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To Christofer “Kit" Marley

You should have paid for the fish.
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WHEN I WAS THIRTEEN, my father beat a boy almost to death. The boy was his apprentice, Lactantius Presson, and a year older than I. Lactantius’s father went to the Cobblers and got the ‘prenticeship dissolved, which isn’t often done. But Lactantius’s injuries sufficed even for the guild.

There’s still not a way to get the bonds of family dissolved, though—not unless the old drunkard should disown me. But apprenticeships have a way of not surviving contact with my family: my own didn’t last much past the fifteenth anniversary of my christening.
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I WAS SO GLAD THAT bright spring afternoon to tell Master Croley what I thought of him that I cared not a jot for the loss of my ‘prenticeship or my father’s inevitable wrath. Instead of going home as any dutiful son would to confess his sins and receive his penance in bruises, I took myself up the stairs, two at a time, to see if John Latimer was in his lodgings.

He opened the door to my knock—kind, stoop-shouldered, near-sighted John, his fingers stained with ink and his hair standing up in disorder like a coxcomb—and looked perplexed. “Kit? Have I mistook the day?”

“No,” I said. “‘Tis I who am truant, not you.”

“Truant?” John said, his voice rising, but he stepped aside to let me in.

“I have left Master Croley,” I said with as much swagger as I could manage.

John’s room was the same as ever: paper and wax tablets heaped everywhere, his precious books on pegged board shelves along one wall, a great smell of dust.

“Left Master Croley,” he repeated slowly, closing the door. “Kit, do you mean you’ve been dismissed?”

“Aye. I’ll not a saddler make. What are you working on, John?”

“Kit—”

“I hated him and hated the work.” I shrugged. “Tell me what you’re working on. Please.”

He smiled, albeit reluctantly. “A translation. For... for a private individual.”

“What are you translating?”

“Greek,” John said dryly. “Your curiosity will be the death of you, Kit.”

“Satisfaction shall bring me back,” I said and grinned at him, and he laughed.

“I’m glad you came today, as it happens, for I would ask you a favor.”

“Anything, John.”

“Kit. Don’t go rushing into things like that. You don’t know what I might ask you.”

“I know you.” I stopped and thought a moment of what my father might have made of that comment, and smiled. He’d have been furious. “What would you have of me?”

“I am having visitors tonight, and the book I am translating... it is a valuable book, and I should hate for anything to happen to it in the merry-making. Will you keep it for me? Just until tomorrow.”

“Of course,” I said, and tried not to sound as delighted as I felt. Books were not a common item in the Marlowe household.

“You can’t read it, even did you try,” John warned, handing me a package: square, flat, and about the length of my hand. I wondered why he’d had it wrapped so already, almost as if he’d planned to pass it along to someone even before I showed up.

“I have Latin. You could teach me Greek.”

He laughed like a boy of my age. “Mayhap I shall. But not today. I have work to be doing.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“Aye, Kit. Be well.”

“And you, John.”

I was halfway down the stairs, John Latimer’s door closed and barred behind me, when it occurred to me to wonder: if he had just given me the book he was translating, what work could he be doing?
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“HSST! KITTYCAT!”

My fingernails marked crescents in the palm of my right hand as I turned, expecting a fight and half-wishing Mog were there. Nobody ever beat her up. Nobody called her Moggy except for Mother, either. Nobody ever called me Kittycat except my family, and people who were looking for a fight. 

I edged the precious book in its oiled linen wrappings behind my hip as I turned to face my enemy. And relaxed and panicked simultaneously. “Ginger, art mad? What dost thou here?”

He smiled, his hands thrust into the pockets of his student’s smock, tall and lean and insouciant, a year younger than I and ever so much more collected. He was dressed in dingy Puritan black under the robe, a small white collar high under his chain making his head look like a buttercup’s blossom, as if you could pinch it off between finger and thumb.  The red hair which gave him his nickname glowed like fire in the spring sunshine. “Here on the high street? ‘Tis public passage.”

“Thy father will welt thee bloody if he hears thou wert talking to John Marlowe’s son in a public thoroughfare.” His father was a Puritan, very learned, and not fond of my family or my friendship with Ginger.

“My father sent me to the apothecary.” He pointed across the narrow street, busy with pedestrians and rumbling with carts. “If I choose to wait across the way and out of the horse-droppings while he makes up his powder, and I chance to meet a friend on a street-corner, I can’t see how ‘tis any concern of his.” His eyes fell on the package in my hand. There was nothing it could have been but a book, and he knew who dwelt up those stairs. “And thy father will welt thee bloody if he hears thou wert in John Latimer’s rooms.”

I shrugged it off. My father was going to welt me bloody anyway. “Whether it’s thy father’s concern or whether it isn’t, thou knowst he’ll not look kindly on our talking so.”

“‘Tis likely.” The glitter in his blue eyes softened. “How hast thou been, Kit? We miss thy wit in classes—”

Oh, that rubbed on a raw spot. “I lost my apprenticeship. Not that I’m sorry—”

“Does that mean thou’lt be permitted to come up to King’s School?” 

He must have read the answer on my face, because his fell before I answered. “I’m too old now, Ginger. And there’s no money for it. And I have to help Mother and Mog with the little ones. Mother’s got a great belly again—”

“God’s wounds, Kit, how many sisters hast thou now?” 

His father would also have beaten him if he heard him swearing like that. The Puritans consider taking the Lord’s name in vain a most serious sin. They also don’t approve of plays, of poetry in praise of aught but the Lord, of Ovid, of Homer, of vigorous games, of singing on Sundays, or of anything else that makes life bearable. Ginger’s father was wroth enough over the nickname, considering it frivolous and disrespectful, but Ginger said not even the threat of eternal damnation would make him go by his given name, Salathiel.

I dug my fingernails out of my palm and covered my mouth with my hand, feigning a yawn. “Honestly? I’ve lost count.”

Ginger grinned and punched my shoulder, just hard enough to sting. It felt good. “There’s a scholarship opening up, Kit. The Mathews—”

“I could never win a scholarship.”

“You had the best marks in grammar school.”

I stopped and frowned. The denials were habit, and they spoke more of my father’s truths than of my own. “I’m too old. And besides, what happened to the boy that had it?”

“The Mathews? He died over Lent. Plague. They’ll reopen the scholarship next term, Kit. And with your marks they’ll make allowances. I know they will.” He grinned, and held out a promise like a carrot before a horse already half-willing. “Thou could’st share my room.”

God, and what would his father say to that? But Christopher Marlowe, student, was a different thing than Christopher Marlowe, the drunken cobbler’s son. 

The bells of the great Canterbury cathedral tolled three o’clock, and I heard other churches answer in the silence while I thought on that. “There’s a scholarship.”

“Kit!” said Ginger, breaking in on my sudden dreaming. “Tonight. Can you get away?”

“Easily enough. Where?”

“The apple orchard. Under the lightning-struck tree.”

“Thy father will get thee such a hiding if we’re caught—”

“Aye, and thy father won’t? There’s the apothecary. I’d best be off. The Archbishop is in town to invest a Dean. I want to see if I can catch a glimpse.” He grinned over his shoulder at me and skipped across the street, dodging the heavy traffic of carts and pilgrims effortlessly. I took a half-step after him, eager for adventure—I hadn’t seen as much pomp as attended Edmund Grindal, the Archbishop, since I was nine years old and Queen Elizabeth came on progress to celebrate her fortieth birthday with his Grace. This was before the Archbishop’s famous argument with her Majesty, since which rumor has it that he has not been welcome in London.

But the thought of the Queen’s displeasure reminded me of my own disgrace, and I checked my step. I wondered for a moment if disappointing one’s Queen were as severe an offense as disappointing one’s mother, and what His Grace the Archbishop might be able to teach me about making amends. Duty—and apprehension—caught me by the collar, and I turned and hurried home.
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WE HAD A BIG GARDEN, at least. It helped the two-floors-and-a-gable hard by the Church of St. George the Martyr, where each of us had been baptized, house Mother and Father and Kit and Mog and Joan and Anne and Tabbey without bursting.

Almost. 

The ground floor also housed Father’s shop, and I could hear his hammering from the street. I bundled the book up into the dingy blue apprentice’s robe I would never have to wear again, hoping Father wouldn’t notice it, and walked boldly through the front door of his shop. I could have gone in the garden gate, but that would have resulted in charges of sneaking about and trying to hide my wrongdoing. And I’d wasted enough time with John and Ginger that word would have preceded me home.

News travels fast in a town like Canterbury, and especially among the artisans. Their windows open on the street, and every passer-by has a word for them, if they do not have custom. The overfast rhythm of Father’s tacking hammer told me that he had heard. I wondered who had told him. Mog wouldn’t, but Joan would. And Joan was walking out with Master Croley’s younger son, fool of a wench. Like father, like son.

Christ, I hope not.

I wished that it had been Mog, for Mog would never cast me in an ill light the better to make herself shine. Nor did she curry favor with Father by telling tales.

“Christopher!” My father’s bellow turned my head before I made it to the stair. He set the tacking hammer down next to the last and the half-finished boot stretched over it. He stood, coming around the bench toward me. He was a big man, slab-handed, dark. We children all took after our mother, slight and fair, and in sooth I believe that vexed him too.

“Father,” I said, pretending coolness, resisting the urge to check over my shoulders for a path of escape. There was no escape from John Marlowe, not while I lived in his house. And God grant that won’t be much longer.

I let my hand, with book and robe, fall to my side. Father’s cheeks were red, and I couldn’t tell if it was drink or the exertion of hammering. I hoped it wasn’t drink, as he wiped his hands on his apron.

“Where hast thou been?” 

“Walking home,” I lied. My eyes wanted to fasten on the soft leather uppers of his shoes. One of the babies—Tabbey by the pitch—was wailing upstairs. Mother must have been too busy with supper to cosset her. 

Father leaned over me; his breath stank of onions and bread, not strong ale. There are a few miracles vouchsafed us.

I drew a deep breath, took a better grip on John’s book through the folds of blue broadcloth, and continued, “I’ve been dismissed.”

“Aye, and who’ll take thee on now, thou self-satisfied little villain? And thy poor mother with another babe on the way, and thy father blistering his fingers to provide for eight mouths soon.”

I’ve always had too much wit in my tongue for the sense in my head. I looked him in the eye. “An ‘tis such a burden, stop breeding more brats—” 

It hurts less if you roll with it. He might have been too disgusted to shake me hard, and I’d gotten too big for him to throw, but with both hands on my collar he lifted my heels off the floor and shoved me into the wall below the stairs. The broadcloth slipped between my fingers and I clutched it desperately, but the wall slammed the breath from my body. The ‘prentice robe fell from my hands and spilled its precious contents on the sanded floor.

“What’s this?” said my father. I bent for it at the same time he did, and he whacked me aside, carelessly but hard enough to knock me sprawling. From the floor, I watched him turn John’s package over in his thick hands and unfold the wrappings. “A book,” he said with a horrible pretense of thoughtfulness. “Now where would a lazy, lying, worthless boy like my son Christopher, a boy who can’t even keep a ‘prenticeship, get a book?”

I scrambled up. “Father, please. ‘Tis not—”

“Thou hast been visiting that scholar again.” He said the word scholar as if it were as foul a word as traitor. Or witch. “And he gives thee presents.”

“Father, he asked me—’tis a favor, not a—”

“I’ll not hear it!” He stomped from the workshop; I heard him go up the stairs, bawling like a maddened bull for my mother. A few moments and he came raging back down. He shoved past me with only, “Later for thee, Christopher. Do thou think upon thy deservings the while.” He slammed the door, and I could only consider it a personal favor from the heavenly powers that the hinges did not, this time, break.

With him out of it, the house fell as still as if it held its breath. I shook my head to clear away the dizziness and breathless fear and heard my mother calling, “Kit! My own Kittycat! Art here still?”

“Here, Mother!” I dusted the sand from scraped hands and picked up the ‘prentice-robe: Annie and Tabbey could have it to play Queen Elizabeth in, or Mog for her embroidery, I cared not. I took a deep breath and started up the narrow, ladderlike stairs wedged into the corner by the chimney.

“Mother?”

Her hands were befloured. She cocked them on her hips, on either side of the great belly she seemed rarely without, and sighed at me, not caring that her breadmaking left pale streaks on her apron. A little crust of dried dough cracked among the pale hairs of her arm; I stopped by the bucket at the landing and wet a rag for her.

She took it from my hand, but didn’t bother to wash the wheatflour from her fingers. I could smell the dough under her nails when she caught my chin, as if I were a child as small and wayward as Tabbey, and turned my face side to side, frowning. “Did he put thy head through the plaster, Kittycat?”

“Nay, Mother.” I stepped back. “I had a—”

“Book. Aye.” She brushed a blonde curl from her forehead with the back of the cleaner wrist and dabbed the swelling under my eye with the cold cloth, making me hiss. My mother was a clergyman’s daughter, and unlike my father she read fluently. She’d taught me my letters—not Father, not hardly—from the pages of the only book she owned, a Bible printed the year before I was born. And it was thanks to her teaching that I’d gained admittance to the grammar school. “Kittycat, when wilt thou learn better than to provoke him?”

“He’s a brute—”

“He keeps us fed,” she said, and washed harder than she had to. “It won’t swell shut, I don’t think. And thou needs must consider. What wilt thou make of thyself now? Thou’rt not too old to ‘prentice again.”

“Who would have me?”

She stepped back and sighed, scrubbing her fingers on the well-used rag. “It was hard enough finding anyone who would take John Marlowe’s son,” she said, and I saw at once that she regretted saying it. “Kittycat. Thou know’st Moggy’s old enough to go into service soon, until she weds. And then there’s her marriage portion to think on. And thee the only boy we haven’t buried from his cradle—”

Aye, I knew it. A son and four daughters living, and my parents had buried two of each that lived long enough for christening and not much longer.

“—who will care for us when we are old?”

I flinched. “Mother...”

She tossed the rag into a pail beside the hearth as the sweet smell of baking bread began to fill the kitchen. She had the shutters open to let in the afternoon air and sunlight for cooking by, and for a moment the house was peaceful and quiet. She pressed her fist against her back as Tabbey began to wail again upstairs. “Mog?” She turned away from me, calling my oldest sister, just Ginger’s age. “Moggy, girl, quiet that child.”

A little while, and then silence. My mother turned back to me. “Kit,” she said. “If not a cobbler or a saddler, what then wilt thou be?”

I swallowed, and turned to get the ladle from the bucket, because my mouth had gone so dry. “A scholar,” I mumbled when I had drunk, and knew she didn’t hear me.

“Kit?”

I dropped the ladle and heard it thump against the bottom of the bucket. “A scholar,” I said again.

My mother laughed and shook her ashy golden hair. She’d been a pretty girl, to hear Father tell it. He said he’d been able to span her waist with his two big hands when they married, and his face was a different man’s face when he said it. Not that he could manage that since I was born, of course, but when the sunlight saw her right her hair could still seem gilded. Pretty as they were, the Marlowe women were fierce as cats and stubborn as oxen, every one, and they came by it of her. “Kitten,” she said, turning to tend the fire. “There’s no money in scribery. That’s no way to keep a wife—”

I’d thought about it. Through many blistering hours of stretching leather and shaping saddle-trees and stabbing my fingers on the flat, curved needles of the trade. “What if I studied as a priest? That’s a living—”

She stopped and looked up. She shouldn’t be bending so, not with her belly before her like the sails on a windmill. I went and took the poker; she leaned her hand on my shoulder. A clergyman’s daughter. “There’s no money for King’s School.”

“There’s the Mathews scholarship. Ginger said—”

“Kit!” She stepped back as I stood, tilting her head to one side. Another curl came loose from under her cap. “Thou knowst thou’rt not to see that boy—”

“Mother, he sought me out.  And surely even Father would not wish me to cut William Claybourne’s son dead on the high street.”

“Kitten, ‘tis not the point, and so thou knowst.  ‘Tis the company you keep...”

I blushed. “Whatever Father’s said to you—”

“He said thou hast been in the company of that scholar again, is what he said. That he’s been plying thee with gifts.”

“John Latimer is my friend, Mother.” I sighed. “He’s... he understands. He loaned me the book, only. Father took it. And I must give it back to Master Latimer.”

She took my shoulder again and turned me toward her, slowly shaking her head. “Things are said of him, Kittycat—”

“Things?”

I almost saw her adding up my age in her head, and her lips pressed thin before she finished her thought. “That it’s not natural for a young unmarried man to prefer the company of ‘prentice boys and students to courting a woman that could make a wife for him. That there are things in those Greek and Latin poets that— Well. People talk, that’s all.”

The Greek and Latin poets. Like Virgil. And Ovid. I loved Ovid—even in translation—though his poetry made me blush, and aye, I had some idea what Mother was talking around. And I knew things had been said of Ginger and me as well, and it was one reason we were no longer permitted one another’s company.

I wondered what had been in the book Father had taken. I wondered more how I would get it back. 

John’s book, and I had promised—promised!—to take care of it. “Mother,” I said, and put a hand over hers, “Master Latimer is a friend.” 

She stared me in the eye for a long time, and then she nodded and glanced at the floor. “Upstairs,” she said. “We’ll eat at eight if thy father’s home or no, and when he asks, I hided thee so I broke my wooden spoon across thy back. And take the babes from Moggy: she needs to come and help me pluck the hen.”

“I love you, Mother,” I said.

She shooed me up the stairs with her spoon.
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