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            To Julia, who kept the faith, and to Angela, forever.
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            They say the owl was a baker’s daughter. Lord, we know what we are, but know not what we may be.

            —Ophelia, Hamlet, by William Shakespeare
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            1.

         
         All the men of my family died. First my brother, then my grandfather, then Uncle Edmund in London, then Ned’s brothers Gilbert
            and Richard at home. My father followed them into the grave. Not a year after that, we lost my baby, the son he’d asked me
            to name for him. That trick brought the babe no luck. He made his exit between evening and morn, his small body gone first
            hot as a baking stone and then all cold in the cradle. I remember Quiney’s cry when he touched his cheek in the dawn.
         

         
         We went on, of course. I gave birth to two more boys, and they lived to be men, but barely. Plague took them both within weeks
            of each other. Tom was nineteen and Rich was twenty-one. Now if God wants any more Shakespeares, he’ll have to start on the
            women.
         

         
         Rich’s and Tom’s deaths fell on us seven years ago. Since then the world’s turned upside down. I tell Quiney to shake off his mourning, since had either of our lads survived the pest, they’d like as not have perished three years later in the fighting at Edgehill. “Which army?” Quiney says, with the ghost of a smile. His question launches a discussion which turns to a spat wherein I call him an idol worshipper and he terms me a treasonous windbag. Then I stalk off to weed my herb garden, or to gather herbs and berries in the woods, as I’ve done in all weathers for thirty-five years. 

         
         Quiney is fifty-seven, and I am sixty-one.

         
         I began calling my husband Quiney when Tom was born and stole his father’s name. Now that young Tom’s gone, Quiney could have
            his name back, but he doesn’t want it. I know why. It’s that nothing can be what it was, anymore, in this topsy-turvy world.
            Life in Stratford has become a grim motley. Families who’ve dwelt side by side for generations no longer speak. Brothers have
            spilt each other’s blood, and former friends stormed one another’s manors. A third of the folk still rally behind the king,
            who chose early in the war to barricade himself in Oxford, not a day’s ride from the Avon. The other two-thirds are readying
            themselves to seize our sovereign Charles and bring him to book like a regular man. It’s a scene from one of my father’s old
            history plays, but the players have now stepped off the stage and are arguing back and forth in Parliament house. I still
            wake every morning thinking life is a mad dream. It’s real enough, though.
         

         
         Quiney’s a Royalist, like my sister, Susanna. I have always enjoyed saying the opposite of whatever Susanna says, nor am I bound to think and speak as my husband does. And I can be a windbag, it’s true. But I’m not a traitor, for all my man’s saying. I take no sides in this war. The fighting entirely disgusts me. The bloodshed would have horrified my late brother-in-law, John Hall, may flights of angels waft his soul to heaven, if there is, after all, such a place. It was Doctor Hall who trained me in his Paracelsian healing arts, some of which work and some of which don’t, but all of which are well meant. I think the doctor’s kindness taught me more than his leechcraft. To be a surgeon, or even to work in one’s shadow, leaves a woman impatient with violence. The world holds so many things that can maim a body, can scar it and lop off its limbs and punch it full of holes, that men doing such things to each other on purpose begins to seem sheer madness and perversity, no matter the cause. Hands work better for healing than for fighting. Even now, in the Year of Our Lord 1646, with the good doctor nine years in the grave, I often hear his level voice in my mind, telling me where to probe a wound, how to hold a fractured arm while binding it tight, or just what amount of this or that dried, powdered plant to mix into a potion to bring down a fever. Sometimes I hear that voice in my own voice. Even in an upside-down world it’s not usual for a woman to practice apothecary arts by herself, dismounting by a front stoop from a horse laden with a bag of simples, much less to tote surgical instruments in a case. But here in Warwickshire they remember John Hall, and the many seasons I worked by his side, and most of them open their doors. Kingsmen and Parliamentarians alike do it. 

         
         Still, folk are getting stranger. The old bonds are everywhere stretched to the breaking point. Godliness is on the rise,
            and brings with it its new superstitions, even as it mocks and sneers at the old ones. Last fall Quiney said he’d give me
            a year before they hanged me as a witch.
         

         
          

         I’m not entirely sure Quiney loves me anymore. It’s been a long time since he said so, and I never ask. Why should I? Would it matter? All his youthful greensickness for me, all that sappy passion that once pushed me down like a weight of wet wool, in the end was just a prologue to our real life. My father could have told it. He ended his plays with weddings, but he usually tossed in a quarrel or two at the bridal banquet, to remind folk that the flowers and kisses and dancing were only the start of the truer story. He knew. What’s a marriage? The running of a shop, the keeping and paying of accounts, the two hours at a time, when other chores beckon, spent turning over feather bolsters and rummaging through drawers for a misplaced letter or a stray boot. Most of all, it’s the raising of children, and sometimes, at the last, the watching, struck by horror and pain, as those children sweat and cry out and die. This, at any rate, was my and Quiney’s marriage, and now we’re a geezer and a crone at the far end of it, creaking about and grumbling as we perform our separate businesses. Quiney is training a new apprentice in winemaking, and I totter through the countryside practicing my craft, though we’re both at an age to sit in corners, drinking mulled cider and telling strange tales and letting the younger ones do the work. That’s how it should be, but it’s as I said. The world’s an addle-pate. 

         
         The truth. I don’t totter. I ride long distances, and when the patient lies close at hand I walk, and briskly, too. Weathered I may be, but I still stand as straight as the hazel branch. I can turn a man’s head in the marketplace, yet. I’ve got every one of my teeth, and as for strength, I can hold a lad down with one elbow on his chest while I dig a bullet out of his thigh. That is an operation I’ve lately needed to perform more often than I like. I still attend childbirths, of course, and can say truly that men are great babies compared to women when it comes to bearing pain. A wife will clamp her teeth on a rag, muffle her yells, and strain six hours to birth her eighth child, then wrap it in a clout and go out to skin a rabbit. Meanwhile her soldierly husband, lying at his ease in a nearby field, will howl like an infant at five minutes of knife-work done to extricate the ball he so manfully encountered. After it’s done, he faints and goes off on a stretcher. 

         
         A lot of things change, but some don’t.

         
          

         I had only dealt with bullet wounds twice or thrice before Edgehill. The first time came when one of the Sadler boys accidentally
            shot another Sadler boy with a third Sadler boy’s blunderbuss in the Arden Forest, when the first two were out illicitly hunting
            deer. That was when I learned how hot metal could tear flesh apart and lodge in the sinews, and leave a burnt and radiant
            circle where it entered the skin. “It hurts, Mistress Judith!” the boy squawked when I touched the wound. I muttered for him
            to be a man and stow it, but I probed as gently as I could. My fingers are kinder than my tongue. The lad was lucky, because
            the ball missed his bone, and had lodged near enough that I could see it and pull it out quickly and cleanly with forceps
            and give it to him for a token of the idiocy of the pair of them. If they must needs poach, bows are quieter, and arrowheads
            easier to extricate (so I told him). But in the past twenty years the world has gone mad for gunpowder. Where the local lords
            once flew their falcons for game, now those who’ve managed to hold on to their hunting grounds will fire in the air at a grouse.
            Sometimes they hit each other, without even meaning to.
         

         
         So I’d seen such wounds, on occasion. But Edgehill was a Revelation. I mean not that it enlightened its beholders with new knowledge, but that it resembled the Armageddon described in the Biblical Book of the Apocalypse. We heard the ruckus before we knew what it was, some half hour before a man galloped into town and tore down Stratford High Street, his horse’s metal shoes sparking on the cobblestones, crying out that the king’s troops were finally facing the Army of Parliament, the hurly-burly was happening right here in Warwickshire, and to ride, ride! I think he meant ride for the king, and maybe he meant ride for your lives, but I can’t be sure. Anyway, the town emptied out, with folk indeed riding or else running like demons either toward the battle or away from it. The worst fighting never reached Stratford, for which I thank God or whatever power directs this cockamamie show. But the thunder of the guns from ten miles east made the house-timbers shake, and from the smoke billowing over the hills I thought all Warwickshire was aflame. When a party of citizens rode up breathlessly, later, to fetch me to help with the wounded, Quiney said I could by no means go. But then they gasped out the names of men and boys we knew, Stratford and Shottery and Snitterfield youths now lying with head wounds or splintered arms and legs, and for all Quiney’s anger, I knew I’d no choice. He knew it, too. He said nothing, just clapped both hands on his brow, turned, and went into the house. I rode off. When we came to the bloody fields, the gunpowder smell was acrid, the screams were hellish, and I couldn’t see the horses or the fighting for the haze. To this day I don’t know whether the camp I attended was Parliamentarian or Royalist. By 1642 it was not as easy as it had been ten years before to tell the Puritans by sight. Some of the Roundheads had let their hair grow long again. Quite a few had horses like the Cavaliers, many of them taken from their enemies, and so many different flags marked the companies that I’d have needed an officer’s manual to find out who was who and what was what. Now I would know, of course. Everyone would. But then it was all new. 

         
         And I didn’t care who was who, any more than I care now. I didn’t think about anyone’s righteous or glorious cause, only of
            how to save this leg or that arm, or what final words to whisper into the ear of a lad whose life was ebbing away through
            a ten-inch gash in his side, a lad who would never see his dame or his sweetheart again.
         

         
         “That might have been our Rich,” I told Quiney when I finally got home. I sat facing him in our parlor, gaunt and shaking
            from lack of sleep, in my blood-crusted smock and apron and dirty hood. “It might well have been him, or Tom. Tom would always
            run pell-mell into any fight.”
         

         
         The noise in the street outside was so loud it sounded like a new battle was being waged there, and indeed a few were, though
            only on account of soldiers now roaming the town, looking for food and beds. I leaned forward and touched Quiney’s knee. “Don’t
            you see I am right? We might well have lost them anyway.”
         

         
         Quiney only stared at me like you would at a stranger who strolled into your house unasked and sat down at ease on your settle.
            And no wonder, I thought an hour later, when I caught a glimpse of myself in a glass. I looked like a madwoman or a stage
            demon, with my hair sticking out at five points and my face blackened by ash. But now I think Quiney’s silence wasn’t shock
            at my looks. I think he simply had naught to say to such cold comfort, meaning my plea that he smile at his boys’ plague-deaths
            since, after all, they’d likely have been blown to bits by cannon fire three years down the road. I think he was thinking,
            What world is this? And, Her heart is dead. And I think he was partly right.
         

         
         But it wasn’t the last time I said it, about Edgehill, nor the last time I thought it. It solaced me to bury my special tragedy in one so vast, in the nightmare that had swept up nearly every family I knew. We find our comforts where we can. 

         
          

         Edgehill was the last time tremendous fighting came close to Stratford, and now throughout the realm, if England is still
            a realm, there is less smoke and gunfire and killing. Last year’s battle at Naseby sealed matters. There Parliament’s most
            fearsome and capable Puritan almost destroyed the king’s army outright. Nearly all the Royalist strongholds fell in the six
            months after. The king’s men still held Oxford this spring, but with their comings and goings much circumscribed. Now, for
            eight months, only Parliament’s forces have marched through our town demanding bacon and butter and quartering. Roundheads
            take target practice in New Place Garden, sending arrows and sometimes balls whizzing past my father’s favorite ash tree,
            while my sister, Susanna, and her grown daughter, Lizzy, aim the contents of chamber pots at their heads from behind half-opened
            leaded glass windows. The soldiers dodge and laugh and wink at Lizzy. Quiney’s and my house in town is small, and we’ve not
            yet been forced to harbor any such men. I pray the day won’t come when we are. Quiney might go berserk, and lash out, and
            then find himself surrounded and hauled off to some makeshift cellar jail. His fuse burns long, but I’ve seen it reach the
            powder. When it does, I do not think a Roundhead’s sword or even his musket would stay the explosion of Quiney.
         

         
          

         The first year was the worst, for all of us. In the early upheavals, both sides tried to outdo each other in plundering horses and oats and tallow and pewter and linen and chickens and sheep from every luckless town and village they passed through. Quiney’s shop escaped ruin, though large stocks of his wines were commandeered without payment. One day in the first spring of the war, a Royalist troop under the king’s nasty nephew Prince Rupert came through in the morning and took all the Spanish wines, and that very afternoon General Essex’s Parliament men came into town from the other end and made off with the Rhenish. “To Luther!” the Essex men yelled as they swigged. It was remarkable how little mind that first wave of armed Puritans paid to their pastors’ fervent exhortations regarding dicing, drabbing, tobacco, and drink. The outbreak of war set free the beast in all Englishmen, whether their shepherd was Praisegod Flatcap or Archbishop Laud. (I speak of a time when that archbishop’s head was still attached to his shoulders.) On that bad day we not only lost six months’ worth of stock, but were forced also to watch its effects in drunken men weaving back and forth in the street outside, waving pikes and now and then firing their weapons at dogs and cats. When, in the evening, word came that another troop was marching out from Birmingham on the morrow, Quiney took down his sign. He saved the shop from ransacking by boarding up the door to make the place look as if it had been looted already. He proved wiser than the grocer. 

         
         Our stores are still commandeered, and now we have the army tax, and the Days of National Humiliation, when shops are ordered closed. But of late there’s some method in the madness. Over the past two years the Parliament’s soldiers have shown a new and more decorous behavior. Now they march orderly through the town when they come, with their eyes straight ahead, and they topple no market carts, and do not drink wine. They pay for what they take, not enough, to be sure, but something. It’s not like 1642, when the Parliament men would not only fleece the town but roam in unruly packs through the countryside, breaking into private chapels in search of altars to cleave and stained glass to smash and monstrances to melt down for bullion. There’s little of that kind of thing left to ruin or steal, but they don’t go looking, now. They march in file like two columns of ants, and they sing. It’s a new kind of army. Their general has invented it. His soldiers eat and drink the Holy Spirit and sleep with their Testaments as pillows. “On, thou righteous band!” one of my godlier neighbors yelled from her window when some of these troops passed through three months ago, their boot-falls hard on the cobblestones and their voices joined in a hymn. I had not her zeal, and on that day I ducked behind a curtain to hide my frowning face. Righteous band of killers, was my thought, though even then I knew there was something about these men that eluded so short a description. The truth
            is, I don’t understand them now, and I didn’t then, and I feared them.
         

         
         Still, if their virtue keeps them from Quiney’s Rhenish, I am for it.

         
         Quiney is lucky to have me, though he doesn’t admit it. I’ve no goods to steal. I practice a craft, and that craft will bring
            in silver as long as women and men go about in bodies, getting pregnant and contracting the gout and stepping on live coals
            and hacking each other with swords and, newly, blasting each other with firearms. These are strange things to be grateful
            for, but, as I said, we find our comforts where we can.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2.

         
         That was how Quiney and I were living in March of this year, three months agone. A kind of middling half-life, where we did
            things by rote, saying little, because what lay between and behind us was heavy and sad. Quiney drank at the Swan and diced
            with his old cronies, and at home he brooded. I washed the crockery and swept the floor and visited the sick, and did my best
            to bring other women’s babies into the world alive, despite what had happened to mine. What else was there to do? I went forward
            because there was no way back, though the future no longer seemed an open road. Once it had stretched ahead, if not for me,
            then for my children, those lads who jested with one another and their father in the shop, one apprenticed to him, the other
            riding back and forth between Stratford and Oxford, both of them turning from lusty boys to lusty men. Gone, now, and the
            family’s path was choked with weeds. The open part lay behind me, and ahead I saw only a dark cavern, an abyss I feared to
            name.
         

         
         At times I’d find myself standing motionless by the river-bend, tossing pebbles at the ripples or the ice, gazing at the place where my twin brother drowned fifty years ago. Gone half a century, and still I strained to hear little Hamnet’s voice on the wind. Odder still, I sometimes succeeded. Now and then would come his whisper, and sometimes my mother’s voice, warm and rich with laughter, and sometimes the hoots of my own boys, Tom and Rich, yelling and slipping on the bankside. I’ll tell you a stranger thing. Sometimes I heard the chanting of Oberon and Titania, my father’s Fairy King and Queen, and his young lovers, Hermia and Helena and Demetrius and Lysander. They spoke in the voices of the players I’d heard play them, and sometimes they spoke in my own voice. And to all of it, my lips would move soundlessly in response, speaking old lines of verse, or words of endearment to my lost boys, or to my mother, or to my brother, or to my father. 

         
         “Good morrow, Mistress Quiney,” a passing angler would say, touching his cap as he strode down the bank, and giving me a curious
            look.
         

         
         I’d jump and nod, and think, with a touch of fear, of Quiney’s warning. Soon the Puritan justices of Stratford would have
            me for a witch, for all I was Will Shakespeare’s daughter.
         

         
         Or because I was.

         
          

         Onion root grows at the borders of the graveyard, and when crushed and boiled it can help in the passing of a stubborn stone.
            So when the snows are melting and the ground is soft I dig for it, after visiting my family members where they lie in earth.
         

         
         In the first week of March I saw Quiney there, in the churchyard. He had left the earliest spring flowers, a few crocuses, by the graves of our sons. It must have been he who had done so. But when I spotted him he was nowhere near their resting sites, but was departing the yard from a far corner of the graves’ enclosure, brushing his knees, as though he’d lately been kneeling. He didn’t see me across the field of monuments, and it seemed wrong, in that silent company of gravestones, to call out for his attention. But after he disappeared I walked to that corner to see what he’d been up to. I had a dark suspicion. 

         
         I was right. I saw the footprints. He’d been praying at the grave of Margaret Wheeler and her babe. And he’d left some purple
            flowers on their stone.
         

         
         It roiled me. That dead pair are the scandal of my life, and also of Quiney’s. Thirty years ago, my weeks-old marriage was
            marred by Margaret’s sudden claim before the church court that my Quiney was the father of her child about to be born. It
            might have been so. It might not. I knew Margaret Wheeler. I knew her habits, and thought it no accident that she pointed
            her finger at Thomas Quiney just as soon as he’d made a marriage with the daughter of the richest man in town.
         

         
         I blamed her because it didn’t seem fair to blame Quiney for some traffic with a willing girl done during the days when I’d held him at arm’s length, mocking at his suit and telling him I’d never marry. I, after all, was no virgin when I came to his bed. He’d known it. Since I’d no bed-trick planned for a marriage night, I told him the truth, back when he was a-wooing. I’d had a lover in London once, a lover in the full sense of the word. At twenty-five I’d allowed myself that interval of passion. Though the thing hadn’t lasted long, it did occur, and I thought it only just that a would-be bridegroom be informed. Perhaps I thought it would scare him off, and leave me to my brooding singleness. But, a practical man, he only said, “A bird in the hand is worth . . . Hmm.” Since that proverb didn’t seem to fit the facts, he changed it to “Well, the past is the past.” For Quiney’s grace, then, I owed him a like indulgence. And I believe he knew nothing of Margaret Wheeler’s condition when I changed my mind toward him, and in a matter of weeks, our marriage was made. After that, when we were wed and she accused him, he was caught in a pickle. He wouldn’t lie and say he never knew her, and no other of her myriad swains stood up to acknowledge the coming child, so the bawdy court found Quiney guilty. I pitied him when they punished him with fines and a public chiding, but the matter shamed me, too. 

         
         It also pained me when my father, who’d been Quiney’s champion for years, seemed suddenly less forgiving of him than I was
            myself. When I look back now, I feel sure he’d argued Thomas Quiney’s suit for so long just to keep me from running off with
            the man I loved, a player of his own acting company by the name of Nathan Field. A shrewd observer, to say the least, my father
            must have guessed at the relation. And, just as I knew Margaret Wheeler, my father knew Nathan Field. He thought marriage
            with a Quiney would anchor me in Stratford and protect me from scandal and pain. He wasn’t glad, then, when scandal jumped
            up at home. Nor was I joyful. But I strove to be practical and calm, and I didn’t outwardly begrudge the money Quiney was
            fined for Margaret and her child.
         

         
         As it happened, we ended up paying only for their burials. Mother and child both perished during the birthing time, and then
            it didn’t seem to matter who the father was, anymore.
         

         
         So what was this? Crocuses on their gravestone, after all these years? And what was more, when I looked closely, I could see
            the sodden stems of blooms he’d left before today.
         

         
          

         I caught up with him turning the corner into the High Street. It was not in my nature to hold my thoughts rather than spilling them as soon as they presented themselves to me, and this sometimes made our Quiney quarrels public fodder for any who cared to listen. But today I was Spartan. I forced myself to keep my peace until we were shut together in our parlor. Then I slammed my root basket down on a chair and said, “I was in the churchyard, behind you. I saw what you did. Margaret Wheeler!”
         

         
         He looked at me with a face of shame.

         
         “Why, Quiney? Is she a saint, that you pray at her grave?”

         
         “Nay, nay. She was no saint. But I . . . did her wrong.”

         
         “Because you gave her a grass gown thirty years ago? At her invitation, if I may believe what you said then!” And if I may believe my own eyes and ears, I thought. As I have said, I knew Margaret.
         

         
         “’Tisn’t right that she should have died because of me. And . . .” He swallowed. “The babe did no sin.”

         
         I sat down hard on the settle beside him. “You say true.” I heard the bitterness in my voice. “’Tisn’t right that any woman
            should die bringing a man’s seed to fruit, and much less the baby. There’s no justifying the curse. But ’tis how we’re made.
            Someone’s bad idea.”
         

         
         Quiney sat silently, biting his lip, as he usually did when my speech veered toward blasphemy. He took off his cap and looked
            at it, turning it over and over in his big hands. His once-blond hair was now all grey, and thin, and gone at the top.
         

         
         “Quiney.” I made my voice kind, though inside I felt less pity than alarm. I leaned toward him and placed my hand on his arm.
            “What is it?”
         

         
         “God doesn’t forget. When the first boy died, all those years ago, I thought it was his vengeance.”

         
         I sat back, instantly angry again. My heart flared with ancient jealousy. I made a scornful noise with my tongue, and said,
            “You are an idiot.”
         

         
         I think he no longer heard such comments when I made them. Anyway, he went on as though he hadn’t. “And then . . . to raise
            boys to manhood, and them both—”
         

         
         “Stop.” I rose so abruptly that I knocked the table at my elbow, and my muddy new-dug roots fell to the rush-strewn floor. I stooped
            to pick them up, a hand to my back. “Oof! Next you’ll be dressed in a white sheet again, beating your breast in front of Holy Trinity. Marry, if you find out that’s
            what God wants, tell me straightaway. I’ve given up asking Him. Let Him send us a sign.” I straightened and left the room
            with a slam of the door.
         

         
         I was never that kind of wife who is praised in Proverbs, with the soft voice that turns away wrath.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3.

         
         Were we dry kindling, awaiting the spark? The wrong metaphor, perhaps, but I struggle for the right one. Once, fleeing through
            the scullery to evade a cuff from Quiney, my eldest toppled a flask of vinegar into a bowl of yeast, and the powder bubbled
            and climbed like the eruption of Mount Aetna. That yeast had become something else. In the moment, my son’s condition changed
            with it, as he and even Quiney stopped in their tracks to watch and wonder, forgetting their mischief and wrath. Catalysis was Doctor Hall’s word for this altering of elements—though some might call it alchemy.
         

         
         What began our catalysis, Quiney’s and mine?

         
         Perhaps it was our bitter spat about the blossoms he’d left to grace Margaret Wheeler’s bones. Or perhaps the change began
            a week later, the day Jane and the Pearl first crossed our doorstep.
         

         
         On that morning, I woke frowningly, having dreamt I was back in the graveyard, on my knees this time, praying to a man who sat on a tuft of grass with his back toward me. The fellow’s mossy hair just brushed his collar. On his dome-ish head sat a tin crown, and in his hand was a busy quill that scratched and scratched over the surface of a flat stone that lay before him. I thought him a man of power, an arbiter of fortunes. Aloud, I begged him to give me my children back, to bring them up from the earth. I begged he would let me open my eyes and realize their plague-deaths had been the simple nightmare that, in waking life, they still seemed. Without turning, this bald, tin-crowned god stretched out his hand. “Look there!” he said in a familiar, reedy voice, pointing with his quill at a statue. “Look for the thing that was lost.” I looked, and suddenly the churchyard monument was Rich, my youngest, smiling and walking toward me. But as I stretched my arms out to him, brimful of joy, I suddenly saw the sham. The walking statue wasn’t my own Rich, but Richard Burbage, the famous London tragedian of my father’s company, tricked up with a wig and face paint. There I stood, empty-handed and blinking like a fool. Mocked with art! 

         
         I woke on the instant, hollow and desolate and somehow angry at my quill-wielding father, though I knew my wrath to be unjustified.
            He wasn’t, after all, in charge of real deaths. And as for resurrection, he’d always done the best he could with the tools at hand. He couldn’t rightly be blamed
            for the inadequacies of pen and stage.
         

         
         I sighed, rose creakily, dressed, and went downstairs. I could hear Quiney pouring new wine into the old bottles in the rear of the shop. I seated myself in the scullery. I’d begun to scan the latest pamphlet left us by a customer, detailing strange and portentous births in the fractured realm of England, which surely signified that the End of Days was at hand and the Antichrist loose, when I heard a child’s voice in the front garden. Yes, it was clearly a child’s, but that child was deepening its voice in imitation of a man, in a threatening intonation. “He sitteth upon the circle of the earth, and the inhabitants thereof are as grasshoppers! He bringeth the princes to nothing! Their molten images are wind and confusion!” Then the child let loose a mad, ghostly laugh. I heard a light slap and a woman’s stern voice saying, “Shalt not mock at the scriptures, Pearl!” Then there came a firm knock on the door. 

         
         When I opened it, I saw planted on the stoop a woman of about twenty-five, dressed modestly in a cap and kirtle and patched
            smock and a worn cloak, and facing me with a blazing blue stare. She held in one hand the straps of two worn traveling bags,
            the larger of which swung slightly and clanked as it dangled from her fist. Her other hand was clamped onto the shoulder of
            a girl of some six years, whose cap sat askew and whose wheat-colored hair spilled bright from beneath it. The girl squirmed.
            The woman curtsied and pressed her hand down on her puny companion’s shoulder till the child did me honor as well. “Mistress
            Judith Quiney?” the woman said. I nodded, but before giving me time to speak, she went on. “I come from Newark-on-Trent with
            this child of sin.”
         

         
         Who or what were they? I was baffled, but I heard myself, prompted by Lord knew what capricious spirit, say, “Very good. Will
            you step inside?”
         

         
          

         Her name was Jane Simcox, she told me, and the child was called Pearl-of-Great-Price Simcox.

         
         “Your daughter?” I asked, offering the pair of them mugs of cider and two biscuits.

         
         “Nay. She is the spawn of my sister, a woman fallen from grace, ensnared by the lusts of an evil kinsman. Your kinsman.”

         
         “I have no kinsmen left,” I said thoughtfully, munching a biscuit myself. “You err.” But in my head the name tolled like a bell. Simcox. I remembered my sister, Susanna, saying something about a girl of that family, a maid who was sent away from her house for
            some impertinence.
         

         
         “Wretched Master Nash, your niece’s husband, is her father.”

         
         “Ah.” I thought of the man, smug above his gilt buttons, possessed of a rolling eye. This tale could well be true. “But Nash
            is hardly kin to me. He’s only a nephew by marriage. And I’ve no love for the fellow.” My niece, Elizabeth, had married him,
            a vain little townsman of Shottery who was soon after converted into some type of baronet as the king’s repayment for a hundred
            pounds spent to help raise him an army, once Parliament took away the one he’d thought was his own. Now the pair of them—Lordling
            Nash and Elizabeth, not Nash and King Charles—lived with Susanna in Stratford, at New Place, my father’s old house, almost
            a mansion, which had gone, when he died, to my sister and her husband, my good Doctor Hall. In time the house would be Lizzie’s,
            or rather, her husband’s, and then Master Nash would swell up grander than ever. Meanwhile he made himself much at home at
            New Place, even to the point of chasing scullery maids into the bedchambers. Mistress Simcox had been one of those unfortunates.
            From Susanna I only knew that Elizabeth had caught the pair of them tussling on our parents’ old bed, and had called the girl
            baggage and whore and thrown her out of the house within the hour.
         

         
         “She should have thrown the husband out,” I’d remarked, and had gotten the feeling that Susanna agreed with me, for a rarity,
            though she hadn’t said as much.
         

         
         As for young Simcox, when bounced from the house she’d traded some insults with her mistress from the yard, then sneaked into the stable, stolen a horse, and ridden off to God knew where. 

         
         To Newark-on-Trent, it now seemed.

         
         “The prodigal daughter came back to us. To our home,” said my visitor, Jane of the piercing blue gaze. “Let the wages of that
            man’s sin be his death. She was ravished by your pleasant fiend in fine brocade.”
         

         
         “He’s not my pleasant fiend. I told you. He’s no real kin to me, in blood or manners.”
         

         
         She nodded, looking satisfied. “I have no wish to beg a place in his fine manor.”
         

         
         My sister’s fine manor, I thought, while wondering if she’d misconstrued my last word. Anygates, Lizzie would likely slam the door in your face.

         
         It seemed she’d drawn the same conclusion when she chose my house as her destination. She said, “I’d heard that you, Mistress
            Quiney, were more charitable than your niece to the hapless victims of the lusts of men.”
         

         
         I frowned, considering what ancient bits of Quiney-related gossip might have inspired her judgment. I wasn’t inclined to ask.
            In any case, she was charging on. “For behold!” She pointed. “From my sister’s sorrow and travail came this Pearl of Great
            Price.”
         

         
         “But you called her spawn. And dark flower of sin, or something like.”

         
         The child in question had dropped to the floor and, inspired by our grey tabby’s yawning entrance into the room, was pretending
            to be a cat. She made a fair job of it.
         

         
         “Aye. The devil is strong in Pearl.” Jane Simcox gazed down at her fondly. “Off the floor, child.”

         
         Pearl began to roll and mew.

         
         “Do you see? She wrestles with the Old One, with the valor of a saint.”

         
         I must have looked doubtful of this interpretation of Pearl’s antics, because Jane quickly changed her theme. “We seek work,”
            she said bluntly. “We are become laborers. My parents are with God. My brothers are fallen at Newbury, and the Royalists seized
            my family’s bakery. Now the Scots have besieged the town, and when they gave us the chance, we fled. They held their fire
            and let the women out.”
         

         
         I nodded, feeling an inward shudder of compassion. All Stratford knew of the Scottish Covenanters, as those militant Presbyterians
            now called themselves, and their bloody siege at Newark-on-Trent. “But what of your sister? Your Pricey Pearl’s dam? Her name
            was Hannah, was it not?” I wrinkled my brow, trying to remember her. I could summon up only the vague image of an auburn-haired girl of sixteen or so, humming and scrubbing a banister with a
            rag. She’d been a youngster, a mere maid, in a fresh cap and apron. I recalled her cavorting in the garden with Tom and Rich
            on one of our visits to the manor. From the house I’d watched as Tom pushed the girl in his cousin Lizzie’s old swing, and
            then the girl pushed Tom, and then Tom pushed Rich, all of them far too old for such play, and laughing because they knew
            it. I recalled Elizabeth putting a stop to it, calling for young Simcox to get back in the scullery and mind her plates and
            cups.
         

         
         My guest’s face took on a look of ardor. “Hannah has lately gone to glory.”

         
         “Do you mean she’s dead?”

         
         “Aye. Two years ago she caught swine fever delivering pigs to General Balfour’s troops, on their holy trek northward.”

         
         “Pigs’ or troops’?”

         
         “Say?”

         
         “Nothing. Pray continue. Your sister died. I am sorry.”

         
         “She was bringing succor to God’s Army. Surely He will welcome her into the company of angels!”

         
         Lord, I thought, my suspicions more than confirmed. A poxy Parliament zealot. Quiney wouldn’t have her in the house.
         

         
         The moment I thought it, he came through the door.

         
         “Who’s this?” he said pleasantly enough, wiping his wine-stained hands with a clout. He looked down at Pricey rolling near
            his feet. “And what’s this?”
         

         
         I rose. Before Jane could start speaking, I did. “Mistress Jane Simcox here has heard I seek someone for help with the surgery
            and the house.”
         

         
         “I hadn’t heard it.”
         

         
         “But I do. I’ll pay her a fair wage, and she’ll help me cook and tend the garden and gather the cures. She and her Pricey can sleep
            in the lads’ old room.” If she’ll limit her preaching, I thought.
         

         
         Quiney looked resentful. None had slept in that room for seven years, save the occasional visitor. Sometimes I would see the
            door standing open and, through it, him inside, sitting on the edge of the old bedstead with his eyes closed, as though the
            room’s four walls housed a shrine. It made me want to scream, though, at the same time, it broke my heart.
         

         
         “They can help clean your jugs, Quiney.”

         
         This was a blunder. I saw
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