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Chapter One

He that has light within his own clear breast May sit in the centre, and
enjoy bright day: But he that hides a dark soul and foul thoughts Benighted

walks under the mid-day sun; Himself is his own dungeon.
—John Milton

The candles flickered in the uppermost seats as I felt a familiar chill

creep down my spine. Tonight, like every night I played Lady Macbeth, all

levels of  Covent Garden were filled, but the theater felt intimate, the audience

breathing with me as I portrayed the woman who would convince her husband

to murder a king.

“‘Make thick my blood,’” Lady Macbeth petitioned the spirits. “‘Unsex

me,’” I called out. Unlike any actress before me, I emphasized Lady Macbeth’s

femininity: multidimensional, cold and strong but warm and vulnerable.

Plotting and uncertain. My femininity was my power, not my weakness.

But it took its toll.

Lady Macbeth was a particularly horrifying character for most. And after

all my years of  living with humanity, I figured leveling a heavy dose of  eternal

guilt and damnation was good for the soul, if  I could bear it.

Up until now, that evening was no different, but it would become a night I

would remember for the rest of  my life. The pungent odor from the flickering

candles fueled my intensity. In a rare moment, everyone in the theater was

silent. I could sense them leaning toward me. I had already said terrible things,

nearly convinced my husband to murder. Macbeth was no match for my

alluring power as his wife. Could I lead the audience along just as carefully, as

powerfully as I did my husband? Would they recoil in horror at first and then



be pacified, challenged, and flattered as he?

Most of  the time onstage I didn’t feel a difference between myself—

Sarah Siddons—and the character I was playing. After weeks of  rehearsals, the

two of  us were so blended, such a new creature, that I could hardly take note

of  particularities between us.

At first I was afraid to lose all of  me to a woman so wholly without light.

But there were bits of  myself  in the crazed creature still. And she had her own

light or, rather, her own purpose in being so dark.

The candles flickered again as the all too familiar cool draft chilled me

with a spectral presence. Gooseflesh rose up my arms and down my spine, and

I welcomed it. A man on the third row shivered. The house lights were down;

the audience was still, silent. Two women in the front row clutched each other.

One man gripped his face with one hand, pinching his cheek as though it

would bring some form of  relief. Everyone leaned closer, mouths open,

awaiting with a collective wince, the next terrible things to exit my mouth.

My hands shook while delivering my lines. I implored my husband. We

needed this. He deserved this. Macbeth must do as he’d committed. He must

take the life of  the king. I fought every good inclination inside, all my years of

mothering my precious loves to say the next words, to deliver the most

disgusting blow to convince a man to claim what he most desired.

“I have given suck, and know

How tender ’tis to love the babe that milks me.

I would, while it was smiling in my face,

Have pluck’d my nipple from his boneless gums

And dash’d the brains out, had I so sworn as you

Have done to this.”

The audience recoiled as the horror of  my words sunk in. But they were

fueled by it. Their bodies clung to the tragedy of  the nightmare playing out in

front of  them. Their emotion fueled mine. The dreadfulness of  my words, the

truth of  them, the strength and power of  Lady Macbeth’s influence, all flowed

through me as I continued my evil quest. And then silence again cut through

us all as we awaited Macbeth’s response . . . the kind of  silence that magnified

our fears. With a great pause, neither Macbeth nor myself  saying anything at

all, the audience’s emotion built. They began to call out, to wail. Some fell to

the ground, writhing in agony. “No! Oh, please no!”

Covent Garden’s space filled with noise, confusion, dread, anticipatory



sorrow. Some called out for Macbeth to give in, to do his duty. Others

responded, “No, he cannot!”

I let this chaos sink into me. I would need it for my next scene, when I

returned to the stage a wraith, a scepter, with a tormented soul who would

never, ever wash the king’s blood from her hands. But now that regret could

not take hold. Now I must urge a man to lose his soul.

I did not back down. I could never give in. I was the one thing standing

between Macbeth and a weak-minded softness limited to atrocities in his heart,

never being man enough to do the deed. Soon, by the force of  my insistence,

he fueled his own ambition. The deed had been all but accomplished then.

I hurried off  the stage, seeing no one, talking to no one. I was Lady

Macbeth. The back door to the theater had been propped open and men

positioned to guard my place. I rushed to the cutting block, picked up our

heaviest axe, and lifted it high in the air. It came down on a log, splitting

partway. I must keep this frenzy. I must work myself  to exhaustion, destroy my

peace of  mind. I lifted it again, groaning with the effort to send it crashing

down on the block, the weight and blade tearing the log in two. I placed

another. Macbeth must do his task. He was doing it in that moment; a knife

would take another’s life at my bidding.

Like a great tide of  blackness, dread filled my heart. Now I could allow

the tormentor’s rack, the intense repulsion of  my actions to devour my peace

and incinerate my soul.

I placed another log, this time cutting it clean through. And another. And

another. Sweat poured down my face. My arms shook. My shoulders ached.

And my shaking hands . . . I clenched them. They would never be free of  the

blood of  my guilt. I began to rub at them, to wipe them on my skirts, to no

avail. The metallic, sweet smell rose up to burn my nostrils. And the scarlet

stain remained. Somewhere inside I knew the stains weren’t real. But then

again, they were. I walked back to the stage half  convinced I’d never get the

mark of  murder off  my palms.

The backstage door opened. I slipped through hardly noticed, changed

into my white gown, messed my hair further, and lifted a candle high in the air.

I was ready to return to the stage.

I entered to screams of  terror. People say I floated. But I was hardly

present. I placed the candle down and held up my hands in front of  my face.

“Is that a spot?” The blood would never be washed free. My garments would



nevermore be white. I was the cursed, the lost, the damned. With scrubbing

hands, I bemoaned my plight, my crazed countenance obvious to all. I rubbed

and rubbed and wrapped my hands around one another, going half  mad in the

frenzy.

But still, a spot.

I heard the doctor in the scene discuss me, heard the final words, and

then I lead my tormented, dammed soul offstage and collapsed in a heap on

the floor. I lay there in relief, in silence.

“Come, Mrs. Siddons.” Our stagehand Julia offered her arm, which I

clung to as I rose from the discarded rag I’d made of  myself.

Once inside my room, she let me be. She was one of  the better

stagehands I’d had and understood my methods. I removed costume pieces

one at a time, placing them in the order I would be putting them on. With

each piece I placed on the table, a part of  Lady Macbeth lifted away. I pulled

the shift over my head and hung it nearby on the rack.

With very little of  Lady Macbeth on at all, I breathed in deeply, raised my

hands above my head, and let the air trickle from my lungs slowly, evenly, until

my body almost caved in on itself  in its emptiness. The chill air covered my

skin in pimpled flesh. Purged of  Lady Macbeth. Purged of  her guilt. I held up

my hands. Clean. The relief  was always as poignant as the sorrow. I allowed

my tears to fall, watching the joy enter my face. Clean. I embraced myself,

arms wrapped across my middle for a moment, letting comfort do its task.

The dressing room was in prefect order, ready for tomorrow’s

performance. I turned to the far wall and donned my clothing. My chilled skin

welcomed the warmth and goodness of  being me again. Once I was fully

clothed, I smiled. “Hello, Sarah Siddons.”

“Hello.” John knocked on my door.

I whirled around. “Brother.” My hands welcomed him.

He kissed my cheek. “You were magnificent.” He stepped inside. “So

magnificent I needed to come look into your eyes to comfort myself  with the

knowledge that you are no longer the chaotic Lady, but my sensible, beautiful

sister.”

My laugh bubbled up in easy spontaneity. “I’ve returned from the dark

mind of  Lady Macbeth, never fear.” I embraced him. “And you, what a

powerful Macbeth you were in all your worthless weakness.”

He chuckled. “The man is a sop, is he not?”



“No match for his wife, that is for certain. But perhaps they learned from

all this darkness; do you think they did?”

“Who?” John laughed. “The characters? You know they aren’t real, right?”

He studied me. “Right?”

“Of  course they aren’t real. But you can’t help extend your research, all

your efforts in attempting to portray them, outside of  the small bits we see of

their fictional lives. Do you suppose that at some point, Lady Macbeth saw

herself  in a redemptive sort of  way? In the afterlife?”

John lifted a shoulder. “It’s difficult to say. Her sorrow at the end wasn’t

the sorrow of  the penitent. It was the devastation of  the damned. Perhaps she

sacrifices herself  and her salvation so that we might learn the one cruel lesson

of  life.”

“That you cannot embrace sin and find contented happiness?” “Precisely.

Or, rather, you cannot steal a man’s life and expect your own to be anything

jolly. How’s that to soften the sting for the sinful sensibilities of  your

brother?”

“Come, John. You don’t have sinful sensibilities.” “I assume we all do.”

He eyed me. “Except you.”

That was a kind statement from a doting brother. I had the natural

tendency to err as much as any other. We walked out toward the back door

together. “I’ll not ask you to dinner tonight. I know you go to your lady love.

Make sure she feeds you.”

“She does, my sister. And I hope to bring you tidings of  a wedding by and

by.”

My skeptical heart leapt at the thought. “Oh, I’d love that most

passionately.” I smiled, squeezing his hand.

We separated, the theater dark around us, the kind of  darkness that felt

warm, enveloping. Alone now, on a whim, I turned, holding out my arms and

moving in a wide circle. I breathed in the smells, musty and resinous alike. I let

the chill in the air refresh my arms. And then I whispered, “Thank you.”

I hurried home then, craving the arms of  my two remaining children at

home, Cecilia and George. The three of  us made a cheerful trio. Perhaps, after

all the years we’d lived, life was creeping toward something that might

resemble happiness. That, of  course, was a dangerous thought for me to have.
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