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PROLOGUE

My cock zoomed into her then with enormous
skill, already distended toward that distant source of its energy,
and I felt myself moving into her with an almost illustrious speed,
all gasps and moans to the contrary, fixated on the target. Her
breast was enormous in my mouth, the nipple huge and pointed, my
teeth chewed down on it, and it was as if, from this angle, I am
totally surrounded by her flesh. Her aspect under clothing, indeed,
gave no clue as to the enormity of this thick flesh. “I'm always
ashamed of my breasts,” she had said when she disrobed. “I think
they're too large. I'm embarrassed for them.” And when she had
emerged from the tight straps of her garment, the film of her
chemise, it had indeed been an astounding sight, beyond the borders
of all reasonable expectation. I had had to assure her with my
mouth, my hands, my bursting cock that there was indeed nothing
whatsoever to be ashamed of in her breasts; anything that can so
well suit form to function, suit need to consequence, must be very
well made indeed.

But that was before we had sucked, we had gone
the round of the positions, we had explored like honest laborer's
all of the byways and implications of the placement of the bodies.
And then we did the fucking itself. I was deep in the timeless
saddle, poised over her, rising to enormous heights, and then
falling through alleys of sensation atop her, up and down, the
click of some joint in the area of my thighs adding a note of
contrapuntal enthusiasm to the endeavor. Underneath me she was
screaming and wailing like the tormented Caliban himself; her mouth
grunted in a full range of words and notes; her hips thrashed. I
restored the rhythm which had broken down to unevenness from the
franticity of her response, placed my calming belly atop hers, and
they rubbed together until she settled into a more monolithic pace.
And then, once again, I fucked her, rose ceilingward in splendid
pursuit of the posture, and she was spreading, spreading before me,
the limp channel of her being, all open, all discovered.

“Fuck!” she screamed at length, and I did what
I could to oblige her, momentarily forestalling my load by
remembering other times, other fucks, other circumstances. Her
breasts reminded me vaguely of those on a barmaid in Milan whom I
went to bed with a long time ago under entirely different
circumstances; it was in the reflection of those breasts, that
fuck, that I found the trigger of the present situation held up.
But her mood was insistent, her body demanded, and her mouth opened
to scream for my climax. So all attentive to my work I bowed my
head and worked into her with something approaching real energy,
real enthusiasm... and I poured all the way into her.

I poured all the way in, from every gutter of
being, realizing that, at the moment I come, I have no real idea of
who the girl is, her name, even the circumstances underlying our
joining. She could just as well have been the Queen of England as
some trollop from the brothel down the street; the anonymity is the
same, the indirection, the confusion... but there was no time to
think of that, damned little time to think of anything as her
thighs bucked and surged against me and I spilled, spilled, spilled
the vanished seed, my teeth sinking into the huge softness of her
left breast, raising marks upon it. For a long time I remained
quiescent on top of her, listening to the even sound of her
breathing and the sound of carriages in the street below....

“Oh,” she said, “that was good; that was very
good. But where were you? Toward the end you seemed to drift away
from me.”

“Oh,” I said, shifting my weight off her;
revolving to lie beside her, I placed a hand on her pendant breast,
“it happens now and then. It's an old problem and has nothing to do
with you. It's just that other things come to mind.”

“Actors,” she said. “Yes, actors. I know what
,you must go through.”

“It has nothing to do with being an actor
either. It's just the way that things get sometimes.”

“Oh yes it does,” she said, a hand reaching
down to rub gently along my inner thigh, drawing it up to my balls,
making them arch. “Don't be offended. I consider it an honor.”

And then it all came back to me. Strange how
the energy of fucking cancels thought—to say nothing of reason.
Then it all slid into place. She was one of the actresses in the
company, of course, the little company we have, and, because I am
the lead actor not to say the founder, there was no problem in
getting her to bed and no reason why she should not fuck me, and
that explained all the circumstances. She was very good too. More
and more often, however, I have been subject to these strange
twitches of amnesia, strange submersions of memory at the time of
vigorous acts, leading to a kind of disconnection —to say nothing
of dread and intimidation. This could have been a sign of some
nervous disorder, although I put it down to the strains and
stresses of organizing and managing an ambitious but essentially
untalented flock of actors as they scurry through the provinces. At
any rate, everything was all right; balance, perspective, and a
sense of history have been restored; all that is missing is a sense
of destination.

“Do it again, David,” she said snuggling
against me, the warm surfaces of her body felt like heated cake
against my palms, all of it open and attending to me. With a kind
of distant energy I began to stroke her shoulders, rub my mouth
against her breasts, partake of the nipples, and I felt the wetness
of her cunt, still dripping my recent come as she wiggled against
me. I slid into what could only be called a purity of
accommodation, a sweet negation of thought, a sanctity of
connection, and I could have rested beside her and stroked her body
for a very long time, but at some crucial instant she pulled away
from me, rolling over to her side of the bed and then, pulling her
legs up, sat cross-legged and regarded me with a bemused kind of
attention that was not without humor.

“You're not even present.” She pouted. “It's as
if you're not even here; you're some place far away. It doesn't
matter to me, but I am concerned for your sake. Why don't you tell
me what's wrong?”

“Nothing's wrong,” I said to her and reached to
touch her, but she is deft, she is cunning, and she rolled away
from me and knelt in a protective posture, her forearms huddled
against her breasts, her eyes mischievous, her face curled, her box
shrouded by the curve of her thighs. “No,” she said, “not now. Why
don't you talk to me? I thought when I joined this company I'd get
an education. That's what you said, that I'd have an opportunity to
learn all about the stage. So educate me and we can fuck
later.”

“I have nothing to say. Come here.”

“I'm taking risks, you know. You told me the
penalties and problems we might get into having female actresses
playing the female roles. But I took the chance anyway. I admired
you. And I came right up here with you after rehearsal. Don't you
think I deserve to be talked to?”

“It isn't that,” I said. “It's just that I
don't feel very much like talking. I find it very difficult to
talk.”

“Better now than later,” she said and put a
cool hand on my knee. It became apparent to me then, not for the
first time either, that I was losing control of a situation.
Perhaps this has something to do with age, although if pressed I
would have another explanation. “I want to have a chance to know
you. What excited me about you is that you were acting with S——
during the last plays, but you never talk about him.”

“Not all the last plays,” I said, “just the
very last one, and it wasn't much of an experience. I was too young
then to understand what was happening, and besides I barely knew
him until the very end.”

“But he must have been fascinating!”

“No he wasn't.” I was somewhat appalled at the
retrospective turn the conversation had taken. “He really wasn't;
he was just an ordinary man in many ways. None of us liked his play
very much, and he was impossible at rehearsals. Anyway, it all
happened a long time ago.”

“You mean he wasn't what everybody says he
is?”

“What does everybody say he is?”

“Oh, for heaven's sake.” She gestures
irritably. “He was a genius. He was the greatest genius of his
time. Everybody knows that— everybody who wants to get into the
theatre.”

“Well...” I paused somewhat annoyed, the
returning rush of perspective had led to the strange feeling that I
should not, after all, have been in that bed with that girl at that
particular time. I am old, old, beyond my time, and in the bargain
my association with S—— had none of the effects which she seemed to
have attached to it. “None of us really thought so; he was just a
difficult cranky old man and almost impossible to work for. I was
in the last play, and we went into Stratford, and we did it, and it
was a mess, and then all that business happened, and the company
fell apart—and that's the end of it. That was a long time ago. That
was in 1612. It really doesn't affect me anymore.”

“Now you're talking. Tell me more. Tell me what
it was like then, what the play was like, what it was like to act
for him. Don't you understand how valuable this can be?”

“I don't care about value,” I said. “I don't
care about most things these days, I fear.” And I reached for her
then with real determination, damned not to be denied and got my
arms on her, clutched her flesh, put myself against her. In a
half-penitential posture I dragged her down to the sheets
impressing the slight arch of her back against them. Seeing the
rising of her breasts, I returned all energy to her nipples,
grappling with them, my excitement now restored. I should have been
grateful; after all it was a coup not only to take the chance on
female actors for the crucial parts—but to find a blessing such as
that to join the company was justification and more.

Yet, even as I sucked on her nipples, she would
not stop talking. Everything was fine; everything could have moved
along until the burst of creation, that is the end of the act, but
she would not stop talking: “You have to tell me,” she said. “You
must tell me what it's like. I've got to know. It's important to
me!” I pressed my belly down on hers, flatness to flatness, my
curved dong seeking her opening and still: “It's too valuable, too
important! You must tell me about this,” she protested, wrenching
away slightly; her very nipples were curled in petulance.

So I say, finally, only to quiet her, “All
right, hush! I can't and won't talk about it now, but I'll write it
all down. I'll put down everything just the way it happened to me.
I have some notes somewhere, and I'll get them in order.” I was
reaching, reaching and trying to make that first fragile
connection.

“Will you, then? Will you write it all down so
that I and the others can read it?”

Not even wondering about the question of
others, I say, “Yes, yes, of course. Now
just be quiet! Be quiet and let me make love.” My prick winged its
way in like mercury, way into her core. As I began to work toward
the climax again, beating on her flesh like a wingless butterfly,
trapped in some shell of abstraction I found myself saying, “Yes,
yes, I'll get it all down. I'll take it out of the trunk and put it
in order and give it to you, yes, yes.” Anything to quiet-her...
and then the swell of my coming and true fucking begins, and I am
incapable of speech, feeling the hard knots of her nipples bounce
and jounce off my face as I emerge into a long, swooning corridor
of generation....

But of course it would all end, and my promise
could hold because she was right. That is the point, the precise
point: she was absolutely right. Part of the current problem is
that I have wrongfully relegated all of this to a history it cannot
be buried in. In the time of reckoning I knew I would have to
produce my notes, and I knew then that when all of that was over,
when the girl had gone, when other days had come upon me, it would
be necessary to go into all of it again: the madness of Milan, the
agony of Stratford, the music of Sorrento, and the sounds of that
tortured summer when all of us, all uncaring, sent S—— on his final
journey while we tried to uncover our own destiny. There is little
good to be achieved at it but yes, it is clear that I now want to
unearth it because at some time it might have scholarly value. Then
too, the amnesia is a seizing disease, and at any moment I might
lose all of it ... all except the pain and the mystery.



Padua? Sorrento? Milan? Rome—I think it was
Rome. Of course I am not sure of any of these; they may all be
mental rather than physical places. The horrid sameness of all of
this! The horrid blandness! How coldly it focuses on a frieze of
the soul! Enough rhetoric. One must start somewhere.

One evening the detestable S—— himself, a
short, fat man wearing false garments and what I take to be a kind
of plaster on his nose gathered the entire cast around him after a
rehearsal and, gesticulating violently while Thorpe stood numbly
behind him, spoke to us as follows:

“Now listen, gentlemen, you realize that you
are doing this entirely wrong. You have no conception of my play.
Time and again I have lectured Thorpe, told him what to do, what
interpretation must be made, but he insists upon misapprehensions
and communicating his banalities to the players. Still, he is the
director, so I have stood aside respectfully and watched him work
this out. But no longer, no longer! We go to Stratford in four days
for the premiere, and the play persists in its wretched
performance. I cannot possibly be disgraced before my own
audiences.

“You do not understand any of this. The play is
not an actual happening, it is like a dream. The island is merely a
state of mind, and Prospero is a creature of the imagination. I
have gotten into some very deep theological material here. And you
don't understand any of it.

“The demeaning literalness of all of this! You
there, the chap playing Caliban, I can't stand it any more, for
weeks I have stood aside respectfully while you play this dwarf as
if he were a dog. He is not a dog but a
spirit of earth and water! He is the key to the play.

“Gentlemen. I have written many plays, and more
than thirty of them have been produced, but I have never seen any
of my work disgraced. You have distorted The
Tempest during these weeks. I warn you now that from here on in
I will be more than keeping an eye on you. I shall be actively
taking part in the rehearsals; I shall be discussing matters with
the director. We cannot allow this travesty to continue, or it will
be the ruination of us all. You have your reputations to consider
as well. Don't you have any pride in yourself as a company?”

And so on. After this was over Thorpe himself
stood forward to stand next to S—— and, taking off his hat to knead
it uncomfortably, said that he extended apologies on his own behalf
and on that of the company for what had been a “fundamental
misapprehension,” in the working out of the text. Thorpe promised
that there would be no repetitions of this in the future, and there
would instead be a general coming to terms with the body of the
drama. He told Caliban and Prospero that he wished to see them for
special exercises at the conclusion of this rehearsal, and then he
dismissed all of us, warning us to stay out of the town and to
avoid drunkenness. He cautioned that the other principals would be
similarly tested.

Fortunately, since I was merely playing one of
the sailors I was able to make a rapid exit and found myself soon
enough with a small uncomfortably chattering group of
supernumeraries in the nearest local pub. Usually as a matter of
procedure I avoided those foul relationships which existed as the
undercurrent of the traveling company, but I was too tired that
evening, too shamed, and too dispirited to engage in the effort of
isolation. At least half of them, as is to be expected, were
fagots, so they spent the remainder of the evening excitedly
discussing Thorpe's humiliation, S——'s arrogance, and the general
implications of recent events upon the future of the company.
Unwillingly I found myself being drawn into the discussion, and a
small, graceful fellow who said his name was George began to regard
me with unusual intentness as the evening and the ale
progressed.

“You,” he said at one point, “we haven't see
much of you around here. You are in the
company, of course, but where have you been?”

“Oh, mostly I keep to myself,” I replied. “I
haven't been part of the group for long. I just joined in
London.”

“Oh yes, of course, I remember now. Well, what
do you think of our little organization? What do you think of S—— ?
What plans do you hold for the future?”

“I just joined the company to get some
training,” I said, detecting an ominous glint in his eye which
spoke volumes to say nothing of attendant, corollary difficulties.
“I've always wanted to be an actor, and I was fortunate enough to
find a vacancy when the troupe was in. Actually, I don't know if
I'll want to go beyond finishing out this tour. It's been
disappointing.”

“Oh, I'm terribly sorry. What's your name by
the way?”

“David Perkins,” I told him, and then
perceiving his features had set into an even more determined
cast—apparently the possession of my name seemed in his mind to
place him in a more than casual relationship to me. I hastily made
what excuses had to be made—what I did was to claim cramps and
incipient vomiting—and pushing my way rapidly through the growing
crowd at the pub I made my escape into the open air. I paused at
the river to wash my face briefly and then proceeded in the general
direction of that dismal inn where the company was being quartered
during their engagement.

It occurred to me then to wonder, for the first
time, exactly what in hell I was doing there and precisely what I
intended to gain by the entrapment, but I didn't want to think
about that too much. I didn't want to think about anything
actually, so I distracted myself by humming several cheerful tunes
in a quavering tenor. The almost oiled ease of drunkenness lent
speed to my limbs, not to say grace of passage to my voice, as I
lumbered back to my room. For the first time that day, feeling the
release of isolation from the tension of the rehearsal and the inn,
I began to feel well, well with a distinct fullness of spirit which
indicated that a decision was upon me. By the time the inn had
forced its way into my gentle gaze the decision itself had been
made: I realized that I was going to quit the company when the
performances ended in Stratford and would then make my way back to
London. I suddenly understood, and understood with an almost
farcical completeness, that I had never cared for acting that much
anyway—and if S—— was any representation of a playwright, Thorpe
any representation of a director, and that tortured imp, Garrick,
any indication of a principal actor, then I was certainly making a
proper decision in getting out of the craft early rather than late.
I have a certain small gift in my hands: I can cobble, work in wood
and leather, and otherwise engross myself in small mechanical
tasks, and my father's moderate means would certainly enable me to
begin some kind of trade in London.

So simply did the gnawing of a lifetime's rage
settle down within me, then. It is a sad thing, however, to be
twenty-three and to realize that you could have saved yourself all
of the trouble. It was a shrugging epiphany, though, aided by the
slickness and ease of liquor, and when I came into the almost empty
pub I was in high spirits indeed, so high that for the first rime I
glanced at the barmaid with something approaching meaningful
appraisal, wondering if, after it was all over, the wench would
really be worth the trouble. In the act of pouring a
disreputable-looking pair of travelers some beer from a pitcher she
caught my gaze and returned it with an appraisal of her own,
rendered nonetheless interesting by the high angle of her breasts
against the thin garments she wore. What seemed to be a rosy wink
descended upon her features, and I made plans to go to my room,
change into something slightly more appropriate—I was wearing my
costume, still unchanged from the final scene —and go down to
examine this terrain with circumspection.

A WAY WITH ALL
MAIDENS




But bounding into my room with a leap already
in search of fresh clothing, I found all this easy speculation and
lighthearted energy was reduced to the level of fool's tokens
because there, sitting on my bed itself, was S—— himself, his head
sunk in his hands, his hands led down to elbows which rested on his
knees, and those knees were so solidly enjambed into the bedspread
that he looked ensconced for eternity.

He looked up at me with alertness in his
features. “Well, there you are,” he said. “Come back after hours of
carousing, no doubt. I must say that this is unconscionable
behavior for a young actor. You will dissipate your talents. I
could tell you stories by the score of actors more gifted than you
who have done that.”

My original state of shock persisted long
enough to leave me absolutely numb; I was only able to take a seat
beside him through the careful ritualization of my acts and by
suppressing all the wild conjecture which skirted through and
around my mind. As little as I liked S—— and as disturbing as I
have found contact with him from the first, there was no question
but that there was something impressive about this man; he was,
after all, the head of an important troupe of actors, was once a
notable actor himself, and his plays do show a certain
facility.

“You wonder why I am here, Perkins,” he spoke
up after a moment. “I came up some time ago and wished to speak
with you. I have now been sitting uncomfortably in this clammy room
for some time awaiting your return, wondering if my initial impulse
was not, perhaps, the wrong one. At any rate, I will be frank now.
I will be to the point, for it is very late. I have decided to give
you a major role in this production immediately.”

“You are?” I was amazed. “But I only joined up
in London!”

“Yes, I know that perfectly well. I know your
birthplace and parents' names and probable motivations for joining
our company as well. I have made it my business to learn almost
everything about my actors' backgrounds and lives, Perkins, and,
therefore, I have no need of your biography. On the other hand, a
discussion portends. What do you think of Tempest?”

“I don't quite know what to say,” I said and
hated the way the word “sir” then fell into the end of that
sentence as if it had been some kind of mote caught irritatingly in
its eye. “I don't think I understand it. It's fantastic but it's
too fantastic. And all that unhappiness—”

“Precisely!” S—— bellowed. “That is precisely
the point!” He gave me a clout on the back which set my insides to
shaking. “You have arrived at the basic paradox of the play! It
involves misery, true, but the misery is disguised in fantasy. But
that lout who is playing Prospero insists upon stressing the
dreamlike elements in his performance to such a point that he
carries on like a fagot, and the play loses all masculinity, all
drive. This company is full of fagots,” he added irrelevantly and
leaned back against the wall to produce a particularly foul cigar
from his waistcoat which he lit with enjoyment. “At any rate,
Perkins,” he said, “I have firmly made a decision. You are
youthful, and you have a certain intelligence. Also you are fresh
to the company and not jaded to that point of nausea which so many
of us have reached now that we have come to the end of the tour. I
think, therefore, that you can bring something entirely new to this
play, something necessary in its important performance in Stratford
a week hence. I am enlisting you for the
role of Prospero.”

I admit that the announcement made me shudder,
and in the uneasiness of the moment I found myself on my feet,
pacing, looking aimlessly out the window which afforded a fine view
of a dismal garden in which naked forms seemed to be struggling
with one another in the grass. I hoped that neither of them was the
barmaid. S—— at length produced another cigar, handed it to me, and
lit it from the candle with rather tender concern.

“Well,” he said, “what say? Surely this is an
enormous honor! Nothing you had expected when you joined, right?
You only expected to be part of the chorus so to speak.”

“But I don't know,” I hesitated. “I mean I'm
ambitious enough and interested, but the skill—”

“No skill is required at all!” he boomed.
[...]
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