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    Prologue


    St. Emilion, France

    November 1601


    My lady:


    I pray this letter finds you in a place of safety. I write in brief, for few words are best when they can bring only pain.


    The royal court of Denmark is in ruins. The final fruits of evil have spilled their deadly seeds. At last, King Claudius is dead, justly served his own poison. Hamlet slew him with a sword envenomed by the king himself. Queen Gertrude lies cold, poisoned by a cup the king intended for Hamlet. It was the sight of his dying mother that spurred Hamlet's revenge at last.


    But the greatest grief is this: Your brother, Laertes, and Prince Hamlet have slain each other with poisoned swords. I have failed in the task you set me. Now Fortinbras of Norway rules in our conquered land.


    Forgive Hamlet, I beg you. With his dying words he charged me to clear his wounded name. Believe me, before the lust for revenge seized his mind, he loved you deeply.

    



    Also forgive, but do not forget,

    Your faithful friend and seeker,

    Horatio

    



    The letter leaves me stunned, dazed with fresh pain so that I cannot even rise from my bed.


    I dream of Elsinore Castle, a vast stone labyrinth. At its center, the great banquet hall, warmed by leaping fires, where courtiers passed like lifeblood through a heart, where King Hamlet and Queen Gertrude reigned, the mind and soul that held the whole body together. Now all fire and all flesh are but cold ashes.


    I dream of my beloved, the witty, dark-haired Prince Hamlet, before he was taken from me by madness and death.


    In my mind's eye the green orchards of Elsinore appear, ripe with sweet pears and apples that bent the branches and offered themselves to our hands. The garden where we first kissed, fragrant then with sharp rosemary and soothing lavender, now lies blasted and all withered.


    Through my dream gurgles the fateful brook where I swam as a child and where the willow boughs skimmed the water's surface. There I met my watery end and began life anew.


    I see myself and Hamlet on the mist-shrouded battlements, where an unseen ghost witnessed our embracing, then turned Hamlet's mind from love to vengeance. I see the fearsome face of Claudius, Hamlet's uncle, who murdered his father and married his mother, my dear queen Gertrude, whom he poisoned.


    Alas, my Hamlet is dead! And with him all of Elsinore ruined, like Eden after man's fall.


    I, Ophelia, played a part in this tragedy. I served the queen. I sought to steer the prince's course. I discovered dangerous secrets and fell afoul of the tyrant Claudius. But how did it come to this end, the death of all my world? Guilt consumes me, that I should live while all are lost. That I could not divert the fated course.


    I cannot rest while this history remains untold. There is no peace for me while this pain presses upon my soul. Though I have lived only sixteen years, I have known a lifetime of sorrow. Like the pale moon, I wane, weary of seeing the world's grief, and I wax again, burdened with life. But like the sun, I will dispel the darkness about me and cast a light upon the truth. So I take up my pen and write.


    Here is my story.

  


  
    Part One


    Elsinore, Denmark

    1585-1601
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    Chapter 1


    I have always been a motherless girl. The lady Frowendel died giving birth to me, depriving also my brother, Laertes, and my father, Polonius, of her care. I had not so much as a scrap of lace or a remembered scent of her. Nothing. Yet by the miniature framed portrait my father carried, I saw that I was the living image of my mother.


    I was often sad, thinking I had caused her to die and therefore my father could not love me. I tried not to vex or trouble him further, but he never gave me the attention I desired. Nor did he dote on Laertes, his only son. He cast his gaze everywhere but on our faces, for he was ambitious to be the king's most valued and secret informant.


    We lived in the village of Elsinore in a fine house, timber-framed with mullioned windows. Laertes and I played in the garden my mother had kept, the beds growing wild after her death. I often hid among tall rosemary bushes, and all day I would carry the pungent scent about me. On hot days we swam in Elsinore's river where it meandered through a nearby wood, and we captured frogs and salamanders on its grassy banks. When we were hungry we stole apples and plums from the marketplace and darted away like rabbits when the vendors shouted after us. At night we slept in a loft beneath the eaves, where on cold nights the smoke from the kitchen fires rose and hovered beneath the rafters, warming us.


    On the first floor of our house was a shop where ladies and gentlemen of the court sent their servants to buy feathers, ribbons, and lace. My father disdained shopkeepers as unworthy and low, but he consorted with them and curried favor with the customers, hoping to overhear court gossip. Then, wearing a doublet and hose in high fashion, he would hasten down the broad way to join the throng of men seeking positions in King Hamlet's court. Sometimes we would not see him for days and we worried that he had abandoned us, but he always returned. Then he would carry on excitedly about some opportunity certain to befall him, or he would be silent and moody. Laertes and I would peek through the broken panel of his chamber door and see him bent over a small pile of money and papers, shaking his head. We were certain that we would be ruined, and we wondered, lying awake in our loft, what would happen to us. Would we become like the orphan child we often saw in the village streets, begging for bread and eating scraps of meat like a wild animal?


    My father's anxious office-seeking consumed our family's fortunes, the remains of my mother's dowry. But he did manage to hire a tutor for Laertes, a bookish, black-capped man.


    "A girl should not be idle, for then the devil may do his work in you," my father said to me. "Therefore study with Laertes and take what benefit you may from it."


    So from the time I could babble and my brother could reason, we spent hours in daily study. We read the Psalms and other verses from the Bible. I marveled at the Book of John, with its terrible revelations of angels and beasts loosed at the end of time. I loved to read about ancient Rome, and I was quicker than my brother to find the lessons in the fables of Aesop. Soon I could cipher as well as he. I also learned to bargain with Laertes, who disliked all study.


    "I will translate these Latin letters for you, if you will first give me your cake," I would offer, and he would gladly consent. Our father praised Laertes' schoolwork, but when I showed him my neat rows of numbers, he only patted my head as if I were his dog.


    Laertes was my constant companion and my only protector. After our lessons, we joined the children playing barley-break in the dusty streets and on the village green. Being small, I was easily captured and made to stand in the circle that was called hell, until I could catch someone else and be freed or until Laertes took pity on me. Once Laertes saved me from a dog that seized my leg in its teeth and raked my back with its claws. He beat the dog senseless and wiped the blood from me with his shirt while I clung to him in terror. My wounds healed and my father told me to be comforted, for the scars would not be seen until after I had taken a husband. But for years, even the sight of a lapdog in a lady's arms made me quiver with fear.


    Surely I must have had nurses who tended to me, though I remember none of their names or faces. They were careless of me, leaving me to roam freely like a pet goat. I had no one to mend my torn clothes or to lengthen my skirts as I grew. I remember no tender words or scented kisses. My father sometimes made me kneel while he put his hand on my head when he rattled off a blessing, but his was a heavy hand, not the gentle touch I desired. We were a family living without a heart, a mother, to unite us.


    My father found employment before we became destitute. He chanced to discover some intelligence relating to Denmark's enemy, King Fortinbras of Norway. For this he was honored with the position of minister to King Hamlet. From the way my father spoke of his reward, it seemed he would be placed at the right hand of God himself, and we would henceforth live a glorious life.


    I was but a child of eight and Laertes was twelve when we moved from the village to Elsinore Castle. For the occasion I received a new set of clothing and a blue cap woven with beads for my unruly hair. Laertes and I skipped alongside the cart that earned our goods. I was full of excited chatter.


    "Will the castle look like heaven, such as Saint John saw? Will it have towers sparkling with gold and bright gems?" I asked, but my father only laughed and Laertes called me stupid.


    Soon the stark battlements of Elsinore rose against the blue sky. As we drew nearer, the castle appeared more vast than the entire village, and the sun itself was not able to brighten its gray stone walls. Nothing shone or sparkled. The countless dark windows serried close together like ranks of soldiers. As we passed beneath the shadow of the gates into the courtyard, my disappointment deepened into a fearful dread. I shivered. Reaching for my father's hand, I grasped no more than the edge of his cloak, its folds fluid as water.
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    Chapter 2


    Two small rooms at ground level near the gatehouse served as our new quarters. Compared to our airy house that rose above the village streets, the castle rooms felt close, dark, and damp. The only furnishings were an oak chair, three stools, and a cupboard. To this my father added our few possessions that were fine enough for our mean castle lodgings: some embroidered cushions, goosefeather bedding, and pieces of silver plate. Our windows overlooked the stables, not the busy courtyard with its many diversions. But my father rubbed his hands in delight, for even these lowly quarters proved his good fortune.


    "I will rise in the king's favor and wear a fur-lined cape, and the king will tell me his most private business," he said with certainty.


    At the first banquet we attended at court, I was too excited to eat. Everything was new and amazing. King Hamlet seemed like a giant to me with his vast chest and great beard. His voice was like the crack of thunder. Prince Hamlet, who was then about fourteen, sprang about the hall with much silliness and some grace, his dark hair flying wildly about his head. I was so delighted that I, too, began to dance. Queen Gertrude came up to me and, laughing, chucked me under the chin. I smiled back at her.


    Then I saw a clown in bright fantastical garb cavorting about the room. He wore a peaked cap with jingling bells and a suit of motley. It seemed that he and Hamlet were imitating each other's antics. Overcome with sudden shyness, I retreated to my father's side.


    "That's my pretty girl," my father said. "The queen noted you. Go, dance some more." But I would not move.


    I watched the clown, who reminded me of a firework sizzling and sparking. Though I could not hear his jokes, I heard the king roar with laughter and cough until his face grew purple and he began to choke. He half rose from his seat, and a guard pounded the king's back until ale spewed from his mouth. Then the jester seized his own throat and fell to the ground, his limbs twitching in a pantomime of death. Prince Hamlet joined the charade, tugging upon the jester until he rebounded like a tennis ball and jumped upon the king's table, where he commenced singing.


    "Who is he? Why does he act so strangely?" I asked my father.


    "His name is Yorick, and he is the king's own jester. Like an idiot or a madman, he can mock the king without fear of punishment. His antics are nothing," he said with an idle wave of his hand.


    I watched as Yorick helped Hamlet turn a somersault before the queen, who clapped to see him tumble head over heels.


    "The young prince is the apple of his mother's eye," murmured my father to himself.


    "Why? Does she want to eat him?" I asked innocently.


    "No, foolish girl; it means she dotes on the boy!" he replied.


    For a moment I was envious of Hamlet. But I, too, felt my eyes drawn to him, and after that night, I watched for the prince everywhere at Elsinore. I knew that with his lively ways, he would make a fine playfellow. Laertes thought so, too. When one of his companions announced Hamlet's coming, my brother hastened to the courtyard and I followed upon his heels. Indeed, Hamlet drew the youngsters of the court like a magnet draws pieces of iron, and he was kind enough not to disdain our admiration. I watched as he demonstrated tricks and sleights of hand he learned from Yorick, but I never dared to speak to him.


    Hamlet had a companion, a fellow with reddish locks and lanky limbs, who accompanied him everywhere. Horatio was as still as Hamlet was active, as silent as Hamlet was talkative. While Hamlet rousted with the younger boys, with Horatio he would converse seriously. Horatio would smile when Hamlet smiled and nod his head when Hamlet nodded. Like a shadow, he always hovered near the prince.


    I was ten years old when I first spoke to Prince Hamlet. It was his birthday, and Hamlet, together with the king and queen, was parading through the countryside and village. With my father and Laertes I stood among the crowd inside the courtyard of Elsinore, awaiting Hamlet's return. I hopped from foot to foot with excitement. In one hand I clutched a bouquet of pansies tied with a white ribbon. Their purple-hooded yellow faces began to droop in the sun, so I shielded them with my other hand. Then the cry went up, "The prince comes!"


    "Arrogant young pups!" muttered my father through clenched teeth as two youths pushed in front of us. "Always taking the place of their betters."


    "He cannot see us now!" I cried. "Please, Father, lift me up." With much grunting and groaning he complied, elbowing the youths away as he lifted me to his shoulder. Now I could see all the way to the gates of Elsinore.


    Musicians and attendants led the way as Hamlet passed through the gates on a gray mount with a black braided mane. Courtiers and well-wishers waved and cheered, throwing flowers and offering gifts to the young prince as he passed. Proud of its burden, the horse tossed its head and capered, while Hamlet acknowledged the crowd with grand gestures. The king and queen rode in a more stately manner behind him, alternately frowning and smiling at his antics. I leaned forward eagerly. My father gripped my legs to keep his balance.


    "Huzzah, huzzah!" shouted Laertes. The red-haired Horatio was beside him, slapping his thighs to add to the din as Hamlet drew near.


    I waved my hand with its bouquet of flowers and cried, "Pansies for the prince!"


    "Louder, child," said my father as he stepped closer to the passing procession. At that moment Hamlet drew up on his horse and reached out to grip Horatio's hand and salute Laertes. I cried out in French this time, trying to draw his attention to me.


    "Pensée pour le prince."


    Perhaps it was my pathetic look and pleading voice that stirred the queen's mercy, for she called to Hamlet.


    "Attend the little one!"


    I was indignant at being regarded as "little." Had the queen looked more closely, she would have seen that I was in fact too big to ride on my father's shoulders. But I was desperate to be seen.


    Obedient to his mother, Hamlet looked about. I thrust out my bouquet. The frail blooms trembled on their thin stalks. He saw me, and when our eyes met I gave him my most engaging smile.


    "Thoughts for the prince. Pansies for you, my lord. Think of me," I said, my small voice striving to rise above the noise. I had chosen the words myself, wanting to show off my French, hoping to please my father by bringing attention to us. And I wanted to touch the hand of a prince.


    But I was disappointed. Hamlet reached out and took the flowers, not touching my fingers nor marking my words. As he went on, I saw the pansies spill from his gloved hand and fall to the ground, where they were trodden by the feet of many horses and men. I must have sobbed aloud.


    "Do not waste your tears, little girl," said Horatio. "We boys are ever careless of flowers."


    "Yes, give us swords or sticks instead," laughed Laertes, pretending to spar with Horatio. Still I pouted.


    "Look," Horatio said kindly, taking my hand. "Yours are not the only gifts Prince Hamlet neglects. He cannot carry so much at once."


    Indeed I saw the ground strewn with dusty ribbons and crushed flowers wilting in his heedless wake.
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    Chapter 3


    I had been disappointed in my attempt to gain Hamlet's attention on his birthday. But soon thereafter, when I least wished for it, his notice fell upon me, causing me great embarrassment.


    It was a busy market day in the village. Laertes and I were bickering. His companion, a dull-witted older boy by the name of Edmund, had thumbed his nose at me, putting me more out of temper. Suddenly a cart laden with bleating lambs rolled past, and one of the smallest creatures wiggled through the wooden bars of its cage and tumbled to the street. Finding itself suddenly free, the lamb trotted off. Laertes saw the chance for some sport and gave chase. A fast runner, he easily caught the lamb and pounced on it. Then Edmund ran up and began to poke it with a stick. The lamb's weak bleating roused my pity.


    "Stop, Edmund!" I cried, but the stupid boy only laughed at me. In a rage, I threw myself at Laertes, sending him sprawling in the dust.


    "Get off of me, you she-devil!" My brother, choking on dirt, cursed me, but still he held fast to the animal.


    "Let it go, you mongrel cur! It's only a tiny, innocent lamb," I cried, pummeling his back. "I hate you!"


    "What's that? Who's there!" exclaimed a voice in surprise.


    I looked up from where I sat astride my brother. There stood Prince Hamlet and Horatio. Edmund had run away.


    "Je le pensais. I thought so!" said Hamlet.


    Later I remembered that he spoke in French, and I wondered if he meant to show me that he had noticed my gift of the pansies. But at the time I blushed furiously to be seen by Hamlet while entangled in a fight with my brother.


    "Why, 'tis the rowdy girl and her brother." He said to Horatio, "They are kin, you see, but not so kind to each other."


    As it was too late to regain my dignity, I resolved yet to free the lamb. I pinched Laertes' elbows and with a little cry, he released his hold on it. The creature struggled a bit, then dashed away, unharmed. I dismounted from my brother's back and stood with my fists on my hips, pretending defiance though my legs felt weak.


    Laertes scowled at me. Indeed his shame was greater than mine, to be mastered by a mere girl. I pitied him a little; still I savored my triumph.


    "Look here. I'll show you how to bag the little shrew," said Hamlet, winking at my chastened brother.


    He seized me about the waist and lifted me above his head. I was too surprised to utter a sound. The pit of my stomach flipped with excitement. I grasped Hamlet's forearms to steady myself, and he whirled me around until I screamed with a desperate delight. Then he swung me down onto a pile of hay, where I sprawled, breathless and dizzy. Horatio reached out his hand, pulling me to my feet again.


    "You will make the girl ill," he said, holding my arm while I wavered unsteadily.


    "Oh, no! Do it again, my lord, please!" I begged, but Hamlet had already turned to my brother.


    "Come on, boy, let's wrestle," he said to Laertes.


    I watched my brother and the prince grapple, saw Laertes' fiery speed meet Hamlet's calm agility. The lamb was forgotten. A crowd of boys had gathered, and they clapped and cheered while Horatio stood by with an amused look. Now and then I shivered at the memory of the spinning and the thought that the prince had held me with his hands tight about my middle.


    Laertes emerged from the match dusty, breathless, and, it seemed to me, defeated. But he was proud, his humiliation forgotten.


    That night, my brother boasted for our father's benefit, "Did you see, Ophelia, how I pinned his arms most firmly until I let him go?"


    Having no desire to renew our conflict, I merely nodded. Father was pleased, for he had high hopes that Laertes would become, like Horatio, a trusted courtier and confidant of Hamlet.


    "Serve the prince well and one day you will serve the king," my father instructed. "Serve him poorly, and our days are numbered!" He drew his finger across his throat. It was a simple fact known even to children that to anger a king, even one so good as King Hamlet, could mean death.


    To please our father, Laertes took every chance to engage in fierce competition with Prince Hamlet. He knew that to advance at court, he had to master all manner of sports and combat. In time, he became skilled and could sometimes defeat Hamlet in an archery contest.


    One day I watched them practicing their swordplay with sapling branches. I noticed that my brother, though younger in years, was growing near in height to the prince. Wielding their harmless foils, Hamlet and Laertes thrust and feinted with a mortal seriousness. I held my hand to my mouth to suppress a laugh.


    Horatio, who stood nearby as always, bowed to me and surprised me by speaking.


    "I'll put my wager on the prince. And you, my lady?"


    My skirt was torn and my hair unkempt. In truth, I was more tomboy than lady, despite being past my tenth year. But I do not think Horatio mocked me, for his smile was kind.


    "Why, naturally I bet upon my brother," I replied shyly.


    I was not being entirely truthful, for I could not say whom I favored. Laertes was more agile, but Hamlet was more skilled. I watched the prince. His bright eyes focused on the battle, and the muscles of his legs and arms were taut with his strength. He allowed my brother to gain an advantage, then reversed their positions by parrying his thrusts. After a time, they called a truce, sweating and showing the welts and scratches from their makeshift weapons.


    "A fine swordsman you will be, and a worthy opponent—" began Hamlet. I saw Laertes thrust his shoulders back and swell with pride.


    "—in ten years' time!" finished Hamlet, laughing. I noticed his voice was that of a man now.


    Thus life at Elsinore, even for children, was full of competition. We were also used to roughness and cruelty. The blows of the cook's wooden spoon, the harsh words of the schoolmaster, and my father's neglect were evidence of the world's indifference to my feelings and well-being. Yet it did not occur to me that someone might intend to cause me serious harm. So I was unprepared when Edmund, whom I considered a common bully, began to present a more menacing aspect to me alone. One day he caught my arm and spoke lewd words to me. I did not know what he meant by them until I saw the motions of his hands. Then I simply turned away in disgust. Another day he pulled me behind a tree and offered me a com if I would lift my skirts for him. Without a word, I ran from him like a startled deer.


    "If you are going to tell your brother, I will say to him that you thrust yourself on me like a harlot!" he shouted after me.


    More out of shame than fear of Edmund's threat, I did not go to Laertes. So when Edmund found me next, in a corridor of Elsinore, he boldly pushed himself against me and tried to kiss me.


    "You will like this, and if you do not, then you are worth nothing," he said with a note of contempt in his voice.


    This time I was afraid, though I did not know exactly what he meant to do as he fumbled to reach inside my skirt. I pushed at him, but to little avail, for he was stronger than Laertes. Then by chance my knee found a tender spot between his legs and he doubled over, cursing me as I fled.


    I did not see Edmund for several weeks, and thinking I had finally deterred him, I resumed my usual habits. I was used to swimming alone, imagining myself a great sleek fish such as I had seen pictured in an ancient book. With slow, silent strokes I would glide until I reached the bend where the brook curved away from the castle. There the current, after running over rocks where village women scrubbed their clothes, widened into a calm pool. One day I floated there on my back, my eyes closed, listening to the rattling cries of a bird, a kingfisher that skimmed the water's edge and crossed from shore to shore. I heard a small splashing but imagined it to be the kingfisher diving for its prey. Then I felt a hand grip my ankle and drag me under the water. I thought it was Laertes teasing me, but he would have let me go at once. I kicked and thrashed, but the hand did not loosen its grip. Another hand bore down on my shoulder. I grew desperate to take a breath. I must not lose my wits. Letting my body go limp, I hoped my opponent would think he had subdued me. Indeed I felt his hold on me loosen, so I twisted my body in a swift movement and slipped away. I broke the surface of the water and gulped air greedily. It was Edmund who swam away from me with fast, wild strokes.


    "You foul, creeping snake! You toad, you wart!" I cried after him. He did not turn or look back.


    As I choked on the water I had swallowed, strong arms grasped me from behind. Again I struggled, until I saw that it was Prince Hamlet who pulled me onto the grassy bank. My thin smock clung to me, and my arms and legs trembled weakly.


    "What great monster of the deep do you strive against, little Ophelia?"


    "That wicked boy. I hate him! But he is no match for me," I said with a feigned bravado. "There goes the toad."


    I pointed to the stream's far bank, where Edmund sneaked away among the tall grass. Hamlet scowled.


    "That knave is the son of my father's treasurer, a deceitful man. Proof that the apple does not fall far from the tree," he said. Seeing that I shivered, he took the short cloak that he earned and dropped it over my shoulders. "You should not be in his company."


    "Do you think I sought him out?" I cried. "No, he assaulted me!"


    "You should carry a dagger. I cannot be always at hand to rescue you from harm." This time he smiled, and his blue eyes were suddenly merry.


    "I do not need to be rescued," I said, though I shuddered to think of the harm Edmund would have done me had Hamlet's appearance not frightened him off. "I can swim like the trout that live in this brook," I boasted, to cover my fear.


    "One needs only to tickle a trout and it will jump into one's hand." Hamlet winked at me and wiggled his fingers.


    Supposing that he meant to tickle me, I shrugged off his cloak, slipped into the water, and pushed off from the bank.


    "You cannot lure me like a fish," I said, for I disliked his teasing.


    "No indeed, for you are the proverbial eel, always slipping away from me," he called.


    I swam upstream, feeling the current against me. Hamlet followed along the bank, mimicking my swimming motions.


    " 'Tis a mermaid indeed! See, a woman above, with the tail of a fish."


    I had none of a mermaid's curves, for my body was as slim as a boy's. Why did he taunt me? I turned on my back and kicked, trying to splash his fine clothes and force him to retreat. But he only laughed, pinching his tunic to show me that it was already water-soaked.


    When I came to the place where the willows arched over a deep pool in the swift-running brook, I paused to tread water. I was growing breathless. My bodice and skirt lay draped over a branch of the tree on the bank, at a distance I would not cross under Hamlet's gaze.


    "Good day, Lord Hamlet," I said, inviting him to be gone.


    He smiled, bowed, and turned away. Up he climbed through the meadow that swayed with golden-eyed daisies.


    "I come anon, good Horatio! I have just caught a mermaid. I never thought to find such sport away from the sea!" he called out, laughing all the while.


    I saw his friend at the crest of the hill, a witness to our encounter. Behind Horatio, the stark parapets of Elsinore were barely visible.


    When they had gone, I crept from the water and in the shelter of the willow boughs put on my sun-warmed clothes. My heart beat fast with excitement.
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    Chapter 4


    Someone must have spoken to my father about my unruly ways. Soon after the incident at the brook, he gave me a new satin dress and horn combs for my hair. With fingers unused to such tasks, he untangled my hair and brushed it until my head ached. Then he instructed me to follow him while he attended the king and to curtsy and nod in the presence of Queen Gertrude, but never to speak.


    "Do not gaze at the sun, lest you go blind, but stand in its light and let it warm you," he instructed me. This was one of the many sayings he made me commit to memory.


    Indeed Gertrude was so grand and beautiful that I was afraid to look at her, even when she touched my curls and asked my name.


    "She is Ophelia, my daughter and my treasure, the exact copy and very picture of her departed and lamented mother," said my father grandly, before I could open my mouth.


    Gertrude lifted my chin and I looked up into eyes that were deep and gray and full of mystery.


    "She is sweet of countenance, a most fair child," she murmured. "And a lively one, I daresay," she added with a smile.


    Feeling a vague longing come over me, I lowered my eyes and made a deep curtsy.


    With Queen Gertrude's words of approval my fortunes changed, and I became a member of her household. A servant was sent that very day to fetch my small trunk. My father smiled to himself and hummed, pleased for his own sake.


    I, however, was unwilling to go. Though I felt no great love for my father, his company was familiar to me. Nor did I wish to change my ways.


    "I do not want to leave you and Laertes," I said in a pleading voice.


    "But I cannot care for you. I have no idea how to raise a young lady. That is a task best suited for women." He spoke as if this were a truth evident to anyone with a speck of reason.


    I planted my heels firmly and resisted the pull of his arm.


    "Come now, no more dallying," he said, though more gently. "Attending the queen is a great honor."


    "But what shall I do if she is not satisfied or grows harsh with me?"


    "Obey her. That is all! Go now, girl, and do not prove a fool," my father said, impatient again. Then he pressed something into my palm. It was the tiny portrait of my mother in its gold frame. I felt a small flame of courage begin to flicker within me.


    It seemed a long journey from my father's quarters at the outskirts of the castle to Gertrude's rooms at the heart of Elsinore. We turned many times, until I felt myself to be lost. I followed the servant past the lodgings of courtiers and ministers greater than my father. I followed him through the guardroom, where men slept, talked idly, or played at dice. They gave us barely a glance as we entered the hall leading to the queen's dwelling. My steps slowed as I marveled at the long gallery that overlooked the great hall below. It was lined with lifelike tapestries depicting gods and goddesses, soldiers and hunters, ladies and a unicorn. I began to think it might be exciting to spend my days amid such splendor.


    When we came to a room near the queen's bedchamber, the servant left me, and I was alone. Narrow but drenched with sun, the room contained a bed, a stool, a crooked table, and a rush mat. There was a grate where I might build a small fire for warmth. A window faced south, and I looked out to see the garden and a labyrinth far below. Not knowing what would befall me next, I clutched my mother's image, feeling all at once abandoned and chosen, despairing and hopeful.


    Heavy wheezing and a shuffled step heralded the arrival of someone at my door. A woman of advancing years came into my room. Stout and short of breath, she dabbed constantly at her moist forehead and neck. From under her cap sprang white curls like sprigs of pale moss. This was Elnora, Lady Valdemar. It had fallen to her, like some undeserved misfortune, to teach me courtly behavior and guide my education. She let me know at once that the task was an impossible one.


    "I hear that you are wont to throw off your skirts and swim! That you run about the castle grounds rousting with boys!" Her voice rose with disbelief at the end of each phrase. "That will cease now, for nothing could be more unbecoming a lady of Queen Gertrude's court." Her curls Jiggled as she shook her head in disapproval.


    I felt it was unjust of her to scold me, but I only said, "I desire to do what is pleasing." My father would have been proud of this reply.


    "Of course you do. Else you will be sent back to that cave from whence you came. What is your age now? Eleven years? You have been without rule all that time! Pah! No horse will take the bridle and bit after so long."


    I did not like being compared to a horse.


    "I can rule myself with study," I said. "I can sit for hours without moving if I am reading Ptolemy or Herodotus." I longed to show her that I had some virtue and no lack of education.


    "There will be no more study of philosophy or the ancients," she said firmly. "No man wants a wife more learned than he is, for fear that she will prove a shrew and make him wear the skirts."


    "I would not become a shrew!" I said, thinking of how I had often bested Laertes. But I held my tongue after this retort. Would I always be so contentious? "Please teach me how I should behave, then," I said mildly.


    "What you must learn of proper decorum would fill volumes," she said with a weary sigh. "In those of noble birth, virtuous behavior resides within. Others can practice and learn it, but the difficulty is very great."


    I began to despair, but reminding myself of my skill in learning, I vowed to master this new subject.


    Then Elnora made me remove my clothing, and she examined all my limbs and fingered the heartbeat in my wrist.


    "A good, sound body. Strong of limb and well-proportioned," she said, the tone of approval giving me some hope. She lingered over the smooth scars on my back and leg, and I told her how the dog had bitten me.


    "Well, do not be ashamed. Many a young lady has had all her beauty dimmed by smallpox. You are fortunate."


    She took the measure of my height and spanned my middle with a tape, noting the numbers. She said I must have a wardrobe of linens and simple gowns suitable for my new position. I was excited by the prospect of new clothing to replace the worn and plain attire that I had long outgrown. I even began to hope that Elnora would be kind, if I did not trouble her much.


    But in the following days I was often sad, as if I had moved across the ocean, not merely across the courtyard of Elsinore. I missed my studies and the delights of following Laertes and his companions. Though I had joined the world of women, I still felt like a child, ignored and lost in this new realm. The court ladies, with their bright plumage and twittering voices, were like so many birds in a gilded cage. I was the plain robin among them, longing for freedom and unable to sing for the bars around me.


    Elnora told me that I must not be sulky and discontented. Daily she repeated this rule for me: "A lady must always aim to please—first, the queen she serves, and second, the man she will marry." Then she would add, "It is only the child who may please itself. And you, Ophelia, are no longer a child." Her scolding made me more unhappy, as if being a child were a fault I had committed and must atone for.


    Becoming a lady, I learned, was not easy. I was inept at my new lessons, especially with the needle. Gertrude's ladies took pride in their needlework, but to me the thin, sharp steel was an instrument of torture. I pricked my clumsy fingers until they all bled and ruined yards of silk before I could master the simplest stitch. I would have been glad to sit for hours reading or writing, but I fidgeted all the while I sewed and sometimes wept with boredom.


    Still, I worked hard, glad for any faint scrap of praise from Elnora. I believed her goodwill would in turn lead to the queen's favor. In this I tried to think like my father. I wished to be a dutiful daughter and not disgrace him by failing my lessons. So I labored with diligence at my music, in which a court lady must be accomplished. I had some success with the strings of the lute, but my fingers fumbled on the keys of the virginal. I found that singing came naturally to me, and Elnora praised my voice. So to cheer myself I would often make up ditties. Sometimes these brought a smile that wrinkled Elnora's wide, round face.


    I also wanted to please the other ladies, particularly Cristiana, for she was close to my age and I wished for a friend. Cristiana was of high birth, for her father was the queen's cousin. With her uncommon green eyes, she was almost a beauty, though her nose was overlong. Unlike me, she could be content stitching for hours, and she was proud of her needlework. Attached to her bodice and pressed against her bosom she wore a stomacher she had embroidered all over with ivy and butterflies. Even the queen had admired it. Cristiana could also limn with skill, painting lifelike birds and flowers and faces I could recognize as those of Gertrude and her ladies.


    "Would you paint my likeness?" I asked her one day. She looked down her nose at me, appraising me coolly.


    "I do not think so. There is nothing remarkable about your features," she said, and went back to her work.


    Was I really so plain, I wondered. Another day I praised her needlework, thinking that flattery would soften her.


    "Please, will you guide my hand with this new stitch?" I asked, holding out my sampler. "Your work is so precise."


    "Why, you will never master this work, for your fingers are fat and clumsy," she said, waving my hand away.


    Another time I was learning a dance, a lively bransle, for all Gertrude's ladies were expected to be graceful dancers. I practiced with vigor, relishing the fast thumping of my heart. It was almost like running and swimming, sports that I longed for.


    "Look at her!" Cristiana pointed me out to the others. "She leaps about like a goat. How unseemly! It would be better to put bells on her feet and have her dance at a country festival." They laughed among themselves and agreed that I should be more restrained. That night, Elnora found me in tears.


    "What ails you now? Come, do not sulk. The bad humors will make you ill."


    "Why does Cristiana so disdain me?" I cried. "How have I offended her?"


    Elnora sighed and lowered her large form onto a wide bench. She patted the seat next to her and I sat down, daring to lean lightly against her. She did not push me away.


    "Now that you are among us, Cristiana is no longer the lowliest, and with her little authority, she must torment you," Elnora explained with a weary patience. "Have you seen hens in the yard peck at each other, each hen choosing the one that is just weaker than she is? So it is whenever a new lady-in-waiting joins the court. I have seen it more times than I can count in my twenty-five years with the queen."


    I drew in my breath. "Twenty-five years!" I said. "More than twice the length of my own life." I leaned a little more into her. "What else have you seen?"


    Elnora hesitated, considering whether to indulge me or send me on some fresh business. To sway her mind, I slipped a cushion behind her back, and gratefully, she settled into it.


    "Now I am old and tired," she said, shaking her head. "But I was not always so. Once I was robust and pretty, though not so fair as the queen. That she chose me to wait upon her was an honor beyond my deserving. I remember how I wept with joy to see her married to King Hamlet. Then she was a mere slip of a girl, nobly born and a very paragon of virtue. She was not raised in the court, but in the finest convent in Denmark. The king said that he had married an angel, for purity and beauty were so perfectly joined in her. For his part, he was a man of the world and a warrior. He has been a wise king, and a good judge of men. He chose my most deserving husband, Lord Valdemar, from the ranks of all his nobles to be one of his privy counselors," she said proudly.


    "And how did Lord Valdemar choose you?" I asked. Elnora smiled at the long-ago memory.


    "His father and my father were in battle together against Norway many years ago, and they pledged us to each other when my lord was still a stripling and I was at my mother's breast," she said.


    I longed to ask if she had been a mother, but I dared not. She, however, seemed to read my thoughts.


    "We were not blessed with babes, alas, and that is to my regret," she said with a sigh. "But God's will be done, whether I will or no," she added briskly. "Instead I was blessed in tending to the queen through her confinements. More than one ended in grief, with babes born too soon. It is a perilous nine-month journey, you know, for both the mother and her child."


    "I do know," I whispered.


    "Then came Prince Hamlet, wailing and thrashing from the moment he first drew breath. Though he was as strong as a young oak tree, his mother feared an accident or sudden illness would befall him. She scarcely let him out of her sight. But while the queen rested, I would take the prince and let him tumble about in the meadow to roughen him up. Sometimes I pretended he was my own son, so easily did he make others love him. Now the boy gives no thought to old Elnora." She sniffed and dabbed at her eyes. Then she looked at me as if surprised by my presence. "I should not be telling you these things!" she said, scolding herself. "Sit straight, not like a slug. No, get up. Go, and dress your hair more neatly."


    "I promise I can be discreet," I said. I took her hand, with its puffed flesh and gnarled bones, between my own small hands, which were not, as Cristiana claimed, fat and clumsy. Then I got up and did as she bid me.


    I learned how to please Elnora so that she would treat me kindly. I did not tire her by chattering, as young ladies often do, but listened while she rambled around in her large memory. She told me about the dark times when Denmark warred with Norway and a long drought brought starvation to the village and hunger to the castle. She told me how a strange plague once broke out, afflicting hundreds, Gertrude among them, and how she nursed the queen from the very brink of death to complete health again.


    I was surprised to discover Elnora's deep knowledge of medicines and herbs. Courtiers and ladies came to her for love potions made of heartsease, another name for my beloved pansy flower. Those with rheumy lungs favored her simple but pungent mustard plaster. Because Elnora's eyes were weak and her knees crippled, I helped her by digging roots and measuring tiny pinches of dried plants. I shadowed her like a familiar, doing her bidding and anticipating her wants.


    With Elnora I made my first visit to Mechtild, the wise woman whose skill in medicine was legendary at Elsinore. She was a mysterious and reclusive figure whom few had ever seen. She dwelt beyond the far side of the village, where I had never ventured. From time to time Elnora would visit her to purchase herbs that did not grow at Elsinore and medicines that only Mechtild knew how to make. I begged Elnora for permission to go along. Not only did I wish to meet this strange woman, but it had been months since I had left Elsinore and I longed to be in the woods again. One day she relented, and we set forth from the castle in a litter enclosed by curtains and borne by servants. Through the village we traveled, stopping at the edge of the woods. We would walk the final way to Mechtild's cottage, for Elnora was secretive about her task. She leaned on my arm for support. I guided her around the rocks on the path and moved aside the brambles and branches that would snag her skirts.


    "Did I tell you about the time that Mechtild was charged with witchcraft?" Elnora asked, pausing to rest against a large rock. "Her accuser recanted after he was struck with mysterious boils. Some said these proved his charges, while others said they were God's punishment for his wicked lies."


    My eyes grew wide with wonder. "Is she a witch?" I asked. "I have read about those who practice the black arts."


    "She is powerful, but not in the service of evil. Yet I would not deceive or cross her," she said.


    Mechtild's small house with its thatched roof huddled at the edge of the woods. In a clearing spread a vast garden teeming with familiar and exotic plants, the ingredients of all the varied medicines and liniments favored at court. The wise woman came forth with slow steps to meet us. She looked more feeble than powerful, and hardly dangerous. At her side trotted a little black dog as wiry and wizened as she. I shrank from it until the little creature licked my hand in a friendly greeting, and I could not help but smile at it.


    "Do not fear, he will not harm you," Mechtild said. Though bent almost double, she stared up at me with black eyes that seemed to know my past, while Elnora stated her business.


    "The queen has been troubled with sleepless nights of late. She wakens and cannot return to sleep, and her pulse beats fast. The barley water with crushed poppy no longer brings her ease."


    Mechtild nodded wisely and beckoned for us to follow her into the garden. Its lush wildness embraced us, and strange scents greeted my nose. A black-stalked plant towered over us, its dark green leaves, broader than a man's hand, sheltering purple bell-shaped flowers. Mechtild fingered these thoughtfully.


    "Nightshade, perhaps. A few berries only. Leaves, moistened in wine, applied to the temple." The old woman murmured to herself, but my ears caught her words and fed them to my memory. "Not the mandrake, much too strong. Perhaps infused with a drop of henbane instead." Having made her decision, she plucked some leaves and berries.


    "For you, my child," Mechtild said, turning her sharp eyes on me, "I recommend the water of distilled strawberry, for it not only smooths the skin, it guards against the passions of the heart."


    "I am a green girl. I know nothing of love," I murmured, looking down at the dog.


    "Ah, but you soon will. No one who is at court can remain innocent in the ways of love. See that you mind your passions," she said, holding up a bent forefinger to underscore her advice.


    I thought of the knavish Edmund and his dark desires. I remembered how I quivered when Hamlet pulled me from the brook and gazed on me. As Mechtild seemed able to pierce my mind, I wished to change the topic.


    "Have you something for Elnora?" I said. "Though she will not complain, I know that a pain in her side often troubles her, making her breathing difficult."


    "Ophelia! That is not our purpose today," Elnora said sharply, but her rebuke was a mild one.


    "Hmmm, a thoughtful girl. Cumin is what I advise. Rare and odorous. Not in your queen's herb bed, I am sure. A poultice applied to the side. I will prepare it now." She led us toward the cottage.


    Inside the small house, a large cupboard dominated the single room. Curious, I watched while Mechtild unlocked the doors to reveal all the tools of an apothecary. She drew out a mortar and pestle and began to grind seeds while Elnora tested the scale.


    Meanwhile my gaze was drawn to the topmost shelf of the cupboard. I stared at a row of dark vials, sealed in red wax, the labels bearing the symbol of a death's head. I drew in my breath with an audible gasp that made Mechtild look up from her work.


    "Tincture of belladonna. Grams of opium. Henbane distilled. If ill-used, these bring death," she explained soberly.


    "Tush, Ophelia, turn away your gaze lest you tempt evil," said Elnora, crossing herself and pushing me away.


    Mechtild closed the cupboard door and turned the key. Removing it, she thrust it deep into her pocket, where the curve of her old body surely protected many secrets.
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