself with bow and arrows, and most males who could afford to wore swords, daggers or rapiers, even if they had no legal right to.

Position in society determined where you sat at table; whom you might marry; what jewels or clothes you might wear, and from what material; even how many meat courses you were allowed to eat at dinner. The craft of ‘player’ was relatively new when Shakespeare became one, and their position in society unclear. But it was still decidedly a trade, and while a craftsman might (rarely) become a gentleman, a gentleman would disgrace his family by earning money from a craft. A poet, on the other hand, was respected, and men of any station might write poems, essays or other worthy books.

Socially, there is no doubt that Shakespeare triumphed when he ‘burnt his books’ and became a gentleman. But could a writer as prolific as Shakespeare, who wrote with such inspired fury that he did not stop to blot his words, ever truly stop creating? The man who wrote the plays we know must have woven stories in his mind, even as a child; played with words as others played with bows and arrows as a youth. And when he was a gentleman? I believe Shakespeare would have written still.
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