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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

AEMILIA BASSANO, later LANYER, a Lady, Poet and Whore

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, a Poet

ALFONSO LANYER, a Recorder Player, Husband to Aemilia

HENRY CAREY, Lord Hunsdon, a Lord Chamberlain

HENRY LANYER, a Schoolboy, Son to Aemilia

JOAN DAUNT, an Apothecary and Serving Woman

ANTHONY INCHBALD, a Dwarf and Landlord

SIMON FORMAN, a Cunning-man and Lecher

TOM FLOOD, a Player

ANNE FLOOD, a Widow, Mother to Tom

MOLL CUTPURSE, a Cutpurse and Cross-dresser

ELIZABETH TUDOR, a Queen

RICHARD BURBAGE, a Player and Sharer

FATHER DUNSTAN, a Priest

PARSON JOHN, a Parson

LETTICE COOPER, a Lady-in-Waiting to the Queen

CUTHBERT TOTTLE, a Bookseller and Printer

THOMAS DEKKER, a Poet and Pamphlet-writer

MARIE VERRE, a Servant

LILITH, a Demon

ANN SHAKESPEARE, Wife to William Shakespeare



Various courtiers, players, musicians, street vendors, wives, servants, wherrymen, citizens, browsers, cozeners, plague-victims, prentice-boys, witches and wraiths


Prologue

I am a witch for the modern age. I keep my spells small, and price them high. What they ask for is the same as always. The common spells deal in love, or what love is meant to make, or else hate, and what that might accomplish. I mean the getting of lovers or babies (or the getting rid of them) or a handy hex for business or revenge. When a spell works, they keep you secret, and take the credit. When it fails, of course, the fault is yours. So a witch is wise to be cautious, quiet, and hard to find.

That was true even before they started the burnings. Across the sea in Saxony and such places, whole market squares are set alight; the thatch roars up into the night; five score witches burn at once. Most would not even know how to charm a worm out of a hole. Old, and stupid, and too visible, that was their mistake. In England too, blood is let to put a stop to magic. I saw a witch hanged in Thieving Lane. They sliced off her hands and tongue, and split her down from neck to crotch, so all her guts spilled out before her eyes. They were like werewolves, mad for gore. I can still hear the voice she made with her wound-mouth: a call to Evil and a plague on all the lot of them. (This was a true witch, five hundred years old.)

But now I want to tell you my story. About Aemilia, the girl who wanted too much. Not seamed and scragged as I am now, but quick and shimmering and short of patience. About my dear son, whom I love too well. About my two husbands, and my one true love. And Dr Forman, that most lustful of physicians. The silk dress I wore, the first time I went to ask for his predictions. Yellow and gold, with a fine stiff ruff that crumpled in a breath of rain. How my skin was set dark against it; how the people stared when I rushed by.


Act 1
Passion

Scene I
Whitehall, March 1592

‘The Queen!’

‘The Queen comes! Lights, ho!’

It is night, and a Thames mist has crept over Whitehall, so the great sprawl of the palace is almost hid from sight.

‘Bring lights!’ come the voices again, and the doors of the great hall are flung open, and a hundred shining lanterns blaze into the foggy night, and serving men rush out, torches aflame, to show the way.

And here she is, great Gloriana, and a light comes off her too, as she progresses towards the wide entrance and its gaggle of waiting gentlemen, and the Master of the Revels puffing on the steps. There never was a mortal such as she. Behind her is the moving tableau of her ladies, silver and white like the nymphs of Nysa. Beyond them, the spluttering torches and the night sky. She is set among the fire-illuminated faces like a great jewel, so that as I look at her I blink to save my sight. Her face is white as bone, her lips the colour of new-spilt blood. Her eyes, dark and darting, take in all before her and give nothing back. And her hair, the copper hue of turning leaves, is dressed high in plaits and curlicues and riddled with pearls.

‘Is Mr Burbage with us?’ she demands, as she sets her small foot on the bottom step. ‘Is he within? We’ve heard this is a comedy – we want his promise we shall be forced to laugh.’

I look down at the skirts of her farthingale, which is of Genoa velvet, glittering with a multitude of ant-sized gems.

The Master of the Revels makes his lowest bow. ‘He is waiting, Your Majesty. He and the playwright are inside.’

‘Is it witty?’ she demands of him. ‘We are in peevish spirits. This cloaked-up night disquiets us.’

‘I laughed until I thought I had the palsy,’ says the Master of the Revels. ‘I trust it will divert Your Majesty.’

‘Trust! Hmm. You are amusing us already. What did you say it was called?’

‘It is The Taming of the Shrew, Your Majesty.’

‘Ha!’ says the Queen. Which could mean anything. I follow her whispering, simpering retinue and we go inside.

At one end of the long banqueting hall is a grand archway, built after the manner of the theatre at Venice.
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