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EXT. LONDON BRIDGE - LONDON (1592) - DAY

CREDITS 0VER - Crowds of people milling about, shopping for 
food and other items from businesses that line the bridge.  
Animal-drawn carts and small carriages navigate the narrow 
roadway. In the midst of the organized chaos, we see a - 

BLACK CARRIAGE

- with a slickly-dressed man, BERNIE SHYLOCK, riding inside. 
A large stack of quartos (play scripts) sit by his side.  
His eyes peer out over his reading glasses, a hint of weary 
disdain at the rabble outside. He then goes back to reading 
one of the quartos - “THE ALCHEMIST by Ben Johnson”.

EXT. LONDON BRIDGE - CONTINUOUS

As the carriage exits the bridge through the Southwark Gate, 
the quarto is tossed out the window, smacking a peasant in 
the head.

BERNIE (O.S.)
Rubbish.

EXT. ENGLISH COUNTRYSIDE - AFTERNOON

We follow the horse-drawn carriage as it clops up hills and 
along country roads. Another quarto, Marlowe’s “Doctor 
Faustus” gets tossed out. A few moments later, Shakespeare’s 
“Titus Andronicus” gets tossed out as well. This tossing of 
the quartos continues as day turns into night.

EXT. STRATFORD-UPON-AVON THEATRE - NIGHT

CREDITS END as the carriage pulls up in front of a small 
theatre with a SIGN that reads:  STRATFORD-UPON-AVON SUPPER 
THEATER -- "The Food's The Thing!"  NOW PLAYING -- TITUS 
ANDRONICUS AND FRESH BOAR! -- TWOFERS ON TUESDAYS!

We PAN DOWN from the sign to reveal a small picket line 
maintained solely by WOMEN STRIKERS.  They hold various 
signs that read, "Actresses Demand Fair Wages!"  "Equal Pay 
for Equal Play!",  "What a Piece of Work is Man!", etc.

After a beat, Bernie exits the carriage.  Bernie shoots a 
disapproving look at the strikers as they converge on him.

STRIKER #1
Please don't patronize this 
establishment, sir.

STRIKER #2
They pay the women one third of what the 
men get!
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BERNIE
Isn’t that standard?

STRIKER #3
This isn’t the dark ages anymore.

BERNIE
Are you sure?  It’s 1592.  Technically, I 
think we’re still there.

STRIKER #3
The Dark Ages ended four years ago.

BERNIE
It did?  What age is it now?

STRIKER #2
It’s the Age of Enlightenment.

(beat)
For most of us.

Bernie begins to walk away.

BERNIE
I’m sure you’ll work everything out.

STRIKER #1
Please sir, they don’t deserve your 
pounds!

BERNIE
Oh, don't worry, I'm not paying.  I'm an 
agent.

Bernie turns and enters the theater.

INT. DINNER THEATER - CONTINUOUS

On stage are a number of male ACTORS playing both men and 
women dressed in Roman togas.  Two particularly bad actors 
play the parts of TITUS and MARTIUS.  A third male actor 
reluctantly plays the part of a woman, LAVINA.

The overflowing and rowdy audience -- true Shakespearean 
"GROUNDLINGS" -- keeps one eye, at best, on the stage as 
Martius, awash in blood, raises a large knife.

MARTIUS
'Alas, my lord, I have but killed a fly.'

A Groundling shouts out from the crowd:

GROUNDLING #1
It must have been a bloody big fly!
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The crowd laughs uproariously as the actors forge ahead.

TITUS
‘But! How if that fly had a father and 
mother?’

LAVINA
(failing to sound feminine)

‘Good grandsire, leave these bitter deep 
laments.’

Another Groundling calls out:

GROUNDLING #2
How about leave the blasted stage!

The crowd roars again.  Off to the side of the stage, a 25-
year-old WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE (’WIL’) follows the action from 
a quarto, mouthing each line under his breath.

TITUS
(on stage)

'How if that fly had a father and mother?  
How would he hang his slender gilded 
wings, And buzz lamenting doings in the 
air!  Poor harmless fly, That with his 
pretty buzzing melody, Came here to make 
us merry! And thou hast killed him.'

Groundling #1 starts in again:

GROUNDLING #1
Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. It's just a fly!

More laughs.  Then the FOOD starts flying toward the stage.

TITUS
Oh, oh, oh --

(breaking out of character)
-- Oh the hell with it!

With that, Titus storms off into the wings, followed by the 
other actors as the curtain falls and a small stage-side 
QUARTET blurts out a few, pathetic notes.  From the rear of 
the theater, we can see Bernie shake his head mournfully.

INT. DINNER THEATER - BACKSTAGE

Wil greets his food-splattered actors enthusiastically as 
they dash off-stage and hurriedly slip on their waiter's 
aprons.
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WIL
Bravo, bravo!  The next act will be even 
better.

TITUS
Maybe we’ll actually get to finish it.

“Martius” turns to “Lavina” and nods at his apron strings.

MARTIUS
Be a love and fix me up back there?

LAVINA
(shoots him a look)

I may play a lass, but I ain’t your 
bleeding handmaid!

Lavina grabs a serving tray and storms off.

WIL
Don’t worry.  The strike will be over 
soon!

Bernie enters.

BERNIE
As will your career if you keep playing 
dumps like this.

WIL
Bernie Shylock!  My trusted agent.  I'm 
so glad you're here.  They just delivered 
the model for my theater.

BERNIE
Shouldn’t you have at least one hit 
before you commission your own theater?

Wil motions Bernie over to a side table, where there is an 
assembled model theater.  It's a perfect square structure 
complete with seats and a stage.  Bernie looks it over.

WIL
It's great, isn't it?  I’m calling it the 
Globe.  Get it?  It's a square.  Just 
like the earth.

BERNIE
That's great, Wil.  Look, I want to 
introduce you to the investor I told you 
about.  He's dying to hear about your new 
play.
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WIL
Bernie, you know I'm not good at pitches.

BERNIE
Wil, relax.  It's a bulls eye.

WIL
If he's already here, why can't we just 
get him to invest in "Titus"?

BERNIE
Maybe you didn't hear me, Wil.  He's an 
investor.  He wants to make money.

WIL
What are you trying to tell me, Bernie?  
Titus won't be a hit?

Suddenly, the theater erupts in a STANDING OVATION!  Wil is 
shocked, then like any young genius assured of his talent, 
soaks in the applause as if it were his birthright.  He 
turns proudly to Bernie and shouts over the adoring din:

WIL (CONT’D)
You see, Bernie.  It is a hit.  They love 
me!

BERNIE
They love boar, Wil.

WIL
What’s that, you say?!  I can’t hear you 
over the ovation!

Bernie taps Wil gently on the shoulder and points down at 
the theater floor, where a huge BOAR ON A SPIT is being 
trundled out to the diners amid their clamorous applause. 
Wil absorbs this blow like a shot to the solar plexus.

The investor, EDGAR, sitting at a table near the stage, 
waves Wil and Bernie over.

BERNIE
Come on.  Let’s go and get some money.

INT. DINNER THEATER - NIGHT

Bernie leads Wil to Edgar’s table.

BERNIE
Edgar, may I present, Wil Shakespeare.
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EDGAR
Pleased to meet you, Mr. Shakespeare. I'm 
a huge fan. I’ve read all your plays.

WIL
(looks at Bernie, smug)

Really?  That’s quite flattering.  You 
read  “Julius Caesar”?

EDGAR
Hysterical.

WIL
“As You Like It”?

EDGAR
Like it?  LOVED IT!

WIL
“Twelfth Night”

EDGAR
Much better than Eleventh Night.

BERNIE
What say we get to the pitch, shall we?

EDGAR
Love too.  I'll be honest with you, I 
don't usually invest in theater, but my 
accountant tells me I need to take a few 
losses this year.

BERNIE
Well you've certainly come to the right 
playwright.

Wil shoots Bernie a look, then takes a deep breath and 
begins his pitch.

WIL
It's called "Romeo and Juliet."

Edgar makes a face.

WIL (CONT’D)
(beat)

That's just the working title.

BERNIE
We're not married to it.
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WIL
The story concerns two teenagers who 
secretly want to marry, but they both 
know that their pure love can't possibly 
overcome the long standing feud between 
their two families.  Romeo and Juliet are 
in torment.  They want to be together, 
but they know by being together they will 
tear their families even further apart.

BERNIE
(to Edgar)

It could make a great date play.  
Audiences are desperate for romance, 
love, passion --

Just then a CARRIER PIGEON flies onto Bernie's shoulder.

BERNIE (CONT’D)
I’m sorry, I have to take this.

Bernie takes the message from the pigeon and reads it.

BERNIE (CONT’D)
I told Johnson I can't do tea on 
Thursday.

WIL
(slightly envious)

You’re having tea with Ben Johnson?

BERNIE
No, Joel.  Ben’s younger brother.  I told 
him I’d take a look at his work as a 
courtesy.  Anyway, where were we?  How 
does our new hit romance end? Get to the 
ending, Wil.

WIL
Yes, let's just gloss over Acts Two 
through Five, shall we?  Alright... well, 
knowing that neither family will accept 
the marriage, Romeo and Juliet devise a 
plan.  Late one night while their parents 
are asleep, Romeo, disguised as Mercutio, 
stabs Juliet's parents to death.

Bernie and Edgar both spit out their ale as Wil continues.

WIL (CONT’D)
Then Juliet, disguised as her nurse, 
stabs Romeo's parents to death.
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EDGAR
They kill their parents?

WIL
It's great, isn't it?  After they kill 
them, they blame the murders on Mercutio 
and the Nurse who are then both executed. 
Now that they’ve committed the perfect 
crime, Romeo and Juliet steal a carriage 
and roam the countryside, enjoying a life 
of murder, mayhem, and merriment.

Wil looks to Bernie and Edgar for approval.

WIL (CONT’D)
Ta da!

BERNIE
Wil, are there any problems at home you 
want to talk about?

EDGAR
It’s a bit violent, don’t you think?

WIL
We live in a violent world.

EDGAR
True... but do you really think people 
want to pay to see that?  If they want 
murder and mayhem, they can get that for 
free from the Town Crier.

BERNIE
(looks at Wil)

He’s right about that, Wil.

EDGAR
(continuing)

It just seems a bit much.  If you want to 
show the futility of doomed love, why not 
simply have Romeo and Juliet die in the 
end by their own hands.

WIL
Kill off the heroes?  Just like that?

EDGAR
That's why they call them tragedies, 
isn’t it?
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WIL
Look, I'm the writer; you're the 
investor. I need your money, not your 
creative input.

BERNIE
Gentlemen, please.  I’m sure there’s --

EDGAR
Well you're not getting the money you 
want until I get the ending I want.

WIL
You businessmen are all the same.  It 
doesn't matter whether you're physicians 
or cobblers.  You all think you know a 
better ending.

EDGAR
(rises)

First off, I'm a hatmaker.  Second, I 
took a theater arts elective at Eaton my 
junior year.  Third, all you artists are 
alike.  If you're all so smart, how come 
none of you ever have any money?

A Waiter comes by and drops the check.  Will nabs the bill, 
stands up.

WIL
(indignant)

All that glitters is not gold.

Wil looks at the bill, reaches into his pocket.  His hand 
comes out with a few coins.  He turns to Edgar sheepishly.

WIL (CONT’D)
You wouldn't happen to have an extra 
twelve pence would you?

Edgar flashes a victorious smile. He slaps down a pound.

EDGAR
Pigeon me if you ever rewrite the ending.

Edgar exits.

BERNIE
That went well.

WIL
Look, Bernie, I'm not going to just cave 
in to some hatmaking would-be dramatist --
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BERNIE
I actually thought his ending wasn't half 
bad.

WIL
Great.  Maybe you should represent him.

BERNIE
Relax.  I wouldn't have ridden all the 
way out to this chicken coop if I didn't 
think you had talent.  I just think you 
need to stretch your wings a bit.  Get 
out of this wretched little town and --

WIL
Bernie, we've been over this before.  I 
can't go to London unless I have an 
actual offer of work.  I have a wife, 
three kids, a --

BERNIE
-- A mortgage.  Yes, I know.  Well, as a 
matter of fact, I did receive an 
interesting offer for you this very 
afternoon.

Wil's eyes light up.

WIL
An offer?  From London?

BERNIE
... Close.

WIL
Southampton?  I've heard the Earl there 
is a staunch benefactor of the --

BERNIE
Try Denmark.

WIL
The Earl of Denmark?  Oh, I've been told 
he's quite the --

BERNIE
No, Denmark, Wil.  The country.

WIL
Since when is Denmark close to London?

BERNIE
It's closer than Iceland.  Do you want to 
hear the offer or not?
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WIL
Fine.

Bernie roots around in a satchel, pulls out a crumpled piece 
of parchment.

BERNIE
Ah, here's the deal letter.

(reading)
The Royal Family of Denmark requests the 
services of an Artistic Director for 
their upcoming summer theatrical season. 
Duties include directing and writing 
plays for the enjoyment of the Royal 
Elsinore clan and their subjects for a 
period of three months.  Room and board 
included. Salary negotiable.

WIL
Bernie, surely you jest.

(laughs derisively)
An artist in residence at some drafty 
castle in the middle of Denmark?  Were it 
no so comedic, I'd say it were the stuff 
of tragedy.

(beat)
Just out of curiosity, what sort of 
salary are we talking about?

BERNIE
I can probably get you thirty shillings a 
week.

Wil thinks for a beat. Then:

WIL
Insulting.

BERNIE
Quite.

WIL
I can't do it.  Anne would kill me.  
Besides, didn't you tell me we were close 
to getting a meeting with the Queen's 
Director of Patronage?

BERNIE
(shakes his head)

The patronage funds have been frozen.  
Apparently, Marlowe got the Queen's 
people to commit five thousand pounds for 
a real stinker of a farce, and Her 
Majesty hit the roof.
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WIL
Serves Her right for even granting that 
old hack an audience.

BERNIE
Look, if you change your mind, let me 
know by carrier pigeon right away.

WIL
Oh, I was meaning to talk to you about 
that.

BERNIE
Don’t tell me you didn’t pay your carrier 
bill?

WIL
Well, the twins had a cold and we had to -

Bernie grabs a pigeon from his satchel and hands it to Wil.

BERNIE
Here, take mine.

WIL
Thank you, Bernie. I won’t forget this. I 
might even write a play about your 
generosity someday.

BERNIE
Please, nobody wants to see a play about 
a Jew.  Much too limited a market.  If 
you really want to thank me, how about 
just paying your commissions on time.  I 
mean, really, it’s ten percent.  It’s not 
like I’m asking for a pound of flesh. 
Alright, I have to go.

Bernie finishes off his ale and then glances around at the 
dinner theater yokels with distaste.

BERNIE (CONT’D)
God, no wonder you've been writing so 
many revenge fantasies lately.

WIL
Oh, they're not so bad, actually.

A slobbering Groundling approaches Wil and taps him on the 
shoulder.  He holds a grimy bowl aloft in one hand.

GROUNDLING #3
You the playwright?
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WIL
Yes.  Why?

GROUNDLING #3
I think I found your bloody fly in my 
bloody soup!

The surrounding Groundlings go wild with laughter.  A 
humiliated Wil turns back to Bernie and snatches the deal 
letter out of his hands.

WIL
I'll be in touch.

EXT. STRATFORD-UPON-AVON - NIGHT

Wil, carrying a satchel full of quartos and programs, makes 
his way down a quaint street.  He stops in front of a small 
but livable two story cottage complete with a thatched roof.

INT. SHAKESPEARE'S HOME - CONTINUOUS

The Shakespeare home is modestly decorated.  A warm fire is 
crackling.  Portraits of various ancestors dot the walls.  A 
large deer's head and antlers hang over the mantle.

Wil makes his way up the small winding stairs.  He pokes his 
head into the first of two small rooms and smiles at the 
sight of his young daughter, SUSANNA, sleeping soundly.  Wil 
closes the door and heads into the next bedroom, where the 
baby TWINS, cute as cherubs, sleep.

Wil enters the main bedroom and quietly gets into bed next 
to his beautiful, twenty-seven year old wife, ANNE HATHAWAY.  
He leans over and plants a tender kiss on her flushed cheek.  
Anne smiles serenely in her sleep.

As Wil snuggles in beside her, Bernie's deal letter drops 
from his satchel, the draft from the bedroom fire blowing it 
safely into a darkened corner.

DISSOLVE TO:

INT. SHAKESPEARE’S HOME - MORNING

THE DEAL MEMO - as a hand picks it up off the floor. PULL 
BACK to reveal Anne reading the letter, a frown forming on 
her face.
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INT. SHAKESPEARE'S BEDROOM - DAY

Although it's well past noon, Wil sleeps quite soundly. Anne 
enters the bedroom with a pitcher of water and dumps it on 
Wil's face.  Coughing and choking, Wil staggers from sleep 
and gapes up at his glowering wife.

WIL
Morning, my lovely.  Did I miss breakfast 
again?

ANNE
Were you going to at least say good-bye, 
or were you going to steal off in the 
dead of night like a coward?

Anne shoves the deal letter in his face.

WIL
It's just an offer, Anne.  Look, I told 
Bernie I'd think about it and I thought 
about it and I'm going to tell him no.  
Not that I needed to think about it... 
really...

ANNE
We need to talk, Wil.

Anne sits down on the bed.  Wil sits up to meet her.

ANNE (CONT’D)
Are you happy?

WIL
Anne, how could you ask me something like 
that?

ANNE
Think about it.  If you had a younger 
wife with no children or mortgage to 
worry about, you could hook up with a 
group of travelling players --

WIL
-- I could drink and make merry until I 
dropped from exhaustion...

Anne looks at him.

WIL (CONT’D)
I was just following your lead.
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ANNE
You're unhappy.  I know you are.  I can 
feel it in your work.

WIL
(rolls his eyes)

Everybody’s a critic.

Anne takes Wil's hand.

ANNE
Do you remember that beautiful sonnet you 
wrote for me when we were first courting?

WIL
Dear, do you have any idea what the going 
price for a sonnet is?

ANNE
That's what I'm talking about, Wil.  You 
never used to worry about money, critics, 
agents, investors or building your own 
theater.  All you ever cared about was 
your writing.

(beat)
Maybe you should take that offer.

WIL
Are you serious?

ANNE
Wil, if you keep turning down offers to 
do what you really want, you'll come to 
resent me and the children.  I don't want 
to be known as the person who stopped Wil 
Shakespeare from writing his plays.

WIL
Oh, don't worry.  The critics of London 
will lay claim to that honor, no doubt.

ANNE
Wil, I want you to take that offer.

WIL
(thinks)

It is only for three months.

ANNE
Barely a season.

Anne starts to sniffle...
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WIL
It's not a bad offer, really.  Room and 
board.  Bernie could probably fiddle with 
the numbers --

Anne interrupts Wil with a teary embrace.

ANNE
Oh, Wil, promise me you'll write?

WIL
But of course, my sweetness.  That's what 
they're paying me for, isn't it?

Anne stops crying, pulls away from Wil, stares at him.

ANNE
I meant, write letters... to me.

Wil flashes his wife a guilty, nervous grin.  Then he leans 
in and they embrace.   As they do, Anne whispers in his ear:

ANNE (CONT’D)
'That is my home of love; if I have 
ranged, Like him that travels, I return 
again.'

WIL
My, that's good.  Who wrote that?

ANNE
(beat)

You did.

WIL
Oh yes, of course...

EXT. THE PORT OF LONDON - MORNING

The ship, H.M.S. TEMPEST is docked and taking on passengers. 
A number of passengers, including Wil, are waiting in a long 
line to go through security.  Wil, carrying a small trunk 
and a valise, approaches the Gang Plank.  A GUARD stops him.

GUARD #1
Good morning, sir.  May I ask where 
you’re going today?

WIL
Denmark.

GUARD #1
Very good. Just the two bags, then?
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WIL
Yes.

GUARD #1
Fine.  That’ll be fifteen shillings for 
the first one and twenty-five for the 
second.

WIL
What?  That’s outrageous.

GUARD #1
Sorry, sir.  I don’t make the rules.

Wil hands over the money reluctantly, then drags his two 
trunks up the gang plank of his ship.

EXT. HMS TEMPEST - CONTINUOUS

Wil gets to the top deck which is full of beautiful people 
lounging around on comfortable deck chairs being served 
refreshments by beautiful female CREW MEMBERS. One of the 
lovely female CREW MEMBERS greets Wil and takes his ticket.

TEMPEST CREW WOMAN
Welcome on board the H.M.S. Tempest, sir.

WIL
Thank you. I must say, this is the way to 
travel.

TEMPEST CREW WOMAN
Yes it is, sir.  And you could travel 
this way as well if you had a noble class 
ticket, but unfortunately you’re booked 
in serf class.

WIL
Serf class?

The Crew Woman hands Wil his ticket back and points to the 
stairway that leads to the lower decks. 

INT. SERF CLASS DECK OF THE HMS TEMPEST - LATER

The Economy deck is full of people and animals. Wil pushes 
his trunk under his assigned seat on a long bench already 
full of passengers.  A CREW MEMBER is shouting out safety 
instructions over the melee.

CREW MEMBER
Now when the ship is pulling out, we 
please ask you to tie yourself to your 
bench like this --
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The Crew Member holds a rope around her waist and 
demonstrates how to tie it.  Wil and the other passengers 
find the rope under their seats and tie themselves in.

CREW MEMBER (CONT’D)
Very good.  Now in the unlikely event of 
a sinking, the passenger immediately to 
your right may be used as a flotation 
device.  Thank you again for traveling 
with us.

Wil looks over to the large passenger next to him who grins-- 
with no teeth.  SUDDENLY, the SHIP jerks as the HMS TEMPEST 
pulls out of port.

INT. HMS TEMPEST - LATER

A bored and tired Wil sips an ale and writes at a table in 
the ship's lounge. In the b.g., a few passengers are being 
entertained by YORICK, a stand-up prop heavy comic.

Yorick points at a PASSENGER sitting up front.

YORICK
Where you from, sir?

PASSENGER
Newcastle.

YORICK
Really?  What dock?

Laughs from the crowd as Yorick lifts up a prop bag.

YORICK (CONT’D)
Let's see what goodies we got in here.

The Yorick emerges with a fake skull.

YORICK (CONT’D)
Oh look, it's one of King Henry's ex- 
girlfriends.

The crowd laughs and also groans.

YORICK (CONT’D)
What?  Too soon?

The Jester raises the skull and addresses it with mock 
theatricality:
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JESTER
Alas poor Yorick, I knew him well...

(beat)
But not as well as I knew his wife.

The crowd erupts in raucous laughter as Wil rolls his eyes.

WIL
(sotto)

Wish I had a shilling for every time I 
heard that one.

An anxious Wil exits the lounge.

EXT. THE TEMPEST TOP DECK - NIGHT

A full moon illuminates the choppy ocean as Wil looks out 
over the stormy sea.

WIL
Oh full moon, full of light, but are you 
lighting the way for me?  Am I doing the 
right thing by following my dream?  Per 
chance fair moon you could cast me a sign-

Just then, a DRUNK MAN stumbles to the side of the boat next 
to Wil and proceeds to VOMIT furiously over the side.  Wil 
shakes his head, looks to the moon in the sky --

WIL (CONT’D)
Thank you.

The Drunk Man stops vomiting.  He pats Wil on the back.

DRUNK MAN
You’re welcome, sir.

The Drunk Man stumbles off, leaving Wil alone.

DISSOLVE TO:

EXT. DANISH PORT - NIGHT

The fog is heavy and the night is pitch black as the 
passengers disembark from the HMS Tempest.  A number of 
CARRIAGE DRIVERS hold up assorted boards with passengers’ 
names.  One Royal Coach Driver holds up a board that reads, 
"SHAXPERE". The DRIVER who speaks with a middle-eastern 
accent approaches Wil. 

DRIVER
Mr. Shaxpere?
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WIL
It's Shakespeare...

The driver glances curiously down at his board.

DRIVER
Isn’t that what I said?

Wil and the Driver stand silently for a moment, each 
flummoxed.  Finally -

DRIVER (CONT’D)
May I take your bag?

WIL
Yes, thank you.  

Wil hands over his large bag, but the driver takes the 
smaller one instead and heads for the carriage.  A 
beleaguered Wil follows.

WIL (CONT’D)
I’ve had a very long voyage.  Is it far 
to the castle?

DRIVER
We’ll be there in no time.

The Driver tosses Wil’s bag on top of the carriage and opens 
the door for him.

EXT. ELSINORE CASTLE - NIGHT (8 HOURS LATER)

The carriage pulls up in front of an old Danish castle.  A 
very weary Wil stumbles out.

Wil stands with his bags before the castle's drawbridge - a 
muddy MOAT below.  Wil walks over the bridge and up to the 
large closed doors.  He looks around for a bell, a knocker, 
something.  Finally he spots a dangling rope.

HIGH ANGLE POV OF WIL -

- standing on the bridge.  Wil puts down his bags and grabs 
the rope with both hands.  As he does, we hear a childlike 
CACKLE O.S.

BACK TO WIL'S POV -

- as he pulls on the rope with all his might.  The rope 
comes loose in his hands.  A beat as Wil just stands there, 
confused.  Then:
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A trap door opens beneath Wil's feet and he goes SPLASHING 
into the moat.  Wil thrashes about in the shallow murky 
water, finally managing to pull himself onto the bridge.

Soaking wet and breathless with cold, Wil just stares in 
horror at his mud-soaked clothes.  Then from above, he hears 
the same insidious CACKLE we just heard.

Wil glances up at the castle, where a youngish bear of a 
man/boy scampers from turret to turret and then quickly 
disappears from view.

We HOLD on the drenched, befuddled Wil as OVER this we hear:

POLONIUS (V.O.)
My lord, may I present the honorable 
dramatist, Mr. Wil Shakespeare.

INT. ROYAL RECEIVING ROOM - NIGHT

Wil, still in his mud-caked clothes and looking none-too- 
pleased, bows before KING HAMLET - ancient, crusty and 
already well into his dotage. He's introduced by POLONIUS, a 
weary and cynical palace mainstay, prone to caustic asides.

The King gives Wil the once over.

KING HAMLET
I hope you write better than you dress.

QUEEN GERTRUDE, a middle-aged but still-striking woman, 
shushes her husband:

GERTRUDE
Don't be so common, dear.

POLONIUS
May I present Her Majesty, Queen 
Gertrude.

Wil bows perfunctorily for the Queen, mud dripping off his 
clothes as he does.

GERTRUDE
The honor is all mine, Mr. Shakespeare.  
I am a great admirer of your plays.

Wil's mood suddenly brightens.  He wipes some mud off his 
jacket lapels. Stands up straight.

WIL
Oh really, Your Ladyship?  You've read my 
work?
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GERTRUDE
Well not your work exactly.  I'm just a 
big fan of the whole arena of plays and 
playwrights, starving artists, struggling 
actors.  It's all so... theatrical.

POLONIUS
(aside)

Plus you're the cheapest dramatist 
around.

Will catches this, but before he can say anything:

GERTRUDE
(glancing around)

Where is Hamlet?  I told him to be here.  
God knows that boy needs to be exposed to 
some culture.

We hear a CRASH and then a CLUNK.  The Queen rolls her eyes. 
She has heard these sounds before.

GERTRUDE (CONT’D)
Oh, Lord.

KING HAMLET
Yes, my sweetness?

GERTRUDE
Not you, dear.

Just then we hear a small, pained BARKING sound. In stumbles 
HAMLET -- the barely glimpsed man/boy from before.  Hamlet 
holds two dog leashes, which are attached to ROSENCRANTZ and 
GUILDENSTERN, a pair of courtiers who walk reluctantly on 
all fours, wearing costume dog ears and tails.  Hamlet whips 
them intermittently as he swaggers towards the throne, 
knocking over various palace treasures in the process.

POLONIUS
May I present, Hamlet, the Royal Prince 
of Denmark.

Hamlet releases a MAMMOTH BELCH.

POLONIUS (CONT’D)
A most worthy flourish, my lord.

HAMLET
Hello, Mother.

Hamlet tries to kiss Gertrude, who pushes him away.
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GERTRUDE
Good Lord, Hamlet, when was the last time 
you bathed?

HAMLET
Let's see, when was the last time it 
rained?

Hamlet lets out a monstrous cackle.  Wil's eyes widen as he 
recognizes that cackle from the moat!

HAMLET (CONT’D)
Still alive, Father?  Good for you.

Hamlet slaps the dozing King on the back almost knocking him 
off his throne.  Hamlet plops down on his own little throne.

HAMLET (CONT’D)
And who may I ask is this disheveled 
knave?

GERTRUDE
Hamlet, this is our new royal dramatist. 
Wil Shakespeare.

HAMLET
But I want to be the royal dramatist, 
Mother!

GERTRUDE
Foolish boy.  You can't be the royal 
dramatist. You're the prince.

POLONIUS
(aside)

Besides, one must learn how to read 
before one can write.

Hamlet begins to sob.

HAMLET
But, Mother, I want to be the royal 
dramatist!  Please!  Please let me be the 
royal dramatist!  You must!  Please, 
Mother!

King Hamlet wakes up momentarily.

KING HAMLET
Is it his feeding time again?

POLONIUS
Perhaps the Prince may be one of Mr. 
Shakespeare's players if he so wishes.
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Hamlet stops crying on a dime.  Wil goes white.

HAMLET
Yes, yes.  I will be your lead player.

WIL
(chuckles politely)

Well, my lord, I'm sure we can find some 
small role for you.

Hamlet points an accusatory finger down at Wil.

HAMLET
Such insolence!  Off with his head!

Two PALACE GUARDS, swords drawn, stomp into frame, each 
grabbing a stunned Wil by the elbow.

WIL
Your Majesty, I assure you, I meant no --

HAMLET
Just kidding.

Hamlet waves off the guards.

GERTRUDE
Mr. Shakespeare, I can't wait to hear 
your ideas for a production.

WIL
But of course, Your Majesty.  On the 
boat, in fact, I began work on a most 
promising tragedy.  It features two young 
lovers --

GERTRUDE
-- Oh, it sounds wonderful!

WIL
I'm sure Her Majesty would like to hear 
the entire plot?

GERTRUDE
Oh, no.  I find plots most tiresome, but 
it does sound thrilling.  

Just then, a ravishing young woman in royal garb, OPHELIA, 
enters. This is the kind of woman whom wars are fought over.

GERTRUDE (CONT’D)
Ah, fair Ophelia.  How kind of you to 
welcome our new guest.  
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Mr. Shakespeare, may I introduce my 
niece, Princess Ophelia.  Ophelia has 
recently graced us with a surprise visit.

OPHELIA
Elsinore has always been a safe haven for 
me.

(gives Wil a little bow)
Pleased to meet you, good sir.  I am a 
most avid student of the theater.

Hamlet grabs his crotch.

HAMLET
Study this, nymph.

Hamlet cackles yet again as everybody just turns away in 
disgust, except for Ophelia who scowls at him.

KING HAMLET
(suddenly waking up)

A puppet show!  I hereby decree it.

GERTRUDE
A... puppet show, dear?

KING HAMLET
Of course.  Puppet shows are a most 
splendid entertainment.  Drama at its 
finest.  Behold the puppet, its every 
movement determined by a dazzling array 
of strings.

POLONIUS
Not unlike His Majesty's relationship 
with the court.

KING HAMLET
It will be great fun.  Don't you think, 
Mr. Shakespeare?

Wil has the dumbfounded look of someone trying frantically 
to figure out how he landed in this particular hell.

GERTRUDE
Let's allow our weary dramatist at least 
one night to sleep on your wonderful 
suggestion.  Don't you think, dear?

King Hamlet instantly dozes off again.
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GERTRUDE (CONT’D)
We are all a little weary, I'm afraid.  
Good Polonius, why don't you show our 
dramatist to his room.

Polonius bows and motions for Wil to follow him out.  As 
they exit, Ophelia gives Wil a warm smile.

OPHELIA
Mr. Shakespeare, I do hope you enjoy your 
stay here at Elsinore.

Wil melts in her gaze as he exits with Polonius.

INT. CASTLE BEDCHAMBER - NIGHT

A beautifully decorated suite.  Luxurious carpets and wall 
hangings.  Overstuffed sofas and chairs.  Wil and Polonius 
enter.

WIL
I must say, these accommodations are more 
than adequate.

POLONIUS
Oh, I'm sorry.  This is the actors’ 
quarters.  You're staying in the wing 
specially reserved for writers.

Polonius takes Wil by the arm and leads him out.

INT. BOWELS OF THE CASTLE - NIGHT

A door swings open as Polonius, holding a torch, enters a 
dimly lit, decrepit dungeon.

POLONIUS
(with a flourish)

The dramatist’s quarters, my Lord.

Wil, still carrying his luggage, enters slowly.  He makes a 
face, covers his mouth and nose to ward off the stench.

WIL
Now I know what they mean when they say, 
'Something is rotten in the state of 
Denmark'...

POLONIUS
Perhaps my lord would care for me to 
bring him a few wall hangings?

Wil reaches out and gingerly touches one of the walls.
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WIL
What would you possibly hang in here?

POLONIUS
Oh, I don't know.  Prisoners perhaps.

WIL
Are you telling me my quarters are a 
dungeon?

POLONIUS
The former dungeon.  Now we just sentence 
criminals to a play date with the Prince.  
It's much more effective.

Wil just looks at him, aghast.

POLONIUS (CONT’D)
If you need anything, just rattle the 
bars.  I'm sure the dogs will hear you.

Polonius exits, closing the large dungeon door, which locks 
into place with a loud, ominous CLANK.  Sounds of scurrying 
MICE and RATS can be heard.

POLONIUS (O.S.) (CONT’D)
Pleasant dreams!

INT. GRAND HALL THEATER - DAY

A decrepit old theater in a musty, rarely-used wing of the 
castle.  Cobwebs stretch across the walls, bats flit about, 
windows are cracked.  Wil, who has his best happy face on, 
stands on a small platform stage next to Polonius.

POLONIUS
Mr. Shakespeare, it is my pleasure to 
introduce to you, the newly formed 
Elsinore Repertory Company.

Polonius CLAPS his hands and in walks the "Repertory" 
company.  They are a motley collection of peasants, lepers, 
jesters, convicts, a chimp, a prostitute, and a sword 
swallower. They all stumble into a loose receiving line in 
front of the horrified Wil.

POLONIUS (CONT’D)
There's a wonderful raw quality about 
them, don't you agree?  The Queen picked 
them out personally.

WIL
Bail them out seems more like it.

27



POLONIUS
Yes.  How did you know? 

WIL
I was kidding.  Do you mean these are 
actually prisoners?

POLONIUS
Technically, they’re officially all on 
parole now - under your direction, of 
course.  The Queen thought it would be a 
wonderful rehabilitation project. 

WIL
Yes, wonderful. 

POLONIUS
Well, I leave you to get acquainted with 
your players then.  If you have any 
problems, please just scream.  We have 
armed guards just outside the gate.

WIL
Outside?  Perhaps it might be wise to 
place them inside?

Polonius exits. Wil puts his best foot forward and faces his 
players who are lined up right out of A CHORUS LINE. 

WIL (CONT’D)
Welcome to our first rehearsal.  I'm sure 
you're all quite excited.

The players are expressionless.  The sword swallower 
sharpens his sword. CALIBAN, THE CHIMP, munches on a banana.

WIL (CONT’D)
Now, how many of you have ever actually 
acted before?

Silence.  A rough MAN WITH AN EYE PATCH raises his hand.

WIL (CONT’D)
Yes?

EYE PATCH
One time, I was robbing this bloke and 
his wife, and to get them to follow me 
down this alley, I acted like I needed 
help, and then when they got ahead of me, 
I smashed the bloke's head in and took 
his money before --
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WIL
(cuts him off)

Then you got paid.  Good.  A professional 
actor.  Anyone else want to share 
anything from their resume?

Caliban SCREECHES.  Wil moves on.

WIL (CONT’D)
I always like to begin my rehearsals with 
some breathing exercises.

Blank stares from the group.

WIL (CONT’D)
Now let's all take a deep breath.

Everyone takes a deep breath.  Disgusting sounds of 
WHEEZING, TUBERCULAR COUGHS, PHLEGM RATTLING, etc.  Two of 
the players simply collapse and die.

WIL (CONT’D)
Alright... it looks like we'll have to 
double up on a few roles.  What do you 
say we just get right into the text?

Wil opens up a quarto with the title "Romeo and Juliet".

WIL (CONT’D)
Now how many of you have read the play?

Nothing.

WIL (CONT’D)
How many of you have ever read a play?

Still nothing.

WIL (CONT’D)
How many of you can read?

Caliban raises his hand.  MISTRESS QUIGLEY, a prostitute 
next to Caliban, cries out:

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
He's a liar!

Wil notices Mistress Quigley.

WIL
Ah.  What might be the lady’s name?
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MISTRESS QUIGLEY
Mistress Quigley’s the name. Fornication 
for shillings my game.

EYE PATCH
Or pennies.

Quigley slaps Eye Patch.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
I told you that was a holiday special!

WIL
So Mistress Quigley, have you any 
experience on the stage?

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
Oh I’ve done it on stage plenty of times.

WIL
Lovely.  Now we’re getting somewhere. 
Perhaps you’d like to grace us all with 
an oral presentation?

Mistress Quigley looks down the line.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
I’ll do my best, Governor, but it might 
take a while.  Who’s first?

Everyone, including Caliban, raises his hand. Ophelia enters 
like a breath of fresh air. The players instantly bow.

OPHELIA
I'm so sorry I'm late.

(to the players)
Oh please, you need not bow.  In here, 
we're all one big happy acting family.

The players rise. Wil is surprised and awed by her presence.

WIL
I wasn't aware that --

OPHELIA
-- That is, if you'll have me, my lord.

WIL
Certainly, Princess.

OPHELIA
Ophelia.  I must admit, my acting skills 
might be a bit rusty.  
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I only studied for eight years at the 
Royal Academy, followed by a brief 
apprenticeship with Ben Johnson, so I'm 
not sure if I'll be up to speed with the 
other players.

EYE PATCH
Don't worry, my lord.  We'll carry her.

WIL
It is indeed our honor to be graced by a 
member of the royal family.

Suddenly we HEAR a massive BELCH followed by some weak 
sounding TRUMPETS blurting out an amateurish royal entrance.

Hamlet enters, sitting in a small child's red wagon, pulled 
by a toga-clad, Ben Hur-ish, miserable-looking Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern.  Hamlet holds a large half-eaten leg of 
boar in one hand and a overflowing wine goblet in the other. 
Everyone turns toward him as he yanks a quarto of Wil's 
"Romeo and Juliet" from out of his pants.

Hamlet opens the quarto, shakes a large piece of boar off a 
page, and glances up at Wil.  Then:

HAMLET
I want to play Romeo.

Wil's face collapses in horror.

INT. DUNGEON - NIGHT

A desperate Wil gathers up his belongings and stuffs them in 
a satchel as he mutters a furious pep talk to himself:

WIL
... You are going home.  You will patch 
things up with Anne.  You will fire 
Bernie.  You will never take an out-of-
town engagement again.  You will go back 
to Stratford and write the plays you want 
to write.  You won’t care about critics, 
money or fame.  You will live a quiet, 
boring, desperate existence.

(beat)
And with a little luck, you'll get the 
plague and die young...

Wil closes the satchel, hastily storms out of the dungeon.
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EXT. ELSINORE CASTLE - NIGHT

Wil uses a rope to climb down the front wall of the castle.  
He lands on the ground, heads for the bridge.  As he begins 
to cross the bridge, the castle doors open behind him. A 
pair of GUARDS step out.

GUARD #1
Sir!

A startled Wil throws up his hands, drops the satchel, slips 
off the bridge - into the muddy moat.  The Guards approach, 
stand on the bridge above him.

GUARD #1 (CONT’D)
You've been summoned, sir.

(beat)
By Her Majesty.

WIL
Marvelous... a creative meeting.

INT. THE QUEEN'S CHAMBERS - NIGHT

Gertrude paces nervously as Polonius tries to calm her.  
There's a KNOCK on the door before the two Guards enter, 
shoving a mud-covered Wil into the room.  Gertrude looks at 
Wil and his satchel.

WIL
(quickly)

Your Majesty, I hope you don't think I 
was trying to leave.  I was simply 
rehearsing a scene where one of my lead 
characters escapes and --

Gertrude interrupts him by SLAMMING the door shut and then 
pushing Wil down into a chair.

WIL (CONT’D)
Of course I can alter the scene if you or 
His Highness think it --

POLONIUS
His Highness thinks no more.

(beat)
The King is dead.

Wil is caught off-guard.  He’s speechless for a beat.  Then:

WIL
That is indeed terrible news and I am 
truly sorry for your loss.  
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Now, for the sake of clarity, does this 
mean... I don’t have to do the puppet 
show?

GERTRUDE
There's no time for entertainments, Mr. 
Shakespeare. We must act and act quickly.

WIL
... We?

GERTRUDE
Nefarious forces are gathering in the 
wake of His Majesty’s demise.  It is 
imperative that Prince Hamlet assume his 
father's place on the throne, or else his 
evil Uncle Richard will.

WIL
The Prince?  As King?  Your Majesty, I 
mean no disrespect, but grief plays 
fearsome tricks with your thoughts.

GERTRUDE
I have no time for grief.  Not when I 
have to put my son on the throne.

WIL
(lightbulb)

That's wonderful!  With all the 
formalities - the funeral, the 
coronation... the inevitable revolution - 
you'll probably be much too busy to worry 
about your summer theater program --

Wil starts to get up but Gertrude pushes him back down in 
his chair.

GERTRUDE
I will put it to you plainly.  To assume 
the throne, the prince must have a bride.  
Normally, for a young man of his rank and 
wealth, such a requirement would be a 
mere formality.  However, when it comes 
to women, my son, well...

POLONIUS
You've probably noticed he doesn't have 
much of a way with the ladies.

WIL
(playing dumb)

Really?
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GERTRUDE
To woo and win himself a princess bride, 
Hamlet must be tutored in the ways of 
love, and I can think of no better tutor 
than a brilliant dramatist like yourself.

WIL
Your Majesty, I certainly won't take 
exception with you as to my merits as a 
dramatist, but with all due respect, I’m 
not a miracle worker.

GERTRUDE
I don’t believe you grasp the gravity of 
the situation, Mr. Shakespeare.  And to 
make matters worse, time is not our ally 
in this task.  Hamlet must be married in 
less than thirty days.

WIL
Thirty days?!  Even if I agreed, that 
would be impossible!

Gertrude steps back, CLAPS once and the two palace GUARDS 
stomp into the room.  Wil sits up nervously.

WIL (CONT’D)
(under his breath)

This deal just gets better and better...

Gertrude motions to the Guards.  They pick up a trunk next 
to the door, walk it over to Wil’s chair, open the lid.  The 
trunk is crammed with jewels and other treasures.

GERTRUDE
Your agent told us you were interested in 
building your own theater.

(pointing to the treasure)
Certainly this would be a start.

Wil gapes at the treasure.  Then:

WIL
I see your point.

GERTRUDE
Wonderful!  I'll have the paperwork sent 
to your agent in a fortnight.

WIL
No!

GERTRUDE
Is there a problem?
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WIL
No.  I just don't think my agent should 
get a commission on this arrangement.  I 
mean, you came to me directly with the 
offer.  No reason to sully the whole 
matter by getting a middle man involved.

POLONIUS
Spoken like a true artist.

WIL
As for young Hamlet... how difficult can 
it be?  Certainly there is some poor 
country lass who would willingly assume 
the role of his wife.

GERTRUDE
Such a sham would never pass muster with 
the court.  The future queen must be of 
royal heritage.

POLONIUS
A distant, unlucky cousin perhaps.

WIL
Fine.  Just tell me who she is and how we 
can get her here.

GERTRUDE
She's already here, Mr. Shakespeare.  In 
fact, you've made her acquaintance.

WIL
I think I would remember if I -- No, not 
her?  Ophelia!?  Have you no mercy?  You 
mean to subject the fair Ophelia to a 
life of eternal flatulence?

GERTRUDE
For our plan to work, the Princess must 
be courted by a noble, refined Hamlet.

WIL
Why don't you just order Ophelia to marry 
Hamlet?  Or give her the riches?  Surely 
that would be easier.

POLONIUS
My good man, this isn’t England.  We 
marry for love, not for country.
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WIL
(taking offense)

Well, of course we don't possess 
Denmark's fine literary tradition...

GERTRUDE
We must not let Ophelia or anyone else 
know of our agenda.  You will teach my 
son while also continuing your dramatist 
duties as though nothing has changed.

WIL
This couldn’t be any more difficult.

GERTRUDE
My son must marry a woman who loves him, 
not his throne.

WIL
I stand corrected.

(Wil rises)
I’d better get started right away.

GERTRUDE
Yes, but first, a small favor.  Tomorrow 
is the King's funeral.  He must be 
eulogized well before his subjects if his 
son is to inherit their favor.  I would 
like you to perform the eulogy.

WIL
Shouldn't the Prince be the one who...

Gertrude and Polonius just look at Wil.

WIL (CONT’D)
Never mind.

(beat; thinking)
I think I have something that might work.

EXT. ELSINORE CASTLE - DAY

An appropriately grey and dismal morning.  A crowd of 
mourner’s is seated before a raised dais that holds the 
King’s coffin.  A small musical quartet plays a pathetic, 
mournful DIRGE.

Gertrude, Hamlet (playing with an absurd ball and paddle 
toy), Polonius and the rest of the Royal Court sit on the 
dais, on either side of the coffin.

Sitting just off to the side of the dais are two handsome 
but malevolent figures; 
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a man, RICHARD, and his wife, LADY ANNE.  The two are 
careful not to make eye contact as they whisper discreetly 
to one another.

RICHARD
Now is the summer of our content.

LADY ANNE
Do you think she'll even mount a 
challenge for the throne?

RICHARD
No matter.  Plots have been laid.  In 
seven days, Denmark will be delivered 
back to its rightful heir.

LADY ANNE
Seven days?  Must we wait so long?  Can't 
we just kill them all now?

Richard laughs softly -- the laugh of a true villain.

RICHARD
Patience, my dear.  Let the good people 
grieve for their departed King before I 
assume the throne and the true grieving 
begins.

Just then, a Guard takes up a position right in front of 
Richard, blocking his view.

RICHARD (CONT’D)
Excuse me.

The Guard doesn’t move.  Richard and Lady Anne look at each 
other before Richard takes his dagger and plunges it into 
the Guard's back.  The Guard crumbles to the ground, dead.

RICHARD (CONT’D)
Thank you.

ON THE DAIS

Wil stands before the coffin, looks out at the throng of 
mourners.  He arranges some papers, clears his throat and 
begins his eulogy.

WIL
Friends, Danes, countrymen, lend me your 
ears.  Today I come not to praise King 
Hamlet, but to bury him.

Gertrude exchanges a puzzled look with Polonius, who just 
shrugs his shoulders.
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WIL (CONT’D)
The evil that men do lives after them; 
the good is oft interred with their 
bones.  So let it be with Caesar! -- I 
mean King Hamlet.

Gertrude leans over to Polonius.

GERTRUDE
Do you know where he's going with this?

POLONIUS
It sounds to me like he's working out 
some new material.

Strange, dense looks from the gathered multitudes, who 
obviously are not on the same wavelength as Wil, who is 
getting drunk with his own words.

WIL
O' judgement, thou art fled to brutish 
beasts, and men have lost their reason.  
Bear with me!

POLONIUS
(under his breath)

We're trying.

WIL
(caught up in the moment)

Here, under leave of Brutus and the rest.  
For Brutus is an honorable man; So are 
they all, all honorable men.  Come I to 
speak in Caesar's --

Polonius loudly clears his throat, stopping Wil, who gazes  
out at the completely baffled throng of mourners.

Finally, he tosses the eulogy over his shoulder and turns 
back to the crowd:

WIL (CONT’D)
Was he a great king or what?

The mourners immediately leap to their feet and CHEER his 
words.  The startled Wil glances over at Gertrude, who 
smiles and nods her approval.

EXT. THE FUNERAL - LATER

Gertrude, flanked by Polonius, Ophelia and Hamlet, stands in 
a receiving line as she accepts the condolences of the 
court.  After a beat, Richard and Lady Anne stroll up to 
Gertrude, who greets them with tense affection.
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GERTRUDE
Richard, Lady Anne, I'm so glad you could 
come.

RICHARD
My Ladyship, how could we not attend the 
funeral of our own king?

(to Ophelia)
And dear Ophelia, even on a day as dark 
as this, your radiance remains a beacon 
for us all.

Richard goes to take Ophelia's reluctant hand when an 
enthusiastic Wil bursts over.

WIL
So, I think it went rather well, don't 
you?

Everybody just looks at him.

WIL (CONT’D)
Well, I mean for a funeral, of course.

Ophelia removes her hand from Richard's grasp and motions to 
introduce Wil.

OPHELIA
Cousin Richard, this is our famous 
playwright from England.

RICHARD
Ah, Mr. Marlowe, I presume.

GERTRUDE
This is Wil Shakespeare.  We've 
commissioned him to write us a new play.

RICHARD
A tragedy, I hope.

HAMLET
Mother said I could be in the play!

RICHARD
Might the boy prince wish to play king 
someday?

GERTRUDE
That role has already been cast, dear 
cousin.

RICHARD
Nothing's ever cast in stone, my Queen.
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GERTRUDE
Polonius, why don't you show Richard and 
Lady Anne to their quarters.

RICHARD
No need, your highness.  I assure you, I 
know my way around the castle.

With a bow, Richard and Lady Anne exit with their entourage.  
Gertrude stares after them, then turns back to Wil.

GERTRUDE
Mr. Shakespeare, I suggest you begin your 
duties right away.

INT. GRAND HALL THEATER - LATER

Rehearsal is underway.  Eye Patch is playing the role of 
"Romeo," and Ophelia is playing "Juliet".  Mistress Quigley 
is the "Nurse."  Assorted other players fill out the party 
scene set at the home of the Capulets.

Wil sits off-stage, losing patience, as Eye Patch reaches 
for Ophelia's hand while she politely tries to maintain her 
distance from his obvious stench.

EYE PATCH AS ROMEO
‘If I profane with my unworthiest hand, 
This holy shrew --

WIL
Shrine!  Not Shrew!  Holy Shrine!

EYE PATCH
(continuing)

‘Holy shrine, the gentle sin is this: My 
lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand -

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
(with a wink)

That's not the only thing standing.

WIL
(sighs angrily)

No improvisation please, Mistress 
Quigley.

OPHELIA AS JULIET
(beautifully recited)

'Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too 
much. Which mannerly devotion shows in 
this: For saints have hands that 
pilgrims' hands do touch, And palm to 
palm is holy palmers' kiss.'
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Eye Patch turns to Wil, who is mesmerized by Ophelia's 
reading.

EYE PATCH
I don’t know what that means, but it sure 
does sound pretty, Mr. Shakespeare.

WIL
Thank you, Eye Patch, but let's get on 
with the scene, shall we?

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
Sounds like a bit of flowery hogwash, if 
you ask me.

(to Ophelia)
He just wants to jump your bones, Juliet.  
Don't fall for it, sister.  Let 'em flash 
you some silver before you start 
loosening your corset.

WIL
Mistress Quigley, can you please keep 
your comments to yourself!

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
Just trying to help Juliet with her 
motivation, governor.  No need to bite my 
head off.

WIL
(nods to Eye Patch)

Romeo, if you please.

EYE PATCH AS ROMEO
'O then, dear saint, let lips do what 
hands do. They pray: grant thou, lest 
faith turn to despair.'

WIL
Excellent.  Well done.

Just then, Caliban the chimp rushes across the stage, 
dragging a long sword and SCREECHING.  Wil rolls his eyes.

WIL (CONT’D)
Not now, Mercutio!  Act 3, Scene 1!

Caliban immediately drops the sword to his side and slouches 
off. "Juliet" continues:

OPHELIA AS JULIET
'Then have my lips the sin that they have 
took.'
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Eye Patch and Ophelia hug clumsily. Wil is moved. He CLAPS.

WIL
Excellent run through.  Moving on.  Act 
2, Scene 1.  We need my garden people.

Extras wearing various costumes depicting garden vegetation 
shuffle on stage.  Wil glances around.

WIL (CONT’D)
What about my tree?  Where's my tree?

CUT TO:

INT. PUB - DAY

CLOSE ON a drunken Hamlet standing with a mug of ale in one 
hand and darts in the other.  Across from him stands a 
quaking peasant, his head pressed up against a dart board.

PEASANT
Puh-puh-puh... please, Your Highness.  I 
have a family to feed.

HAMLET
Do you dare question my skills as a 
sportsman?

PEASANT
Oh no, my sire. It's just that with so 
much ale in your belly -- well, your 
normally perfect aim might stray ever so 
slightly and --

HAMLET
That's it, knave.  You've really angered 
me now.  For your insolence, I shall 
attempt a bull's-eye.

The peasant lets out a yelp and slaps his hands over his 
face.  Hamlet rears back to throw as the pub door swings 
open and Wil enters.  Hamlet turns to the door.

HAMLET (CONT’D)
Well, well, look what the moat dragged 
in.

Hamlet ditches his darts, flips them carelessly over his 
shoulder as patrons scatter.  The grateful peasant dashes 
off.

WIL
Your Highness, you missed rehearsal.
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HAMLET
I'm not playing a tree. That chimp keeps 
climbing on me.

WIL
That's because you're playing it so 
realistically, my lord.  Now then, we 
must begin our studies to make you a 
gentleman.

HAMLET
(whining)

I don't want to be a gentleman.  I told 
Mother!  I don't, I don't, I don't -- I 
DON'T!

Before he can say anything else, we hear a booming VOICE:

FALSTAFF (O.S.)
Come on, lad.  Out with it:  do you want 
to be a gentleman or don't you?

Wil and Hamlet turn to see FALSTAFF, a bearded mountain of a 
man, looming large over the bar as he holds out a steaming 
plate of food for Hamlet.

FALSTAFF (CONT’D)
Eat your grub, fancy pants.  You're still 
a growing prince.

Hamlet's eyes go wide as he makes a beeline for the food, 
which he starts attacking with his hands.  Wil stands for a 
moment, grimacing at Hamlet as he shovels the food into his 
mouth amid a flurry of drooling and grunts.  Finally:

WIL
Might his lordship forsake his meal so 
that we might commence our studies while 
the day is still young?

Hamlet continues to attack his food.  Wil approaches him 
gingerly, about to place his hand on Hamlet's shoulder when:

FALSTAFF
That might be a mistake, mate.

Wil pauses as a patron at the bar holds up his metal hook of 
a hand.

FALSTAFF (CONT’D)
(offers his hand)

Falstaff's the name.
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WIL
(shaking his hand)

Wil Shakespeare, dramatist in exile.

FALSTAFF
From England, are you?  Well, I'm a 
fellow expatriate myself.  How about a 
glass of ale to make you feel at home?

WIL
No, thanks.  I rarely partake of spirits, 
plus I'm afraid the Prince and I have a 
long day ahead of us.

FALSTAFF
Teaching him the ABC's?  Well, do me a 
favor, teach him a little arithmetic 
while you're at it. That way, maybe he'll 
finally learn how to settle his tab.

Just then a HUGE BELCH.  Wil and Falstaff turn to see 
Hamlet's plate go whizzing by, SMASHING against a wall 
behind the bar.  Falstaff shouts into the kitchen:

FALSTAFF (CONT’D)
I think the Prince is ready for the 
dessert tray!

WIL
Your Majesty, perhaps after you finish 
inhaling your dessert, we could initiate 
our studies?

Hamlet just stares at Wil.  Then he rises from the bar and 
approaches a peasant sitting at a table.

HAMLET
May I borrow your chair for a moment?

The quaking peasant immediately gets up and hands Hamlet his 
chair.  Hamlet calmly puts the chair aside and then lifts up 
the peasant and FLINGS him at Wil, who ducks just in time as 
the SCREAMING peasant CRASHES into an array of bottles 
behind the bar.

FALSTAFF
(to Hamlet)

If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a 
thousand times, don't toss the regulars!

Wil just lays his head on the bar.
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WIL
Dear God, what have I gotten myself 
into...?

Falstaff slaps down an ale in front of Wil.

FALSTAFF
Try moving three thousand miles to sell 
dark beer to the Danes.

(beat)
Want to tell me your troubles, mate?

Wil raises his head slowly and stares at the ale.

WIL
I have thirty days to turn that gruel-
splattered savage into the kind of 
gentleman that the fairest maiden I have 
ever seen would willingly marry.

A beat.

FALSTAFF
(nodding at Wil's ale)

Let me get you another one of those.

Wil finally takes a big gulp of his ale.

WIL
You seem to have a good rapport with His 
Awfulness.  Any ideas?

Falstaff thinks for a moment.  Then calls out to Hamlet, 
whose head is completely immersed in the center of a huge 
black forest cake with dripping raspberry filling.

FALSTAFF
Excuse me, Your Grace, what say you give 
my friend Wil a shot at teaching you some 
manners and I'll call your tab even?

HAMLET
(thinking)

How big a tab do I have?

Falstaff reaches under the bar and emerges with a giant 
scroll, which he plops onto the bar with a THUD.

FALSTAFF
That's April's.

Falstaff gives Wil a wink.

CUT TO:
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INT. FALSTAFF’S PUB - DAY

Hamlet, fitted with a bib, sits at a table as Wil paces 
behind him.

WIL
The art of dining is not unlike the 
theater.  It is a carefully calculated 
performance wherein each movement serves 
a specific purpose.  Let us begin with 
the proper use of the utensils.

Hamlet gives Wil a blank look.

WIL (CONT’D)
Utensils, my Lord?  A knife, a fork?... 
Stop me if any of these ring a bell.

Falstaff brings over a large bowl of steaming soup.  Hamlet 
lifts the bowl and downs it in one gulp, leaving a residue 
of steaming vegetables, beef, and broth on his chest.

WIL (CONT’D)
Have I explained the concept behind the 
spoon, Your Highness?

INT. PRINCE'S CHAMBERS - DAY

Hamlet sits in a bathtub.

WIL
Ladies are attracted to gentlemen who are 
rigorously attentive to their personal 
hygiene.

Hamlet lets loose with a barrage of gas filled bubbles.

HAMLET
Look!  It's a bubble bath!

Hamlet starts splashing about, soaking Wil.

EXT. AN OPEN FIELD - DAY

Hamlet, Wil and Falstaff sit atop horses, wearing hunting 
gear.  A few hunting dogs mill about the horse's hoofs.

WIL
A true gentleman must impress with his 
skills in the field.  Today we will 
practice the proper way to hunt a fox.
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FALSTAFF
But we don't have any foxes in Denmark, 
Wil.

WIL
No need to worry.

FALSTAFF
What in God's name can we hunt then?

CUT TO:

ROSENCRANTZ AND GUILDENSTERN

wearing furry, Daniel Boone-type hats as they look warily 
out at us.  PULL BACK to reveal Hamlet slap his horse with 
his whip, bolting for the two of them as they run screaming 
into the woods.  The hunting dogs chomp at their heels.

EXT. SAME OPEN FIELD - DAY

Wil and Hamlet both hold foils and wear fencing gear.

WIL
There may come a time, my Lord, when you 
will have to defend your honor in a duel.  
I shall teach you the art of sword play.

Wil flourishes his foil in the air.

WIL (CONT’D)
Defend yourself!

Wil brandishes the foil in a series of elaborate maneuvers. 
He moves toward Hamlet, who doesn’t raise his foil.

WIL (CONT’D)
My Lord, you must protect yourself.

HAMLET
How?

WIL
Let your instincts be your guide.  We 
humans are like animals; when danger 
calls, the body quickly alerts the mind 
as to the correct course of action.

Wil moves close.  As he does, Hamlet “notices” something 
over Wil’s shoulder.

HAMLET
Look, it’s Ophelia.
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WIL
Really?!  Where?

Wil turns around, but nobody is there.  When he turns back 
around, Hamlet lets loose with a knee to Wil's groin.  Wil 
collapses to the ground in a breathless heap.

WIL (CONT’D)
Well... played... Your... Ma-jesty...

EXT. THE QUEEN'S GARDEN - DAY

Gertrude picks flowers while Wil follows.

GERTRUDE
So, how are things progressing with young 
Hamlet?

WIL
Your Majesty, try as I might, His 
Highness seems to resist even my most 
basic instruction.

GERTRUDE
Such as?

WIL
Let's just say he's convinced that soup 
is a finger food.

GERTRUDE
Well, dining etiquette has never been his 
strong suit.  How is he faring in other 
areas?  Might he soon be ready to write 
the Princess a love letter?

WIL
Most certainly.  As soon as he learns how 
to sign his name, Your Majesty.

GERTRUDE
(sighs; a beat)

Mr. Shakespeare, I never said your task 
would be easy.

WIL
Your Highness, I fear that I am not the 
right man for the job.

(beat)
Could you perchance find it within 
yourself to release me from my duties 
here at Elsinore, so that I might at 
least find humiliation and defeat in the 
comfort of my own homeland?
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Gertrude gives him a long look, her stern expression seems 
to soften.  But then:

GERTRUDE
Out of the question.  In fact, your task 
has become more urgent.

Gertrude takes Wil aside.  She glances over her shoulder to 
make sure nobody is within earshot and then whispers:

GERTRUDE (CONT’D)
The court is growing uneasy.  We must 
have Hamlet make a royal appearance.

WIL
Your Majesty, with all due respect, if 
you think the court is uneasy now --

GERTRUDE
I've told them the Prince will attend our 
annual Summer Solstice Ball.

WIL
You mean... next summer, of course.

GERTRUDE
No need to panic, Mr. Shakespeare.  You 
have a full day to prepare.  Now, I must 
go.  Remember, Princess Ophelia will be 
there.  In order to enlist the court's 
confidence, we must get Hamlet and 
Ophelia together.

Gertrude walks off.  Wil calls out after her:

WIL
Fine.  And when I finish, would you like 
me to find a cure for the plague?

Wil shakes his head and walks off.  The next moment, a 
Guard's dead body tumbles out from behind a tree, a dagger 
plunged into his back.  A beat later, Richard and Lady Anne 
peek out from behind the tree.

LADY ANNE
What could Gertrude possibly be planning?

RICHARD
From the sound of things, it seems as if 
she's hired that ridiculous dramatist to 
teach young Hamlet.

49



LADY ANNE
Then we have nothing to worry about. 
Whatever her plan, it doesn't stand a 
chance if it involves the Prince and that 
buffoon from England.

RICHARD
Still, it might behoove us to make an 
appearance at the ball.

LADY ANNE
But, dear Richard, you abhor any social 
function that promotes harmony, kinship, 
and joy.

RICHARD
Well, it certainly isn't an execution, 
but I'll try and put on a happy face.

Richard laughs -- that evil laugh.

INT. FALSTAFF'S PUB - NIGHT

A defeated Wil trudges into the pub. He sidles up to the 
bar, where Falstaff waits for him, holding out an ale.

FALSTAFF
Oh I forgot, you don't drink.

Falstaff moves to take the ale back, but Wil snatches it and 
drains the entire mug.  Wil slaps the mug down on the bar.

WIL
Another!  And be quick about it.

FALSTAFF
Think I might join you.

Falstaff takes his ale and plops down next to Wil.

WIL
What is it about these Danes and this 
marrying-for-love business?  When are 
they going to join civilization and start 
marrying for position?

Falstaff glances at a calendar.

FALSTAFF
You still have three more weeks.

Wil gives Falstaff a look, takes another chug of his ale.
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WIL
The Queen has decided she wants Hamlet to 
make an appearance at the Royal Ball.

FALSTAFF
That should keep ticket prices down.

WIL
It's hopeless. I'd have more luck turning 
a frog into a prince.

Wil thinks for a second, then whips out a small notepad and 
jots down a note.

WIL (CONT’D)
Could be a story there...

FALSTAFF
I think you might be going about this the 
wrong way.  If you want to teach him how 
to treat a woman, maybe you should get a 
woman's touch.

WIL
There isn’t a woman alive whom we could 
pay to endure that sort of torture.

The next moment, Mistress Quigley stumbles in, wearing quite 
the provocative outfit.  She notices Wil at the bar.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
Evening, Mr. Shakespeare.  Wetting our 
whistles, are we?  Well buy a lady a 
drink and maybe I’ll take you in the back 
an’ make a man out of ya’.

Wil and Falstaff look at each other. Then back at Mistress 
Quigley.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY (CONT’D)
... What?

INT. PRINCE'S CHAMBERS - LATER

Wil and Falstaff stand with Mistress Quigley.  Wil opens the 
door to Hamlet's chambers while Mistress Quigley stuffs a 
satchel of coins into her bra.

WIL
Mistress Quigley, you're familiar with 
His Highness, Prince Hamlet.

The door opens to reveal Hamlet, dressed in a way-too-tight 
schoolboy outfit complete with little beanie.
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MISTRESS QUIGLEY
Prince Hamlet, I know your old man, too.  
How's he doing?

WIL
He died in his sleep last week.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
Really?  Well he was alive and kicking 
when I left him.

She winks.  Then she tosses off her shawl and saunters past 
Hamlet into his chambers.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY (CONT’D)
Alright, which one of you wants to go 
first?

WIL
Oh no, it's just for young Hamlet.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
(nods knowingly)

Ah, like to watch, do you?  That'll be 
extra.

WIL
No, no, no, you misunderstood.  All we 
want you to do is help us teach the 
Prince how to be a gentleman.

FALSTAFF
We have to get him ready for the ball 
tomorrow night.

Mistress Quigley gives Hamlet the once-over.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
Why don’t you fellows leave us alone and 
let us get acquainted then.  I'll teach 
this schoolboy a thing or two.

Mistress Quigley pushes Wil and Falstaff into the hall, 
shuts the door.  Wil and Falstaff flash each other a thumbs 
up.

The next moment we hear:  SHRIEKS, GLASS BREAKING, CAT 
YOWLS, HORSE NAYING, FURNITURE BEING TOSSED ABOUT, etc.

A beat.  Then Mistress Quigley bursts from the room with a 
look of absolute horror.  She whips the satchel of coins out 
of her dress, tosses it to Wil as she flees down the hall.
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WIL
What happened?!  Where are you going?

Mistress Quigley pauses for a moment and turns around.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
Get me to a nunnery!

And she turns to continue her mad dash down the hall.

Wil and Falstaff walk gingerly to the open door of Hamlet's 
chambers and peek inside ever so slowly to see...

Hamlet, standing in the exact position we left him, as a 
mischievous, demonic smile spreads slowly across his lips.

Wil and Falstaff slam the door shut.

WIL
It’s hopeless.

FALSTAFF
There's no way we can let that little 
monster attend the ball.  Besides, how 
are we supposed to get a costume at this 
late hour?

A pause.  Then Wil turns slowly to look at Falstaff.

WIL
... It's a costume ball?

INT. WIL'S DUNGEON - NIGHT

Wil writes a letter at his small makeshift desk.

WIL
Dearest Anne:  I’m sorry it's taken so 
long to write. Things have not gone quite 
as planned, but rest assured that 
thoughts of you and the children have 
sustained me.  I know we’ve had our 
troubles, but my absence from you has 
only made my heart grow fonder.

CUT TO:

INT. SHAKESPEARE’S HOME - NIGHT

ANNE sits at the kitchen table, reads a letter back to Wil.

ANNE
Dearest Wil:  The twins are well, and 
little Susan is just starting school.  
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I wanted to tell you that I've done a lot 
of thinking about us and I've come to the 
conclusion that perhaps --

THE SCREEN SPLITS IN TWO - We see both Wil and Anne in their 
respective environments.

WIL
I know you thought that accepting this 
position at Elsinore might re-kindle my 
passion for the theater. But alas, the 
opposite is true.  I find myself dragged 
into affairs of state that bear no 
relation to my work as a playwright --

ANNE
I've been seeing a Dr. Iago.  He's a 
marriage counselor --

WIL
Never in my wildest imagination did I 
think my career would reach such lowly 
depths.

(beat; then)
Wait - Dr. Iago?  A marriage counselor?  
Are you saying you're not in love with me 
anymore?

ANNE
Wil, you are the light of my life.  It's 
just that I think that perhaps you and I -

Just then, the dungeon door swings open and Ophelia enters, 
wearing a sexy, diaphanous gown.  Wil takes one look at 
Ophelia --

WIL
Hold that thought.

-- and stashes the letter in his desk as Anne's side of the 
split screen wipes away.

OPHELIA
I hope I'm not disturbing you.

WIL
No... uh... of course not.

Ophelia strolls about the dungeon, surveying it's contents.

OPHELIA
Far be it for someone like myself to 
interrupt the work of a great artist.
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WIL
(turning on the charm)

Princess, you greatly overestimate my 
worth and drastically understate your 
own.

OPHELIA
(blushes)

I must say what a pleasure it is to have 
an esteemed artist like yourself in our 
midst.  Unfortunately, Elsinore is quite 
lacking in terms of cultural stimulation.

WIL
No offense, but your grace does seem a 
bit out of place.  May I inquire what 
brought you to Elsinore?

OPHELIA
(nervous laugh)

Oh, I don't want you to bore you with all 
the details.  Suffice it to say, Aunt 
Gertrude fancies herself a matchmaker.  
She assures me that I'm soon to meet my 
future husband here. Can you imagine, 
finding love, at Elsinore?

Wil swallows hard.

WIL
Some things are beyond all imaginings.

(catches himself)
I mean, one never knows where one might 
find true love -- indeed true love might 
find you.

Ophelia likes the sound of that.  She starts towards Wil, 
her gait more than a little flirtatious.

OPHELIA
How would it find me?  Hiding all the way 
down here, in a dungeon.

Ophelia is now very close to Wil. They could almost kiss. 
Wil sidesteps so as to avoid actually touching her lips.

WIL
And to what do I owe this royal visit?

OPHELIA
Oh.

(suddenly matter-of-fact)
I was having some trouble with your text.
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Wil's back to business -- "Everyone's a critic".

WIL
Really?

Ophelia takes out her quarto of "Romeo and Juliet".

OPHELIA
It's this scene here.  Act 1, Scene 5.

Wil rolls his eyes.  He's not exactly in the mood for line 
notes, but he dutifully grabs a nearby quarto.

WIL
Yes, Your Highness?

OPHELIA
This party scene at the Capulets. You 
have Romeo fall in love at first sight 
with Juliet, who I believe reciprocates.

WIL
Yes?

OPHELIA
Well, the scene is beautifully written, 
but it plays a little... well, soft.

WIL
... Soft?

OPHELIA
No offense, of course.  It's just that 
you have Romeo and Juliet going on and on 
about 'Thus from my lips' and 'Sin from 
my lips', 'Let lips do what hands do'--

WIL
Your point being?

OPHELIA
You have two passionate young lovers 
talking about kissing, but what do you 
have Romeo give Juliet at the end of the 
scene?  A hug.

WIL
Yes.  A hug.  It connotes friendship, 
loyalty, trust.

OPHELIA
My dear, Mr. Shakespeare, you give your 
horse a hug. You give your lover a kiss.
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WIL
A kiss?   But it's too soon for them to 
kiss.  They've just met.

OPHELIA
Yes, but haven't you ever met someone who 
on first sight stirs up such passion, 
such emotion, such desire that you must 
taste their lips right then and there?

Wil gulps as he just stares at Ophelia, lustfully.  Then he 
catches himself and starts ushering her out abruptly.

WIL
Yes... I, uh, see your point, Your 
Highness.  I must commend you on your 
dramatic insight.  You should take up 
writing yourself.  Now I really should be 
getting back to work.  I have to rethink 
the whole first act. Thank you so much.  
See you at rehearsal.

Wil slams the dungeon door shut.  He lets out a deep breath, 
then returns to his desk.  He thinks for a moment, then 
reaches in and takes out the letter and resumes writing.

WIL (CONT’D)
In any case, please give my best to your 
parents and make sure the horses are fed 
twice on Friday.  Yours, Wil.

Wil signs his name with a flourish and blows the candle out, 
sending the dungeon into darkness.

INT. FALSTAFF'S PUB - DAY

Falstaff and Hamlet sit at the bar, a pyramid of empty ale 
glasses between them.  Hamlet is obviously three sheets to 
the wind, but Falstaff is still only one sheet.

HAMLET
(urping)

... I can't drink another drop.  I think 
I'm going to puke.

FALSTAFF
Look here, Prince, a gentleman must hold 
his liquor.

Hamlet tries to hand him his glass.

HAMLET
Here, you hold it.

57



Falstaff pushes it back.

FALSTAFF
Don't be such a baby.  When I was half 
your age I could hold twice as much as 
you.  Now drink.

HAMLET
No.  I'm the Prince and I won't be 
bullied about.

FALSTAFF
Oh, shut up.  One more won't kill you. Be 
a man.

After a beat, Hamlet downs the glass.

HAMLET
There.  Happy?

Hamlet is steady for a moment, but then collapses head first 
onto the bar. Falstaff puts his glass down without drinking 
from it and checks Hamlet's pulse.  Then he smiles.

FALSTAFF
Won't kill you, but it'll surely keep you 
out of the way for the next eighteen 
hours.

INT. GRAND HALL BALLROOM - NIGHT

A flurry of activity as sword swallowers, magicians, 
jugglers, fire eaters, etc., entertain the throng of 
distinguished, masked guests at the costume ball.  Guests 
dance in a formal roundelay as the castle buzzes with 
mingling royalty, scurrying servants, etc.

Partygoers enter, hand a VALET their calling card and then 
are announced:

VALET
The honorable Duke and Duchess of 
Luxembourg.

Gertrude, with Polonius just behind her, stands off to one 
side with Princess Ophelia, looking resplendent in a long 
gown as she holds a small mask in front of her face.

GERTRUDE
(sotto; to Polonius)

Hamlet is due any moment.  I guess we 
shall see if Mr. Shakespeare's lessons 
have had their effect.
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Just then, in walks a guest dressed in an outlandish head to 
webbed toe FROG costume, topped by the Prince's crown. (It's 
Wil).  Everyone immediately stops and stares.  Wil 
ceremoniously hands his card to the valet.

VALET
Hamlet, Prince of Denmark!

The music instantly cuts off.  Dancing ceases.  Guests hide 
and clutch their drinks and food.  Wil, as Hamlet, politely 
bows to the crowd and motions for everyone to carry on.

POLONIUS
I see the Prince is assuming an 
uncharacteristically low profile tonight.

Huddled by the back wall, taking this in with keen interest, 
is the ROYAL COURT, a collection of five old distinguished 
looking men.

Gertrude waves "Hamlet" over.  Wil nods and starts toward 
her, his large webbed feet flopping about as he unknowingly 
trips a server, whose tray of drinks CRASHES onto a table.

Gertrude flashes Wil a tense smile as he waddles up to her 
in his frog suit.

GERTRUDE
My son, such an...

(searching)
... elaborate costume.

Ophelia leans over to Gertrude and in an angry whisper:

OPHELIA
Your Majesty, I do not care to be 
embarrassed again by the Prince and his 
disgusting antics.

GERTRUDE
And you shall not.  My son shall behave.  
You have my word.

OPHELIA
(sotto)

I shall believe it when I see it.
(to Wil)

So "dear" cousin, why do you play the 
frog?

WIL
Of which frog do you speak?
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Ophelia just looks at him.  Polonius and Gertrude exchange a 
nervous glance.

OPHELIA
Why you, cousin.  Who else?

WIL
My dear Ophelia, I play only myself.

POLONIUS
Never were truer words spoken.

WIL
Meaning, that all men are reduced to but 
toads in the shadow of your beauty.

Shocked looks from Gertrude and Polonius.

OPHELIA
(after a beat)

... Well spoken... cousin...

Wil bows before Ophelia.

WIL
Would you honor me with a dance, 
Princess?

Ophelia starts to stammer out an excuse when --

GERTRUDE
What a lovely idea.

Ophelia glances down at Wil's webbed hand and then 
reluctantly takes it as we PULL BACK to reveal --

RICHARD AND LADY ANNE

spying on Hamlet and Ophelia from across the room.

LADY ANNE
Do my eyes deceive me, or does the Prince 
have the Princess' ear?

RICHARD
Appearances can be misleading, my dear.

LADY ANNE
What do you mean?

RICHARD
Give it time.  Come.  We're at a ball.  
Let us enjoy ourselves.
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Richard takes out his dagger and calmly stabs a waiter in 
the back.  The waiter staggers and falls as Richard grabs 
his tray of hors d'oeuvres just before it hits the floor.  
Richard then takes a bite out of one of the hors d'oeuvres.

RICHARD (CONT’D)
We really do need to get out more often.

The MUSIC starts.  Wil escorts Ophelia to the center of the 
ballroom.  They start to dance formally, Wil's webbed feet 
getting in the way of the other dancers.  In the b.g., the 
Royal Court continues to observe.

OPHELIA
Cousin, I never knew you were such an 
accomplished dancer.

WIL
I’m only following your lead, Princess.

Ophelia cocks her head, once again caught off-guard by 
“Hamlet’s” elequence.

OPHELIA
Are you sure you’re not feeling ill?

WIL
Perhaps a bit weak by your presence.

Ophelia smiles to herself - this is most curious.  A beat.  
Then:

OPHELIA
So, what do you think of Mr. 
Shakespeare's play?

WIL
"Romeo and Juliet"?  I think it's a 
masterpiece of artistic expression. Every 
line, every scene, is woven into a 
tapestry of brilliance.

OPHELIA
Really?  You don't find it in any way 
derivative?

WIL
(stops dancing)

Derivative?

OPHELIA
Well certainly the stamp of early Marlowe 
is obvious and I dare say a pinch of Ben 
Johnson is detectable, as well.
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WIL
(raising his voice)

That's rubbish!  Marlowe and Johnson 
couldn't hold Shakespeare's quill!

Surrounding dancers start to stare.

OPHELIA
Cousin, I didn't mean to upset you.  You 
really shouldn't take my criticism of Mr. 
Shakespeare's work so personally.

Wil regains his composure.  Resumes dancing.

WIL
Sorry.  It's just that I'm such a admirer 
of his work.

OPHELIA
May I ask you a question of a more 
personal nature?

WIL
Of course.

OPHELIA
You and Mr. Shakespeare seem to spend a 
great deal of time together.

WIL
It's my privilege.

OPHELIA
Does Mr. Shakespeare ever speak of his 
wife?

WIL
Uh, I'm not -- I can't really recall. 
Why?

OPHELIA
It just seems that he is not very happy.

WIL
(forgetting himself)

Well how happy would you be if you had to 
baby sit the crown prince of flatulence?

OPHELIA
Excuse me?
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WIL
(back pedalling)

That is to say, he certainly seems happy 
to me.  Why shouldn't he be?  He has a 
thriving career.  The respect of his 
peers.  The promise of considerable 
riches.  What's missing?

OPHELIA
Love, cousin, love.  He's just like his 
play.  All words, no action.  Full of 
gestures yet no passion.

WIL
(considering her rhyme)

That's not bad...
(beat)

I mean, his play is a work in progress.  
You certainly don't think he's hopeless, 
do you?

OPHELIA
On the contrary. I have nothing but the 
strongest feelings for Mr. Shakespeare.

(she turns away shyly; then 
softly)

I dare say that I'm falling in love with 
him.

Wil pauses dead in his tracks.  As...

GERTRUDE - obviously pleased, watches with Polonius from 
across the room.

GERTRUDE
It seems our Mr. Shakespeare has done an 
exemplary job with young Hamlet.

POLONIUS
Indeed.  The man is a miracle worker.

THE ROYAL COURT

notes "Hamlet" and Ophelia's familiarity, as well.

COURT MEMBER #1
The Prince certainly seems to be 
acquitting himself quite regally this 
evening.

COURT MEMBER #2
I do believe he's caught the eye of the 
fair Ophelia.
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COURT MEMBER #3
I agree it looks promising, but I suggest 
we refrain from ordering the wedding 
invitations just yet.

RICHARD AND LADY ANNE

eavesdropping behind the Royal Court, move off into a 
corner.

LADY ANNE
This is a disaster.

RICHARD
Fear not.  I've already dispatched my 
lieutenants to deal with the matter.

LADY ANNE
(after a beat)

Your lieutenants?

CUT TO:

INT. PRINCE'S CHAMBERS - NIGHT

ROSENCRANTZ AND GUILDENSTERN

loom over a soundly-slumbering, thumb-sucking Hamlet.

GUILDENSTERN
Are you sure we're doing the right thing?

ROSENCRANTZ
Do you want to be a lackey for the rest 
of your life?  Richard promised to make 
us noblemen when he becomes king.

Guildenstern thinks for a moment. Then, sharply down at 
Hamlet:

GUILDENSTERN
Get up, Your Highness!

They both try to roust him.  Nothing.

GUILDENSTERN (CONT’D)
Let me hit him.  Just once.

ROSENCRANTZ
What are you talking about?  We can't hit 
him.  He's the Prince.
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GUILDENSTERN
He's the prince of bloody darkness. 
Remember the moat enemas he gave us?

ROSENCRANTZ
Well, maybe one punch...

Guildenstern smiles broadly as he makes a fist and punches 
Hamlet in the stomach.  Hamlet simply giggles in his sleep.

ROSENCRANTZ (CONT’D)
They don't call you gentle Guildenstern 
for nothing. Let a real man have a go at 
him.

Rosencrantz shoves Guildenstern aside and then throws a 
tremendous punch to Hamlet's jaw.

Again, nothing.  A beat.  Then both start pummeling 
Hamlet... until Hamlet's dreamy voice causes them to pause:

HAMLET
Stop it, Father.  I promise I won't kiss 
Mummy again!

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern exchange yet another look -- "I 
don't want to know."  Then turning back to Hamlet:

ROSENCRANTZ
Sire, you must get up.  You're late for 
the ball.

Hamlet starts to sit up.  He is very groggy and still drunk.

GUILDENSTERN
Everyone is waiting for you, Your 
Majesty.

HAMLET
The ball...?  Oh, that's right.  I need a 
costume, don't I?

Rosencrantz reaches out and swings open the doors of a large 
wardrobe, spilling tons of toys onto the floor.  Hanging in 
the wardrobe are a variety of costumes.  Rosencrantz pulls 
out, in quick succession:

BEAR COSTUME

HAMLET (CONT’D)
No.

PIRATE COSTUME
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HAMLET (CONT’D)
No.

ROMAN GUARD COSTUME

HAMLET (CONT’D)
No.

PRINCESS DRESS - Which everyone looks at quizzically for a 
beat --

HAMLET (CONT’D)
Keep that one off to the side.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern exchange a look. Other costumes 
are pulled, but Hamlet doesn’t like any of them.  Seemingly 
exhausted of choices, everyone looks at the Princess dress.  
Hamlet, however, stares into the wardrobe, sees something:

HAMLET (CONT’D)
In the back, what’s that one?

Rosencrantz reaches deep into the wardrobe, and pulls out a 
costume we cannot see.  Hamlet’s eyes light up.

HAMLET (CONT’D)
That’s the one...

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern both look at the off screen 
costume.

GUILDENSTERN
Are you sure, sire?  It’s a bit bold, 
don’t you think?

HAMLET
There’s no question!  That’s the one!

INT. GRAND HALL BALLROOM - NIGHT

Wil and Ophelia are still dancing and talking.

WIL
You’re really in love with Wil 
Shakespeare?

OPHELIA
Is that so strange?

WIL
Well, he certainly is a fine catch, but 
he is a commoner.
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OPHELIA
I don’t know about your family, Hamlet, 
but my side marries for love, not rank.

WIL
Of course.  But surely there’s someone 
else.  Someone more of your ilk.  Someone 
powerful.  Someone rich.  Someone... not 
married?

OPHELIA
I would never come between a man and his 
wife, but...

WIL
Yes?

OPHELIA
... how happy can Mr. Shakespeare and his 
wife be if he can so willingly leave her 
for so many months?

WIL
Uh... well a man must provide for his 
family and if his work takes him far away 
-- besides, perhaps his wife was the one 
to tell him to go.

OPHELIA
If his wife told him to go -- well, what 
does that tell you, cousin?

Wil stops dancing again.

WIL
I think I could use a drink.  Will you 
excuse me?

Wil bows and flops off.  He walks quickly over to a bar, 
grabs an ale and downs it in one chug through his frog mask. 
He glances back at Ophelia, who has immediately been 
surrounded by anxious suitors.  She is a vision.  Wil puts 
the glass back down on the bar.

WIL (CONT’D)
Another please.

A familiar VOICE answers back:

FALSTAFF
Wanna run a tab, mate?

Wil looks up to see Falstaff behind the bar.
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WIL
What are you doing here?  I thought you 
were going to keep an eye on Hamlet?

FALSTAFF
Don't worry.  That boy won't crawl out of 
his crib for another twelve hours. I made 
sure of that.  So, how are things going 
with you and the Princess?

WIL
We have a big problem.  It seems the fair 
Ophelia has fallen in love with me.

FALSTAFF
That's wonderful.  That's what we wanted.  
Now she can marry Hamlet and live 
unhappily ever after.

WIL
No, friend.  You don't understand.  She's 
in love with me, not Hamlet.

FALSTAFF
But she thinks you're Hamlet, right?  I 
thought that was the plan.

WIL
The plan was for me to impersonate the 
Prince, charm Ophelia as the Prince, so 
that she would fall in love with the 
Prince.

FALSTAFF
... But I thought you said she did fall 
in love with the Prince.

WIL
No!  She fell in love with me!

Guests are starting to stare.

FALSTAFF
... The Prince?

WIL
No!  Me.  Wil Shakespeare.  Remember?  
The promising dramatist who sold his soul 
to become Cupid in residence?

FALSTAFF
Who's Cupid again?

Wil cannot believe this conversation.

68



WIL
Just forget it.  Suffice it to say, we 
have a serious problem on our hands.

FALSTAFF
I'll say.

Falstaff nods to the front of the Grand Ballroom, where in 
walks Hamlet, wearing an enormous BUMBLE BEE costume, his 
still-drunken face clearly visible beneath a pair of 
wobbling antennae.  He's flanked by a smirking Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern.

Everyone stares, completely confused. Then they collectively 
turn to Wil.  And finally back to Hamlet.  Huh?

HAMLET
(drunkenly)

To bee or not to bee -- that is the 
question.

SMACK! As Hamlet passes out and hits the floor.

Quick shots:

of Gertrude, Polonius, the Royal Court and assorted guests 
flashing shocked looks.  Only Richard observes with a tight-
lipped grin.

Ophelia glances at Hamlet, and then, with sudden 
recognition, shoots a look at Wil, who gives her a meek, 
little wave with his webbed hand.

INT. THE QUEEN'S CHAMBERS - DAY

Gertrude and Polonius are being regaled by Bernie, a 
travelling valise by his side.  They are all lounging about 
sipping "cocktails".

BERNIE
... So a week before the opening, we're 
in Edinburgh -- this is Marlowe's first 
production by the way -- and he's 
absolutely insisting that his girlfriend 
play the lead.

GERTRUDE
Good lord.

POLONIUS
Whatever did you do?
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BERNIE
I did what any self respecting advocate 
of the theater would do.

(beat)
I signed her!

Gertrude and Polonius erupt in laughter.

BERNIE (CONT’D)
Sweet girl, but nothing there.

GERTRUDE
Not especially talented?

BERNIE
Let's just say that the Spanish Armada 
had a better opening night.

More uproarious laughter.

BERNIE (CONT’D)
Which reminds me, have you heard about 
the one Polish actress who came to 
London?

Gertrude and Polonius, still laughing, shake their heads 
"no".

BERNIE (CONT’D)
She slept with the playwright!

Polonius does a spit take, which plunges he and Gertrude 
into even more hysterical laughter.  After a few beats, Wil 
enters, and the laughter immediately cuts off.

WIL
Your Majesty, please let me explain about 
the unfortunate mix-up last night.

(notices Bernie)
Oh hi, Bernie.

(back to Gertrude)
You see, the plan was --

Wil does a double take.

WIL (CONT’D)
Bernie?  What are you doing here?

BERNIE
I'm here for you, Wil.
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GERTRUDE
(angrily)

Mr. Shakespeare, what could you possibly 
have been thinking?  You embarrassed me, 
the Royal Princess Ophelia, our guests --

WIL
There was a plan, Your Highness. You see -

BERNIE
(stands up)

Wil, let me get into this.
(to Gertrude)

I assure you, Your Highness.  May I call 
you Gertie?  I think what Wil was trying 
to do, and Wil, feel free to correct me 
if I'm wrong here, but it seems the 
general feeling is that perhaps Hamlet, 
good looking boy by the way, was not 
quite up to the task of wooing Ophelia 
just yet.

GERTRUDE
Well, when you put it that way, yes, but 
whose fault is that?

(sighs angrily)
We are running out of time, gentlemen.  
Forces inside and outside of the kingdom 
are conspiring to keep Hamlet from 
assuming his birthright

WIL
I realize that, Your Highness, but, um, 
we have run into another little snag.

POLONIUS
How unexpected.

WIL
It seems the fair Ophelia has taken a 
certain affection... what I mean to say 
is... that Ophelia has fallen in love... 
with me.

GERTRUDE
What?!

WIL
Ophelia, thinking I was your son, 
confessed to me as Hamlet, that she was 
falling in love with me.
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POLONIUS
Apparently the Princess will do anything 
to avoid marrying the Prince.

Gertrude rises angrily.

GERTRUDE
We are in dangerous waters, Mr. 
Shakespeare.  You must make Ophelia fall 
out of love with you and fall in love 
with my son.  All of Denmark is counting 
on you.

BERNIE
Gertie, Polon', I assure you my client 
will fulfill every obligation set forth 
in the new contract.

(aside to Wil)
I'm assuming the paperwork got lost in 
the mail.

(back to Gertrude and 
Polonius)

Look, we're all friends here.  So we've 
had a little misunderstanding, it's not a 
deal breaker.  It's a problem.  Problems 
get solved.  Let me have a moment alone 
with my client.  Why don't you two get 
some rest, run a bath, whatever, and 
we'll all have dinner later.  I know a 
wonderful little place right by the 
canal.  Out of the way, no peasants.

POLONIUS
Not Ling Chao’s?

BERNIE
You know it? I go there every Christmas.

GERTRUDE
Bernie, you've been a great help. Thank 
you for coming on such short notice.

BERNIE
We all want the same thing.  Now shoo you 
two, and no noshing.  I'm treating you to 
a feast tonight.

Gertrude and Polonius shake hands with Bernie and exit.  As 
they do, Wil fixes Bernie with a dumbfounded look.

WIL
You called the Queen of Denmark, Gertie?
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BERNIE
Break down the walls, Wil. Just because 
they're royalty doesn't mean they're not 
people.

WIL
What are you doing here?!

BERNIE
What am I doing here?  I'm trying to keep 
you here, my friend.  Believe me, I don't 
vacation in Denmark.  Anne messenger’d me 
that there was a problem --

WIL
You spoke to Anne?

BERNIE
Yes, and may I give you a bit of advice 
that might help your marriage and your 
career: lose the Princess.

WIL
But she's been the one pursuing me --

BERNIE
Wil, nobody's judging anybody here.  All 
I'm saying is, just do whatever you have 
to do to get the Prince and Princess on 
the same page.  Now if you'll excuse me, 
I have to freshen up for dinner.

Bernie starts off.  Wil calls after him.

WIL
Should I meet you at the restaurant?

BERNIE
It's just a business thing.  You'll be 
bored.  Trust me.

A mortified WIL just stands there.  

INT. FALSTAFF'S PUB - DAY

Falstaff straightens up behind the bar as a groggy Hamlet 
enters, crosses to the bar and sits down.

HAMLET
My head feels as if someone was playing 
drums on it with the Golden Horns of 
Gallehus. Fetch me an ale to cure my 
ails.
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FALSTAFF
No.

HAMLET
I’m sorry, my ears are still ringing. It 
sounded like you just said no.

FALSTAFF
They’ll be no more ales or any fetching 
for you, your Miserableness.  This bar is 
closed to all sons of Kings.

Hamlet has to let this register for a beat.

HAMLET
Wait!  I’m the son of a king!

FALSTAFF
Which means no more ale for you.

HAMLET
That seems like quite a discriminatory 
policy, don’t you think?  In fact --

FALSTAFF
(sternly)

What’s the matter with you?

Hamlet is taken aback slightly by Falstaff’s tone.

HAMLET
I’m... drunk.  You know, for a bartender, 
I’m surprised you can’t see that.

FALSTAFF
Hamlet, your father - the King - is dead.  
The kingdom is in dire jeopardy.  Your 
subjects are waiting for you to take the 
reins and become king. But instead, you’d 
rather keep acting like a 10-year-old 
boy.

HAMLET
Better than acting like a tree.

FALSTAFF
We made a bargain remember?  You follow 
Wil’s instruction and start acting like a 
gentleman, and I’d forgive your tab.

HAMLET
Do you have any idea what it’s like to be 
me?  How hard it is?
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FALSTAFF
Do I know what it’s like to have 
everything I’ve ever wanted, my every 
need catered to by a castle full of 
servants, with more money than a hundred 
thousand men will ever have in their 
lifetimes?  It must be hell.

HAMLET
Well, sure, when you put it that way, it 
doesn’t sound so bad.

FALSTAFF
Face it, Prince, you’re spoiled. But like 
it or not, it’s time to grow up. And you 
won’t be served here again until you do.

Hamlet looks truly dejected, Falstaff’s words seemingly 
sinking in.  Finally -- 

HAMLET
Does that go for mixed drinks as well, or 
just ale?

Falstaff stares back at Hamlet, not responding.

HAMLET (CONT’D)
Alright, then.

Hamlet sheepishly gets up and wobbles out.

INT. HALLWAY OUTSIDE OPHELIA’S CHAMBERS - NIGHT

Wil paces nervously outside the door, practicing a speech 
for Ophelia under his breath:

WIL
I'm a scoundrel... I'm unfit for you... 
I’m married?

Wil pauses.  Takes a deep breath and finally steps forward 
to knock, when the door swings open and Ophelia appears.

OPHELIA
Mr. Shakespeare, this is indeed a 
surprise.  I was just coming to see you.

WIL
I, um... need to speak to you, Princess.  
It's of utmost importance.
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OPHELIA
And I you.

(stepping aside)
Please, won't you come into my chambers.

WIL
I don't know if that's such a good idea, 
actually...

OPHELIA
(smiles)

What are you afraid of, Mr. Shakespeare?  
I don't bite.

WIL
Of course not, it's just that --

OPHELIA
Just what?

Wil gives up.

WIL
... Nothing.

Wil steps into -

INT. OPHELIA’S CHAMBERS - NIGHT - CONTINUOUS

as Ophelia closes the door behind him.  As he enters, Wil 
stops short and places himself right up against the door.

WIL
I wanted to speak with you about the ball 
last night.

OPHELIA
That's what I wanted to talk to you 
about.

WIL
Please, let me explain.  I was just --

OPHELIA
There's no need to explain, Wil.

Ophelia strolls over to him and slowly takes his hand.

OPHELIA (CONT’D)
You Englishmen are so charming.  You 
think you have to be a member of the 
royal family just to talk to me.  This is 
Denmark.  We don't stand on ceremony 
here.
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WIL
I don't think you understand, Princess.

OPHELIA
Oh yes, I understand completely.  Silly 
Willy, thinks he has to disguise himself 
as a frog prince to get a kiss from the 
princess.

Ophelia then grabs Wil by the shoulders and kisses him long 
and passionately.  Then she takes a step back as a 
breathless Wil grabs onto the doorknob to brace himself.

WIL
Your Highness... I'm, uh -- I'm a married 
man.

Ophelia lowers her head.

OPHELIA
Forgive me, Mr. Shakespeare.  Sometimes I 
can be impulsive.  I shan't do it again.

WIL
Don't get me wrong.  I'm not saying 
impulsiveness is a bad quality.  It's 
just that perhaps I'm not the man you 
think I am.

Ophelia gives him a playful grin.

OPHELIA
Really?  You mean you're not handsome?

WIL
Well, I wasn't talking about appearances.

Ophelia once again starts advancing on Wil slowly.

OPHELIA
You're not charming?

WIL
Well, I certainly do have a way --

OPHELIA
-- You're not a man of culture?

WIL
Well, I am versed in the classics --

Ophelia starts running her finger up and down Wil's sleeve.
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OPHELIA
Are you not the finest dramatist in the 
English-speaking world?

She leans in to kiss him but Wil holds her back.  Gives her 
a curious look.

WIL
You don't think my work translates well?

She puts a finger up to his lips.

OPHELIA
Why don't we speak a silent language...

Ophelia removes her finger and goes in for the kill.  Wil 
immediately jumps back and knocks his head against the door.

OPHELIA (CONT’D)
Are you alright?

WIL
(rubbing his head)

Yes.  No.  I mean, look, Ophelia, there 
are larger matters at stake here, matters 
of state that you can't possibly compre --

Ophelia takes a step back.

OPHELIA
Matters of state?  What are you talking 
about?

WIL
(backpedaling)

Did I say matters of state?  You must of 
misheard me.  I meant... fate.   Matters 
of fate.  You see, I was fated to marry 
my beloved...

Wil draws a blank.

OPHELIA
... Anne?

WIL
Yes!  Anne, of course.  And you are fated 
to --

OPHELIA
Marry whom?

Ophelia folds her arms across her chest, awaits Wil's 
response.
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WIL
(cautiously)

Oh, I don't know... I mean, you are a 
princess. It's safe to say that you're 
probably fated to marry some sort of... 
prince?

Ophelia shoots Wil a shocked, suspicious look.

OPHELIA
(coldly)

Women are sometimes masters of their own 
fates.

She opens the door and ushers Wil out.

OPHELIA (CONT’D)
Good evening, Mr. Shakespeare.

She slams the door.

WIL
What did I say?

Just then, a pigeon lands on Wil’s shoulder.

EXT. DANISH COUNTRYSIDE - NIGHT

CLOSE on HORSE HOOFS stampeding through the grass.  PULL OUT 
to reveal a hooded rider on his steed, charging through the 
night as clouds scudder across a storm-tossed sky.

Suddenly a dark, foreboding CASTLE looms into view.  
MARKSMEN, stationed on its turrets, immediately level their 
crossbows towards the approaching rider.

The rider pulls up in front of a drawbridge.  A MARKSMAN 
calls out:

MARKSMAN #1
Who goes there?

The rider whips off his hood -- it's Richard.

INT. BLACK CASTLE - A FEW MOMENTS LATER

A bare, stone bunker of a room.  Wind whistles through its 
cold walls.  We can hear a WOLF baying in the b.g.

Richard enters and is greeted by the dashingly handsome, yet 
clearly evil PRINCE FORTINBRAS.  The Prince, wearing all 
black, sits on a large throne, drinking from a goblet.
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FORTINBRAS
My good Richard, how was your journey?

RICHARD
Dark and stormy.  Just the way I like it.

FORTINBRAS
What news do you bring me from Elsinore?

RICHARD
Things are going better that we could 
have hoped.

FORTINBRAS
Really?

RICHARD
Queen Gertrude is failing miserably. 
She’s even hired an amateur dramatist to 
help school Hamlet in the ways of love.

FORTINBRAS
I assume this dramatist is having no 
luck.

RICHARD
Of course not.  Although...

(chuckles)
... He seems to have caught Ophelia's 
fancy.

Fortinbras tosses the goblet aside and bolts up angrily. 
Richard takes a spooked step back.

FORTINBRAS
What?!  Someone else dare win the hand of 
my betrothed?!  She is for no other man!  
She's been promised to me!

RICHARD
Nothing to worry about, my lord.  He's 
just a writer.

FORTINBRAS
Are you sure he doesn't direct?

RICHARD
(puzzled)

I'm not sure, my lord.  I'll look into it 
immediately.

Fortinbras sits back down.
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FORTINBRAS
I won't have anything or anyone come 
between our little arrangement.

RICHARD
Rest assured, dear Fortinbras, in a short 
time, the kingdom of Denmark shall be 
mine, and it's fairest maiden, yours.

Richard lets out his evil laugh, but after a beat, it's 
drowned out by the even more evil laugh of Fortinbras, whose 
demonic cackle evens sends chills down Richard’s spine.

INT. BERNIE'S SUITE - NIGHT

The lush "actor's" quarters we glimpsed briefly earlier. 
Bernie is lying face down on a royal massage table as a 
beautiful masseuse girl is working on his back.  Wil enters.

BERNIE
Wil, have a seat.  I assume you've met 
Lydia?

Wil takes a seat next to the massage table.

WIL
No.

BERNIE
Really.  That's strange.  She's part of 
the Castle staff.  Anyway, let's --

WIL
(gesturing at the room)

Is this all yours?

BERNIE
Embarrassing, isn't it?  Gertie assured 
me that they'd have a suite for me by the 
weekend.

WIL
(with a sigh)

You needed to talk?

Bernie sits up on the table.  He hands a bill to the girl.

BERNIE
Thank you, sweetheart.

The masseuse exits.
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BERNIE (CONT’D)
No big deal.  Just wanted an update on 
the princess situation.

WIL
I'm working on it.  But you know what, 
Bernie?  I've been thinking.  I've been 
approaching this whole thing all wrong.  
The best thing for me to do is to finish 
this charade as quickly as possible with 
the least amount of effort and get back 
to Stratford where my serious work awaits 
me.  It's just a job, after all.  It's 
not life or death.

A beat as Bernie just looks at him.

BERNIE
Apparently you didn't look over paragraph 
nine, item "B".

WIL
What are you talking about?

Bernie reaches into his valise, pulls out a contract scroll.  
He unfurls the scroll, finds the paragraph in question.

BERNIE
Paragraph nine, item "B":  'If the 
dramatist in residence' -- that's you -- 
'fails to fulfill the aforementioned 
obligations incurred during his service 
to the crown, he will be terminated by 
the employer' -- that would be Denmark.

WIL
Great.  So I have an out clause.

BERNIE
Not exactly.  In your standard theatrical 
contract, termination means that the 
dramatist is released from his duties.  
Now in Denmark, however, and believe me, 
this was just explained to me tonight, 
termination is taken a little more 
literally.

WIL
Meaning?
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BERNIE
Well... it means a lot of things.  You're 
no longer under their employ, you no 
longer receive benefits, you lose your 
room and board, they reserve the right to 
execute you by beheading.  You know, your 
basic --

WIL
Execution by beheading?

BERNIE
Actually, they reserve the right to 
execute you any number of ways, but don't 
get caught up on all this contract mumbo 
jumbo.  That's my job.  You need to 
concentrate on the task at hand.

WIL
You mean like settling my affairs?

BERNIE
Look Wil, I know this whole thing with 
having to set Hamlet up on the throne to 
save Denmark from anarchy, possible 
adultery with a royal princess, getting 
beheaded, it all can be overwhelming.

WIL
Just a bit.

BERNIE
But you have to realize none of that is 
important.  It's all just distracting you 
from your objective here.

WIL
Did I have an objective when I came here?

BERNIE
Yes.  To write.  For God sake, Wil, 
you're a playwright.  That's why you're 
here.  That's what you do best.  You need 
to focus, Wil.  Focus.

WIL
(beat)

Bernie.

BERNIE
Yes, Wil?

WIL
You're fired.
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INT. CASTLE HALLWAY - NIGHT

Wil trudges toward his dungeon room where he finds Hamlet 
waiting for him.

HAMLET
(nervously)

Mr. Shakespeare...

WIL
What do you want? 

HAMLET
(stammering)

Uh--Umm- I--

WIL
Out with it, your Travesty.

HAMLET
...I want to apologize.

WIL
Oh, really?  For which of your many 
offensives? 

HAMLET
Well, I’m not sure what you mean --

WIL
Shall I list them for you?  Actually, I’m 
not sure I have that kind of time left on 
earth, thanks to you.

HAMLET
Maybe I can help --

WIL
You?  Help someone besides yourself?

HAMLET
Such insolence.  I’m still your King.

WIL
Not mine.  I’m British.  Plus you’re not 
a king.  You’ll never be a king. 

HAMLET
Do you really think that?

WIL
Look at you.  Fat, hairy, drunk, and 
illiterate.  
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How could any woman of royal blood, or 
just breathing for that matter, ever want 
to marry you?  How could you ever be 
King?

Hamlet is hurt by this.  Wil doesn’t care.

WIL (CONT’D)
You should be proud of yourself, Prince. 
Not only have you brought an end to the 
Royal House of Hamlet, but you also ended 
my career before it could ever begin. 

Hamlet thinks hard about this.

WIL (CONT’D)
Did you ever wonder why I cast you as the 
tree? 

(Off his look)
Because I wasn’t sure you could handle 
the challenge of playing a rock.  Now, If 
you don’t mind, I’m going up to the 
castle ramparts to throw myself off.  At 
least that way, I’ll keep my head.

And with that, Wil heads up the stairway.

HAMLET
(sotto)

I’m sorry.

EXT. TOP OF ELSINORE CASTLE - NIGHT

A thick mist oozes over the castle.  A woeful Wil stands on 
top of the ramparts, gazing down at the moat far below.

WIL
Now I am alone. O, what a rogue and 
peasant slave am I!  Is it not monstrous 
this player here, but in a fiction, in a 
dream, could conjure young Hamlet as a 
king in a thousand myriad ways.  But 
here, alas, among the living, the flesh 
and bone... can I not find the proper 
course, By which Hamlet and Ophelia may 
marry and not... divorce?

(thinks about the rhyme, 
then:)

Oh, what an ass am I!

Wil takes a small step toward the edge -
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WIL (CONT’D)
To be or not.  That is the question.

Wil stands motionless, contemplating... and then slowly 
takes one step off the edge--

A SPECTRAL VOICE from within the mist stops him.

GHOST
Oh, don't be such a coward!

WIL
(turns around quickly)

Hark!  Who goes there?

Wil peers into the mist, so thick that he barely can see a 
few feet in front of him.  Suddenly, he hears a loud hacking 
COUGH.  Then, to his horror, a shrouded apparition of an old 
man appears out of the mist and starts moving towards him.

GHOST
A person could catch a death of a cold 
out here.

Wil leans forward, squints with disbelief at the ghostly 
figure.

WIL
Angels and ministers of grace, defend me!  
Be thou a spirit of health or goblin 
damned, Bring with thee airs from heaven 
or blasts from hell, Be thy intents 
wicked or charitable --

The ghost interrupts Wil with a dismissive wave of his hand. 
Then takes a step forward.  It is the ghost of King Hamlet.

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
Will you please save that kind of 
pretentious blather for the stage.

WIL
... King Hamlet?

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
What's the matter, I look so bad you 
don't recognize me?

Wil peers in closer.

WIL
Actually, you look much healthier.
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KING HAMLET'S GHOST
Well, I don't have all the stress of 
running the kingdom.  I'm eating better, 
getting more rest, I'm seeing this young 
ghost -- don't tell the Queen.

WIL
Of course, Your... Ghostliness.  What 
message do you bring me from the other 
world?

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
What?  I have to have a message?  A ghost 
can't take an evening stroll without 
having an agenda?

WIL
I beg your pardon, my liege.  I just 
thought --

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
Mind if I sit down?

Wil motions for the ghost to sit on the steps and then joins 
him gingerly.

KING HAMLET'S GHOST 
(CONT’D)

(with a groan)
Ughhh... That feels good.  If I could 
live again, you know the one thing I 
would change?  Better shoes.

WIL
I'll try and remember that, Your... 
Spiritness.

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
Look, I'm not one to meddle in people's 
personal affairs, but it's difficult not 
to notice these things when you're 
omniscient.  This matter with Hamlet and 
the throne... you’ve been going about it 
all wrong.

WIL
Well I'm sure when you're dead, these 
things seem a little more cut and dry.

KING HAMLET’S GHOST
Dear boy, I’m just trying to help.  If I 
really wanted to get your goat, I’d sit 
here and discuss your plays.
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WIL
Look, I get enough criticism from the 
living, I don’t have to put up with --

KING HAMLET’S GHOST
-- Sorry, sorry.  I obviously have some 
interest in what’s going on in my former 
kingdom.

WIL
Well, I’d be happy to hear some 
constructive advice.

KING HAMLET’S GHOST
It does seem to me that you’re trying to 
force things.

WIL
There is a ticking clock, your... Holy 
Ghostness.

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
I’m not talking about time, Wil.  I’m 
talking about method.  These little 
exercises in etiquette are going to get 
you nowhere.  Correct me if I'm wrong, 
but the goal of your misguided plan is to 
turn my son into a dashing, romantic, 
heroic, sword-wielding young gentleman, 
is it not?

WIL
It's ambitious, I grant you that.

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
Haven't you already created such a 
person?

WIL
What are you talking about?  I've failed 
miserably.

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
Are you sure?

WIL
Someone dashing, heroic, romantic, has 
skill with a blade...? You mean, Romeo?  
You're suggesting the Prince play Romeo?

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
If the man can play the part, perhaps the 
part can become the man.
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WIL
With all due respect, if this coming- 
back-from-the-dead business is about 
getting your son the lead role, then I --

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
Can you please look at the big picture 
for once.  As Juliet falls in love with 
Romeo, perhaps Ophelia shall fall in love 
with Hamlet.

Wil thinks about this for a moment.

WIL
I guess Hamlet does have a boyish charm 
about him, and that voice of his 
certainly can carry.  Besides, I never 
really imagined Romeo with an eye patch.

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
With Hamlet speaking your words, Ophelia 
would have to be deaf not to fall in love 
with him.

(rising)
Now, I must be off.

WIL
(suddenly histrionic)

O poor, lifeless form doomed to walk the 
night, are you now beckoned back by the 
netherworld?

KING HAMLET'S GHOST
No, I have to take a piss.

(starts off, shakes his head)
You writers are so dramatic.

King Hamlet's Ghost recedes into the mist.  Wil paces 
excitedly as the mist starts to break.

WIL
The play's the thing, wherein I'll turn a 
boy into a king.

Wil smiles.  Off his excited gleam we --

CUT TO:

INT. GRAND HALL THEATER - DAY

The various Players await Wil’s arrival.  Eye Patch attempts 
to chat up a disinterested Mistress Quigley.  Ophelia pores 
over her quarto, memorizing her lines.  
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In the center of the stage, Hamlet sits with Caliban.  They 
both have their quartos out, reading. Caliban screeches 
something at Hamlet.

HAMLET
No, I think a pause would be better 
there.  Makes it feel more important.  Do 
you know what I mean?

Caliban thinks about this for a beat.  An excited Wil enters 
as Caliban reaches over and gives Hamlet a hug.

WIL
(suspicious)

What’s going on?

HAMLET
Nothing.  Just two actors talking.

(looks at Caliban)
Right?

Caliban screeches his agreement.

WIL
Well, it’s good that you’re here.  I have 
an announcement to make.

(addresses the Players)
Everyone, please listen up!

Everyone moves toward center stage.

WIL (CONT’D)
I’ve decided to make a change, one that I 
believe will greatly enhance the play.  
But it does come with some measure of 
sacrifice.  Eye Patch, unfortunately, I 
need to ask you to step down.

EYE PATCH
What have I done?

WIL
Nothing.  You’ve been a fine Romeo.  But 
I believe the part of the romantic, 
tragic hero needs to be a little more 
romantic and a little less tragic.  And I 
can think of no better player to assume 
that role than our own... Prince Hamlet!

Caliban SCREECHES.  The sword swallower chokes on his sword. 
Mistress Quigley makes the sign of the cross. Ophelia looks 
shocked as Wil CLAPS his hands.
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WIL (CONT’D)
So let’s make haste and get right to 
work!  We’ll start at the top of Act 
three, scene one.  My new Romeo, please!

Ophelia signals quickly to Wil.

OPHELIA
Mr. Shakespeare, may I have a word with 
you, please?

Wil steps forward as Ophelia leans down from the stage to 
address him in a hushed voice:

OPHELIA (CONT’D)
I hope you're not trying to get back at 
me for the other night?

WIL
I assure you, this has nothing to do with 
that.  Just an inspired piece of casting.  
Trust me.

Ophelia returns to the other players in a huff as Wil climbs 
onto the stage and walks over to Hamlet.

WIL (CONT’D)
I know you can do this, Hamlet.

HAMLET
You said I couldn’t even play a rock.

WIL
Oh, I think you misunderstood.

Hamlet pulls out a piece of paper. He looks it over.

HAMLET
No, I wrote it all down.  You also said I 
was fat, hairy, drunk, and illiterate.

WIL
Clearly, I was wrong.  You couldn’t very 
well be illiterate if you wrote that all 
down, now could you?

HAMLET
I hadn’t thought of that.

WIL
Then doesn’t it stand to reason that if I 
was wrong about that, maybe I was wrong 
about the other things too?
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HAMLET
You mean I could be King and a woman of 
royal blood would want to marry me?

WIL
Baby steps, Hamlet.  Let’s get through 
this scene before we start planning your 
coronation, shall we?  Do you know the 
scene we’re starting with?

HAMLET
Yes.

WIL
Then let’s get started.

Wil turns to the other Players.  As he does -

HAMLET
Thank you, Mr. Shakespeare.

Wil turns back to Hamlet, looks him square in the eye.

WIL
Remembering my lines as I wrote them is 
all the thanks I need.

Wil smiles and turns to the other Players, proceeds with 
confidence.

WIL (CONT’D)
Everybody take their places.  We'll take 
it from Mercutio's death.

Wil signals to Caliban, who collapses by the tree stump.  
Then, to Hamlet:

WIL (CONT’D)
Alright, Romeo, here's the scene: your 
best friend lies dead at your feet, 
killed by Tybalt, your lover's cousin.  
You are torn between the love of your 
departed best friend, your love for 
Juliet, and your desire to avenge your 
friend's death.  Your soul is in torment.  
Do you have it?

CLOSE on a dazed Hamlet as he nods slowly, "... yes."

WIL (CONT’D)
And...

MISTRESS QUIGLEY turns to Eye Patch and Ophelia, who watch 
warily from the wings:
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MISTRESS QUIGLEY
I don't want to hear this.

Mistress Quigley covers her ears. Ophelia covers her mouth 
in horror.  Eye Patch covers his other eye.

WIL
... Enter Tybalt.

Another player as "Benvolio":

"BENVOLIO"
Here comes the furious Tybalt again.

The sword swallower as "Tybalt" enters, drawing a sword out 
of his mouth.

Hamlet hesitates for a moment.  Then he begins haltingly:

HAMLET AS ROMEO
'Alive in triumph... and Mercutio...

Hamlet pauses and turns nervously to Wil.

HAMLET
May I try again?

All the other players just roll their eyes.

WIL
Of course.

In the b.g., Bernie enters. Hamlet tosses the quarto aside. 
In a booming, majestic voice that could be a young John 
Barrymore:

HAMLET AS ROMEO
'Alive in triumph, and Mercutio slain!  
Away to heaven, respective lenity, And 
fire-eyed fury be my conduct now. --  
Now, Tybalt, take the villain back again, 
That late thou gavest me, for Mercutio's 
soul, Is but a little way above our 
heads, Staying for thine to keep him 
company.  Either thou or I, or both, must 
go with him.'

A shocked silence.  Mistress Quigley wipes a tear from her 
cheek.  Eye Patch wipes a tear from his good eye. Ophelia is 
in shock, but also impressed. A beat as Hamlet glances 
around at the stunned players.  Then at Wil:

HAMLET
... Was that alright?
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WIL
(beaming)

That was... perfect.

Bernie walks over to Hamlet and hands him a card.

BERNIE
Big fan.  Love your work.

Up in the balcony, a STAGE HAND crumbles to the floor, a 
knife in his back.  Richard emerges from behind a pillar.

INT. FALSTAFF'S PUB - DAY

A triumphant-looking Wil enters, slapping patrons on the 
back.

WIL
Ales on the house!  Mutton for the lot of 
you!

Falstaff emerges from behind the bar.

FALSTAFF
Wil?  What's gotten into you?

Wil gives Falstaff a big kiss. Falstaff is taken aback.

WIL
I feel nothing less than reborn, 
Falstaff.  A new man.

(grabs Falstaff)
Romeo!  I've finally found my Romeo!

Falstaff tries to gently push Wil away.

FALSTAFF
Look, Wil, it's not that I don't have 
strong feelings for you, it's just that 
I'm not like those other theater types...

WIL
Oh, for God sakes, Falstaff, I'm not 
talking about us.  I'm talking about 
Hamlet.

FALSTAFF
You and the Prince?  I don't think that's 
exactly what the Queen had in mind.

WIL
Can we please get on the same parchment 
here.  I'm talking about Hamlet playing 
Romeo.
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FALSTAFF
I thought he was playing a tree stump.

WIL
He was until... you should have seen it.  
Hamlet as Romeo was dashing, romantic, 
thrilling... I dare say regal.  Do you 
realize what this means?

FALSTAFF
Sounds to me like you'll be casting about 
for a new tree stump.

WIL
Try and take in the big picture, will 
you?  Hamlet will now win Ophelia's hand 
and become king of all the land.

FALSTAFF
Hey, that rhymes.

WIL
(playfully)

And as Hamlet and Ophelia take their 
rightful throne, I, the humble 
playwright, shall take my bounty home.

FALSTAFF
That's a good one too. Go ahead, try 
another.

WIL
The playwright acting on the Queen's 
behest--

RICHARD
... crept closer and closer to his 
unknowing death.

WIL spins around to see the leering RICHARD.

FALSTAFF
That's not bad either.

RICHARD
Thank you.  But I fear it's less poetry 
than prophecy, Mr. Shakespeare.  May I 
trouble you for a moment alone?

Wil nods to Falstaff who heads back to the kitchen.  Richard 
takes a seat next to Wil.
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RICHARD (CONT’D)
I hope you don't mind, but I happened to 
catch your last rehearsal.  I must tell 
you, casting Hamlet as Romeo was a stroke 
of brilliance.

WIL
He's a born actor.

RICHARD
Perhaps. But is he a born king?

WIL
Hamlet is the rightful heir.

RICHARD
No!  A throne is not to be given away! 
It's to be taken by force!

WIL
(rises)

I think it best that we end our little 
discussion.

RICHARD
Very well.  But then let me end it with a 
warning.  Cry woe, destruction, ruin and 
decay; The worst is death, and death will 
have his day.

WIL
I'm afraid any serious threats must go 
through my agent first.

Wil exits.

RICHARD
(to himself)

Take heed my young playwright.  After I'm 
king, the hangman will be your only 
audience.

Just then a WAITER walks by bearing a mug of ale.

WAITER
Who ordered the ale?

Richard calmly plunges a dagger into the waiter's back.

RICHARD
I did.

And then plucks the ale from the dying waiter's tray.
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MONTAGE

Wil and Hamlet practicing a sword fight.

Falstaff supervising a crew of workers as they construct 
stage sets...

Wil directing, very much in charge...

Hamlet getting a make-over from a makeup artist:  quick 
shots as we see a bunch of different Romeo looks...

Hamlet quickly dispatches "Tybalt" and Caliban in sword 
play.  Ophelia watches from the wings, impressed...

As busy palace workers spruce up the Grand Hall, putting in 
seats, snatching up cobwebs, etc.

Hamlet and Ophelia rehearse on stage - Ophelia is clearly 
affected by Hamlet and his Romeo transformation - she’s 
becoming a little smitten.

DISSOLVE TO:

INT. ELSINORE CASTLE - NIGHT

CLOSE on a POSTER which reads: "Elsinore Repertory Company 
in Association with Globe Theater Productions Presents a Wil 
Shakespeare play -- 'Romeo and Juliet' starring (Hamlet and 
Ophelia's portraits) and featuring Eye Patch, Mistress 
Quigley and Caliban the Wonder Chimp."

PULL BACK to reveal the pomp and lights of Opening Night.  A 
red carpet leads into the castle as assorted royals stroll 
in for the premiere. Falstaff sells wine and foodstuffs.

A BLARE of TRUMPETS greets Gertrude, accompanied by 
Polonius.

GERTRUDE
Hamlet's father would have been proud...

POLONIUS
Yes, of course.

(aside)
If he could have stayed awake, of course.

Gertrude and Polonius enter the Grand Hall Theater.  A few 
members of the Royal Court stroll over, read the poster and 
then just look at each other skeptically.
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INT. GRAND HALL THEATER/BACKSTAGE - NIGHT

Backstage chaos.  Wil gathers all the players together: 
Hamlet, Ophelia, Caliban, dressed as Mercutio, etc.  Wil is 
very serious, almost solemn as he addresses them:

WIL
There's a little talk I like to give 
before every performance.

(beat)
Speak the speech, I pray you, as I 
pronounced it to you, trippingly on the 
tongue...

The players are already getting bored, stifling yawns, etc.

WIL (CONT’D)
... Suit the action to the word, and the 
word to the action,  O’ there be players 
that I have seen play --

Eye Patch raises his hand.

WIL (CONT’D)
Yes, Eye Patch?

EYE PATCH
Excuse me, Wil.  Before I forget, I've 
got a little announcement to make myself.
The opening night party has been moved 
from Sully's house to mine and Mistress 
Quigley's.  Now, we're going to have 
plenty of food and set-ups and remember 
it's BYOA -- bring your own ale.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
And bring some extra silver if you'd like 
to dance with my girls.

The players cheer.  Caliban jumps up and down, slapping his 
hands together excitedly.

WIL
Well, it's good to see that everyone is 
focused.

(beat)
Okay, five minutes to curtain.  Remember 
who you are -- the Elsinore Repertory 
Company.  Go out there and make all of 
Elsinore proud.  I know you can do it.

The Players Cheer again, disperse.  Hamlet lingers backstage 
for a moment, reading from his quarto.
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HAMLET
"If thou think'st I am too quickly won, 
I'll frown and be perverse and say thee 
nay, So thou wilt woo."

(beat)
Thou wilt woo?

(playfully)
Woo wilt thou?  What thou woo?  Woo!  
Woo!  Woo!

RICHARD
(enters, clapping)

I heard you were good.  But not this 
good.

HAMLET
... Oh, Cousin Richard.  I was --

RICHARD
I know you're terribly busy, but I 
thought if you had a moment you could 
take a look at a little scenario I've 
been working on.

RICHARD hands HAMLET what looks like an official parchment.  
HAMLET starts reading it to himself.

RICHARD (CONT’D)
Oh please, my lord.  Give me the pleasure 
of hearing you recite my words.

HAMLET
Alright... "I Hamlet, prince of Denmark-”

RICHARD
I hope you don't mind.  I based the main 
character on you.

HAMLET
"- being of sound mind and body and in 
the presence of a royal witness --"

RICHARD
I'll play that part.

HAMLET
"- have decided, that for the good of my 
country, and all those who call Denmark 
their sacred home --"

RICHARD
Stirring, my lord.  Absolutely stirring.

99



HAMLET
"I shall officially abdicate any and all 
claims to the throne, ceding the rule of 
Denmark to Prince Richard to be known 
hereafter as King Richard the I.I.I.

RICHARD
(rolling his eyes)

That would be the third, my lord.

HAMLET
Sorry.  "From now on as King Richard the 
third, ruler of all Danes and Denmark."

RICHARD
It sounds so much better when you say it.

HAMLET
Thank you, Uncle.

HAMLET then realizes that there's nothing else written on 
the parchment.

HAMLET (CONT’D)
I don't mean to be overly critical, but I 
think it's lacking something.

RICHARD grabs the parchment back.

RICHARD
Yes, my lord, your signature and royal 
seal.

RICHARD then produces a quill and offers it to HAMLET.

HAMLET
Oh, no.  I couldn't take credit for your 
work.

RICHARD
I'm not sure you’re grasping the 
situation, my lord.  You must sign this 
document so you can be relieved of all 
your royal duties.

HAMLET
But I must be King.  Mummy said so.

RICHARD starts to lose it.  He puts on a good face and then 
sits Hamlet down, draping his arm around Hamlet's shoulder. 
OPHELIA, behind a curtain, overhears the conversation.
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RICHARD
My lord, do you have any idea how much 
work it is to be king?  Kings must deal 
with taxes, negotiate treaties, crush 
rebellions -- it's a never ending 
nightmare of paperwork.

HAMLET
But I thought being king would be fun.

RICHARD
No.  Being prince is fun.  Being king is 
a job.

HAMLET considers this for a moment.

HAMLET
Will I still be able to dine at the big 
table?

RICHARD
You'll have your own table if you'd like.

HAMLET
Do I get to keep all my horses?

RICHARD
(getting more impatient)

You'll have your own stable.  All you 
need to do is sign.

RICHARD hands HAMLET the parchment and quill.  HAMLET holds 
the quill over the parchment, about to sign when Ophelia 
interrupts.

OPHELIA
Cousin, wait!

Hamlet swings around to see Ophelia. She's dressed in her 
Juliet costume, looking almost preternaturally beautiful.  
Hamlet stares at her, entranced -- he's never seen her quite 
this way before. Ophelia grabs the parchment out of his 
hands and hands it back to Richard.

OPHELIA (CONT’D)
No one here is interested in your little 
play, dear Richard.

RICHARD rises slowly, gives Ophelia one of his evil looks.

RICHARD
Too bad.  You would have loved the second 
act.  
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Full of action, sword play, betrayals, 
damsels in distress, palace coups - awful 
lot of fun.  Well, break a leg.

RICHARD exits. Hamlet looks to Ophelia.

OPHELIA
Come Hamlet.  We have to take our places.

Ophelia takes Hamlet's hand.  A moment between them.

HAMLET
Thank you... Princess.

INT. GRAND HALL THEATRE - NIGHT

Servants scurry about, cupping the large candelabras with 
their hands and blowing them out, as the packed crowd 
settles in.  A small QUARTET plays just off to the stage.

ONSTAGE

A pair of SENTRIES appear and blow their TRUMPETS.  Then, a 
ROYAL STAGEHAND enters and stands at center stage.

ROYAL STAGEHAND
My lords and ladies, Her Majesty welcomes 
you to the maiden performance of the 
Elsinore Repertory Company.  It is my 
great pleasure to present to you, an 
Elsinore Castle production of "Romeo and 
Juliet", a romantic tragedy starring 
Hamlet and Princess Ophelia.

The Stagehand bows and begins to exit stage left. He hears 
the sound of someone whispering a loud “Pssst!” He turns, 
and heads back off-stage stage right.

A beat.  The Stagehand is pushed back to the center of the 
stage.

ROYAL STAGEHAND (CONT’D)
"Romeo and Juliet" was written by 
Elsinore's Artistic Director and 
playwright in residence, Mr. Wil 
Shaxpeare.

STAGE RIGHT - Wil just rolls his eyes.

DISSOLVE TO:

INT. GRAND HALL THEATRE - NIGHT

HAMLET AND OPHELIA
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play their first scene together, not missing a beat or a 
word, clearly enjoying themselves and each other.

HAMLET AS ROMEO
(taking Ophelia's hand)

'O then, dear saint, let lips do what 
hands do. They pray:  grant thou, lest 
faith turn to despair.'

OPHELIA AS JULIET
'Saints do not move, though grant for 
prayers' sake.'

HAMLET AS ROMEO
'Then move not while my prayer's effect I 
take.'

Hamlet moves very slowly towards Ophelia.  They are about to 
hug, but Hamlet stops and gives Ophelia a tender kiss.

IN THE WINGS - Wil furiously pages through his quarto, 
trying to figure out where that direction came from.

GERTRUDE, POLONIUS AND BERNIE

Gertrude is very pleased.

GERTRUDE
(whispering)

I think she might actually be falling in 
love with him.

POLONIUS
(under his breath)

She's a wonderful actress.

BERNIE
She's a client.

BACK TO THE STAGE

where Ophelia and Hamlet are finishing up their scene. 
Ophelia lovingly pushes Hamlet away.

OPHELIA AS JULIET
'You kiss by th' book.'

Mistress Quigley as the Nurse steps in.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY AS NURSE
'Madam, your Mother craves a word with 
you.'

Mistress Quigley and Ophelia exit.
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ANGLE ON FALSTAFF

Seated in the rear of the theater, calmly downs a huge ale.

ANGLE ON RICHARD AND LADY ANNE

LADY ANNE
Good Lord, are we going to have to sit 
through the whole thing?

RICHARD
If you can manage to stay awake, I assure 
you, you shall enjoy the final act.

INT. GRAND HALL THEATRE - NIGHT - LATER

Hamlet, sword drawn, faces off with Tybalt on stage, who has 
just killed Mercutio.

HAMLET AS ROMEO
'Alive in triumph, and Mercutio slain!  
Away to heaven, respective lenity.  And 
fire-eyed fury be my conduct now.'

Wil, an excited Ophelia by his side, watches from the wings, 
mouthing Romeo's lines along with him.

Romeo and Tybalt do battle, Romeo wielding his sword 
spectacularly until he finally stabs Tybalt.

THE AUDIENCE

gasps and then breaks out into spontaneous applause.

An impressed Lady Anne turns to Richard.

LADY ANNE
I must say, he really is quite dashing.

Richard doesn't seem to hear her as he cranes his neck over 
the crowd, glancing expectantly around the theater.

RICHARD
(distracted)

I'm sorry?  Oh yes, he's quite good.

FALSTAFF

slumped in his chair, tries to stay awake as his eyes 
flutter shut.

DISSOLVE TO:
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INT. GRAND HALL THEATRE - LATER

THE AUDIENCE

which is now openly weeping, stopping on Polonius, who 
grudgingly sniffs back a tear as...

ON STAGE

Hamlet addresses Ophelia lying "dead" in her tomb.

HAMLET AS ROMEO
'A dateless bargain to engrossing death.

(kissing Juliet)
Come, bitter conduct, come, unsavory 
guide!  Thou desperate pilot, now at once 
run on, The dashing rocks thy seasick 
weary bark!  Here's to my love.

(drinks the poison)
O true apothecary, Thy drugs are quick.  
Thus with a kiss I die.'

Hamlet collapses and dies.

WIL

stands with Eye Patch in the wings.

WIL
I don't know... I think I still like the 
ending where they kill their parents.

EYE PATCH
I'd leave it alone, governor.

EXT. OUTSIDE THE CASTLE - NIGHT

Two sentries stand guard by the drawbridge.  The next 
moment, two HANDS burst INTO FRAME and knock the sentries 
unconscious.  We hear a loud WHISTLE, then:

Fortinbras and his army emerge from the nearby forest and 
stealthily head for the castle.  Some cross the drawbridge, 
while others toss ropes onto the ramparts and start scaling 
the castle.

INT. GRAND HALL THEATRE - NIGHT

ONSTAGE

Ophelia is delivering her final speech:
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OPHELIA AS JULIET
'I will kiss thy lips.  Happily some 
poison yet doth hang on them, to make me 
die with a restorative. Thy lips are 
warm.'

Ophelia leans over and tenderly kisses the prone Hamlet.  
She then grabs his dagger and holds it high.

OPHELIA AS JULIET (CONT’D)
'O, happy dagger, this is thy sheath. 
There rust, and let me die!'

Ophelia plunges the dagger into her heart, and dies.

WIL

watches, deliriously happy as the curtain falls.

THE AUDIENCE

jumps to their feet, CHEERING and CLAPPING.

FALSTAFF

now sleeps soundly under a row of seats.

HAMLET AND OPHELIA

slowly open their eyes and look at each other.  A passionate 
moment passes between them, broken when the rest of the cast 
rushes over to congratulate them.

The curtain rises and they all clasp hands and take a bow 
as...

The CROWD and PLAYERS cheer "Author! Author!"

Wil marches out to center stage, head held high.  He basks 
in the applause, so preoccupied with his triumph that he 
doesn't notice Prince Fortinbras’ men on stage behind him, 
rounding up the players as prisoners.  The audience goes 
silent as Fortinbras’ troops encircle them.   Fortinbras and 
Richard stand tall at the rear of the theater.

WIL
Thank you!  I just have a few people to 
thank.  Of course, Her Majesty, the 
Queen, for believing in me.  My agent, 
Bernie, who stuck by me through all the 
difficult times.  The Elsinore Repertory 
Company.  My wife, Anne...
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Wil pauses as he finally notices Fortinbras' men.  He is 
very confused.

WIL (CONT’D)
(sheepishly)

Have I left someone out?

From the rear of the theater, Richard's voice booms:

RICHARD
Just I, Richard the Third, ruler of 
Elsinore, King of Denmark.

The audience gasps as the soldiers stand at attention and 
Richard, with Fortinbras trailing, marches to the stage.

GERTRUDE is about to block his path, but Polonius grabs her.

POLONIUS
Caution, my Queen.

The Guards snatch Polonius and Gertrude, start shoving them 
towards the stage.  Bernie eludes the guards and starts back-
pedaling out of the theater.

BERNIE
(to Gertrude & Polonius)

I just realized I have a breakfast in 
Amsterdam tomorrow and If don't make the 
four-thirty carriage, I’ll be history. 
Thank you again for the marvelous stay.  
If any of you manage to survive all of 
this and you find yourself in London, by 
all means, look me up.  We'll do tea.

A GUARD stops Bernie.  Bernie hands him his card.

BERNIE (CONT’D)
Sorry.  I don’t represent bit players.

The confused Guard let’s Bernie go.  Bernie sneaks out the 
back as Fortinbras mounts the stage, grabs Ophelia.

WIL
If you don't like the play, there are 
more civil ways to voice your 
dissatisfaction.

Richard takes center stage.

RICHARD
Good, unfortunate people of Denmark. 
Tonight marks the beginning of a new and 
very painful age.  
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The royal line of Hamlet shall reign no 
more.  I mean, look at him.

(pointing at Hamlet)
A mere player?  Who ever heard of an 
actor ruling a country?  Therefore, by 
royal decree and by overwhelming force, I 
do declare myself King Richard of 
Denmark!

Total horrified silence from the audience.  Richard scans 
the crowd.

RICHARD (CONT’D)
Please, hold your applause until I'm 
completely finished.  Believe me, it gets 
better.

(beat)
Tomorrow, Lady Anne and I will be crowned 
King and Queen.  To celebrate properly, 
after the coronation, you're all invited 
to witness the executions of the Royal 
Family and friends.

QUICK REACTION SHOTS

of Gertrude, Hamlet, Polonius, Wil and Ophelia.

RICHARD (CONT’D)
Wine and cheese will be served 
immediately after.

Fortinbras clears his throat.  Richard looks over at him and 
remembers something.

RICHARD (CONT’D)
Oh, I almost forgot.  As if all of you 
didn't have enough to celebrate, this 
evening at midnight, my friend in arms, 
Prince Fortinbras, will marry his 
betrothed, Princess Ophelia!

WIL AND HAMLET

can't believe their ears.

Ophelia gives them both an apologetic look as Fortinbras 
whispers fiercely in her ear:

FORTINBRAS
You've escaped my clutches once.  You 
will not do it again.

Richard turns to the guards and motions at Wil and company.
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RICHARD
Take them away.

The guards grab Hamlet, Wil, Polonius, and Gertrude while 
Fortinbras holds onto a struggling Ophelia.  As the 
prisoners are being shoved past Richard:

RICHARD (CONT’D)
(to Wil)

And for making me sit through this 
lightweight Marlowe-esque melodrama, I 
have reserved the most vile dungeon in 
all the castle for you and your little 
friends to spend your last night 
together.

Richard belts out his evil laugh as the prisoners are 
escorted roughly from the stage.

INT. WIL'S DUNGEON - NIGHT

Wil, Polonius, Gertrude, and Hamlet are all squeezed into 
Wil's dungeon. Polonius, Hamlet, and Gertrude are horrified.

POLONIUS
(looking about)

Does Richard have a shred of decency?  
How could anyone subject a human being to 
these sorts of conditions?

WIL
(gives Polonius a look)

I can't imagine...

Hamlet picks up some of Wil's quartos from the floor.

HAMLET
Wil, look, it's your stuff!

WIL
(rolls his eyes)

Keen observation, my lord.

GERTRUDE
I can't believe it's come to this.  All 
of Denmark, doomed.

POLONIUS
The Royal line of Hamlet, extinguished.

HAMLET
(whimpering)

Our heads, chopped off.
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WIL
"Romeo and Juliet", canceled, after just 
one performance.

GERTRUDE
(tearfully)

And what of poor Ophelia?

WIL
What about Ophelia?  Who is this 
Fortinbras and what is this whole 
betrothed business?

GERTRUDE
(sighing)

Long ago, before Ophelia was born, her 
father, the King of Belgium, in order to 
insure peace with Norway, promised the 
hand of his first daughter to the first 
born son of King Fortinbras.

POLONIUS
But King Fortinbras was not to be 
trusted.  Soon after Ophelia's birth, the 
Norwegian King broke the treaty and 
attacked Belgium, killing Ophelia's 
parents and abducting the new born babe 
to be raised to serve their son.

WIL
Why didn't you tell me any of this?

GERTRUDE
After Ophelia escaped Prince Fortinbras 
and sought sanctuary here at Elsinore, 
she swore us to secrecy for fear that our 
knowledge of her plight might endanger us 
all.

WIL
Well, she was certainly right about that.

POLONIUS
Poor girl.  In the end, we're all slaves 
to fate.

Wil steps forward and dramatically:

WIL
Men are sometimes masters of their own 
fate.

This picks up Hamlet.
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HAMLET
Wil's right.  We have to do something... 
don't we, Mother?

Gertrude rises.

GERTRUDE
Yes, my son.  The Hamlet clan shall not 
go down without a fight.

(then, to Wil)
“Men are sometimes masters of their own 
fate.” Those are most inspiring words, 
Mr. Shakespeare. Did you write them?

WIL
(grudgingly)

... Actually, it was Marlowe.

INT. CASTLE TOWER - CONTINUOUS

A fuming Ophelia, wearing a beautiful wedding dress, stands 
on a small platform as she's attended to by a pair of 
servants and watched over by a guard.  Fortinbras storms in.

FORTINBRAS
I trust my beautiful bride will be ready 
soon for our wedding?

OPHELIA
I shall never be ready to be your bride, 
my lord.

FORTINBRAS
(smiles)

Oh?  Whose bride shall you be if not 
mine, my dear?  That dashing dramatist's, 
or perhaps even young Prince Hamlet's?

(chuckles)
They both may seek your hand, but their 
heads are now mine!

Ophelia angrily swipes away the women attending her, and 
throwing herself at Fortinbras, gets down on her knees.

OPHELIA
I'm begging you, Prince Fortinbras.  
Spare their lives and I shall you marry 
you willingly.

Fortinbras delicately takes her hand.
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FORTINBRAS
That's very noble of you, my dear.  If 
only you would have made that kind offer 
just a few moments earlier.  Your friends 
are no more.

Ophelia snatches her hand back.

OPHELIA
You haven't?!

FORTINBRAS
Don't you see?  There's no hope.  Your 
Romeo isn't about to save you.  Why don't 
you stop fighting me?  I can be quite fun 
if you give me half a chance.

Ophelia bolts up and gets right in his face.

OPHELIA
How pathetic you are.  What happened 
after I escaped?  Daddy couldn't arrange 
another bride for you?

That strikes a nerve.  Fortinbras grabs Ophelia harshly by 
the wrist and raises his other hand to hit her when....

Richard and Lady Anne enter.

RICHARD
What's this?  A little pre-nuptial tiff?

Fortinbras catches himself and releases Ophelia.

RICHARD (CONT’D)
Oh, please don't stop on our account.

Lady Anne grabs Richard's hand warmly.

LADY ANNE
Dear, don't you feel the memories 
flooding back?

Richard walks over towards Ophelia.

RICHARD
I compliment you, Fortinbras.  She is 
indeed a lovely bride.

LADY ANNE
Yes, but it's bad luck for the groom to 
view the bride before the ceremony.
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Lady Anne starts ushering the reluctant Fortinbras towards 
the door.  He turns back to Ophelia and bows.

FORTINBRAS
I shall be waiting at the altar.

Fortinbras exits followed by Lady Anne.

OPHELIA
Don't hold your breath.

RICHARD
It's your breath that you should be 
worrying about, my dear.

INT. WIL'S DUNGEON - LATER

Wil and Polonius are trying to heft Hamlet up to an open 
window.  Both are groaning under his weight.

POLONIUS
If we ever get out of this alive, my lord 
might want to consider giving up sweets.

Hamlet is about to grab the window bar, when suddenly 
Caliban appears, SCREECHING at the window.  Hamlet, 
surprised, loses his balance and collapses on Wil and 
Polonius, the three of them toppling onto the floor.

The next moment we hear:

FALSTAFF (O.S.)
Good work, Caliban!  You found them.

All turn to see Falstaff, an unconscious guard cradled in 
his arms, as he unlocks the dungeon gate with a key.

WIL
Oh, thank the stars for good Falstaff.

(turns to Gertrude)
Your Majesty, may I introduce our savior, 
Falstaff.

FALSTAFF
Forgive me, Madam, but there's much more 
that we must do before anyone can claim 
me as their savior.

A relieved Polonius shakes Falstaff's hand.

POLONIUS
You're savior enough for me.  I'm 
Polonius.
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FALSTAFF
Honored, sir, but I suggest we get a move 
on.  There are armed guards everywhere.  
Can someone tell me what's going on?

Wil starts looking for something under his cot.

WIL
There's no time to explain.  Suffice to 
say, we must first get the Queen to 
safety, and then stop a wedding, if we're 
not too late already.

FALSTAFF
A wedding?

WIL
Ophelia is to be married at midnight to 
Fortinbras.

FALSTAFF
(scratching his head)

... How long was I out?

Wil finds what he's looking for -- two swords.

WIL
They're just props, but they may just 
work.

He demonstrates how the prop swords retract.

POLONIUS
I'll get Her Majesty to safety.  I know a 
secret passage.

WIL
Good.  Falstaff and I shall -- Hamlet...?

All turn to look at Hamlet, seated on a chair in the corner.

WIL (CONT’D)
Hamlet, what are you doing?  We have to 
go.  We must save Ophelia.

HAMLET
Maybe it’s better if I go with Mother.

Wil approaches him and lays a hand on his shoulder.

HAMLET (CONT’D)
... I'm afraid...
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WIL
We're all afraid, my lord.

Wil reaches down and helps a reluctant Hamlet up.

WIL (CONT’D)
(nobly)

Tis true that we are in great danger, The 
greater therefore that our courage should 
be.

POLONIUS
(to Gertrude)

I wonder who wrote that one?  More 
Marlowe, I presume.

WIL
(overhearing; then proudly)

No. It’s Shakespeare!

Wil hands one of the swords to Hamlet.

WIL (CONT’D)
Are you a prince or a king?

HAMLET
(eyeing the sword)

But I don't think I can do it...

WIL
What?  What did I see you do tonight on 
stage?

HAMLET
What do you mean?

WIL
Tonight you wooed a woman most 
wonderfully.  You protected her honor 
with your sword.  You --

HAMLET
But that was a play.

WIL
No, my lord, that was you.  I might have 
written the words, but you brought them 
to life.  You didn't play a hero.  You 
were a hero.

FALSTAFF
I thought you were just grand, Your 
Highness.
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Hamlet looks at Wil and Falstaff, his confidence building.

GERTRUDE
You can do it, my son.  You're a Hamlet.

They all look at Polonius, who for the first time in his 
life, must muster up a nice thing to say.  He hems and haws 
for a moment.  Then:

POLONIUS
(drolly enthusiastic)

... Rah rah, my lord...

Hamlet glances down at his sword. Then he slowly looks up, 
his face a portrait of mature courage  -- the new Hamlet.  
Raising his sword:

HAMLET
Make haste then.  We have a wedding to 
attend.

Hamlet charges out of the dungeon.  Polonius then escorts 
Gertrude out and the two of them disappear down the other 
passageway.  Wil and Falstaff look at each other.

WIL
Do you really think he was that good?

FALSTAFF
No offense, Wil, but I dozed off after 
the second act.

Falstaff hurries after Hamlet, as Wil pauses for a moment to 
digest this latest insult.  Then he trudges OUT OF FRAME.

INT. TOWER CHAMBER - CONTINUOUS

A cold, stone-walled room serves as Fortinbras and Ophelia's 
wedding "chapel."  A FRIAR with a guard holding a knife to 
his back stands behind a makeshift altar.

Scattered soldiers from Fortinbras' army (not your usual 
wedding guests) mill about a refreshment table complete with 
a large hastily prepared wedding cake.  Beside that is a 
large rack, where guests are checking in their assorted 
weapons: battle axes, swords, shields, daggers, etc.

A nervous Fortinbras stands at the back with Richard.

RICHARD
Cold feet, Prince Fortinbras?
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FORTINBRAS
This is the sort of moment that marks an 
emotional watershed in a man's life.

Richard stares at him for a beat.

RICHARD
You mean like when you rape and pillage 
your first village?

FORTINBRAS
Exactly.

RICHARD
I'm so happy for you.

Richard hands Fortinbras an envelope.

RICHARD (CONT’D)
A little something from Lady Anne and I.

FORTINBRAS
You shouldn't have.

INT. DUNGEON CATACOMBS - CONTINUOUS

Hamlet, Wil, and Falstaff cautiously make their way through 
the catacombs. Suddenly they stop dead in their tracks when 
they hear an awful GROANING noise, followed by the sound of 
CHAINS clanking and METAL squeaking.

WIL
Oh my God.  That sounds like Eye Patch.  
They must be torturing him.

FALSTAFF
Those bastards!  Don't they know any 
mercy?

The groans and assorted other noises get louder and more 
painful.  It sounds like someone's dying.

HAMLET
We must try and save him.

WIL
By the sound of it, we might be too late.

Just then they hear a WOMAN'S SHRIEK. They exchange confused 
looks.  Then:

FALSTAFF
We have to put the poor bloke out of his 
misery.
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They all draw their swords, but Hamlet's prop sword is still 
retracted.  They wait a moment while Wil pulls the blade out 
for him.  As the SCREAMING gets worse, they charge around 
the corner and counter with their own fearsome BATTLE CRY.

As the round the corner, they all skid to a stop, knocking 
into each other. PULL BACK to reveal they are staring at Eye 
Patch and Mistress Quigley, chained together on a cot in a 
cell, half hidden under a blanket, obviously caught in the 
act.  They both look up at their "saviors".

EYE PATCH
Mistress Quigley here was giving me a 
freebie on account of us losing our heads 
tomorrow.

Before they can react, they hear a STAMPEDE of FEET.  The 
three heroes duck behind the corner as a trio of Fortinbras’ 
SOLDIERS charge INTO FRAME.

SOLDIER #1
What in heavens name is going here?

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
(flashing some skin)

Why don't you boys come a little closer 
and see for yourselves.

The three soldiers flash each other devilish grins and then 
start for the cell when --

BAM!  Hamlet and Falstaff knock them out with their shields.

EYE PATCH
Good show, men!

Wil emerges from behind Hamlet and Falstaff.

WIL
I was watching our back...

Hamlet grabs a set of keys from one of the fallen soldiers.  
Then he opens the cell and tosses the keys to Eye Patch, who 
quickly unlocks his and Mistress Quigley's chains.

Falstaff grabs one of the groggy soldiers by the throat.

FALSTAFF
Where is the wedding?

SOLDIER #2
You need an invitation.

Falstaff bangs the guard's head against the bars.
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FALSTAFF
I lost mine in the mail.

SOLDIER #2
It's in the tower.

Falstaff knocks the guard out.

FALSTAFF
Thank you.

EYE PATCH
(to Hamlet)

At your service, my lord.

Hamlet looks to Falstaff and Wil for approval.  They nod.

HAMLET
Use the keys to unlock all the others.  
Tell them they are all free... that is, 
free to defend the crown.

MISTRESS QUIGLEY
(bowing in deference)

As you wish, Your Majesty.

Hamlet smiles, as Eye Patch and Mistress Quigley dash off.  
He turns to Wil and Falstaff.

HAMLET
I can do that, right?

Falstaff and Wil just nod as they share a grin.  Then:

WIL
We have to stop that wedding.

FALSTAFF
We can't just walk right in.

They stop and think for a beat.  Then glance down at the 
three soldiers.

INT. TOWER CHAMBER - CONTINUOUS

Ominous ORGAN MUSIC that sounds more like a funeral dirge 
than a wedding theme.  Ophelia, handcuffed to a smiling 
Richard, is escorted down the aisle.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern follow reluctantly, tossing 
dead flowers from baskets.  They just look at each other and 
shake their heads.
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ROSENCRANTZ
This was not part of the deal.

GUILDENSTERN
You're telling me.

Lady Anne sits among a row of stony-faced soldiers, 
sniffling.

Fortinbras waits at the altar as Richard "hands off" Ophelia 
to him.  One of the guards nudges the Friar.

FRIAR
You may unlock the bride.

Richard takes a key and unlocks Ophelia's handcuffs.  Then 
he locks her to Fortinbras. Resigned to her fate, Ophelia 
lowers her head and shuffles into place beside Fortinbras.

The Friar clears his throat and grudgingly begins the 
service:

FRIAR (CONT’D)
Dearly... beloved?... We are gathered 
here...

As the Friar voice's fades, we --

CUT TO:

INT. CASTLE TOWER HALLWAY - NIGHT

WIL, HAMLET AND FALSTAFF

dressed in Soldier's uniforms, approach the chapel's large 
double doors, guarded by a pair of SENTRIES.

SENTRY #1
And where do you think you're going?

FALSTAFF
Move aside!  We're late for the wedding.

The other Sentry whips out a clipboard.

SENTRY #2
Bride or groom?

Wil and company just roll their eyes. Then Hamlet boldly 
flips up his helmet visor and raising one of his swords:

HAMLET
Bride!
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Hamlet bashes one of the sentries over the helmet with his 
sword.  Falstaff does the same to the other sentry as Wil 
struggles to get his sword out of his scabbard.  By the time 
he does, Falstaff and Hamlet have dispatched the guards.

INT. TOWER CHAMBER CHAPEL - CONTINUOUS

The Friar turns to Ophelia:

FRIAR
And do you, Ophelia, take Fortinbras to 
be your forcefully -- I mean, lawfully, 
wedded wife?

Ophelia glances meekly at Fortinbras.  Fortinbras looks 
sternly down at her.  She opens her mouth to speak, but 
can't form the words...  A beat.  Then:

FRIAR (CONT’D)
For the sake of argument, I'll assume the 
answer is yes.

Richard suddenly turns his head towards the entrance doors 
as he senses something is wrong.  Then he turns to 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, dabbing their eyes with 
handkerchiefs, and in an harsh whisper:

RICHARD
Rosencrantz, Guildenstern - go outside 
and make sure everything's alright.

GUILDENSTERN
(muttering)

Why don't you do it yourself.

RICHARD
What?!

ROSENCRANTZ
(grabbing Guildenstern)

Yes, my lord...

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern drag their feet towards the 
front door.  We stay on them as we hear the Friar O.S.

FRIAR (O.S.)
I now pronounce you, King Fortinbras, and 
you, Princess Ophelia, man and...

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern each reach out to open the 
double doors when--

BAM!!
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The doors SWING OPEN with a CRASH, flattening Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern, and in bursts Hamlet, Falstaff, and Wil!

Hamlet steps over the prostrate Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern, as all the guards and Fortinbras' men swing 
around with their swords drawn.

HAMLET
In the name of Denmark!

Falstaff steps forward.

FALSTAFF
In the name of Prince Hamlet!

Wil steps forward, and with swelling pride:

WIL
In the name of playwrights everywhere!

All at once:

Hamlet, Wil and Falstaff charge the chapel...

Fortinbras' men and various guards charge up to meet them...

Fortinbras whips out a small battle axe and deftly cuts the 
chain linking him to Ophelia.  Then he shoves her into 
Richard's arms...

FORTINBRAS
I'll be right back.

Fortinbras joins the fray, passing a miffed Lady Anne.

LADY ANNE
How rude.

FALSTAFF quickly dispatches a couple of guards with some 
nifty moves.

With complete confidence and expert skill, HAMLET eludes a 
number of soldiers.

WIL plunges a sword into a soldier's armor, where it 
promptly gets stuck. The soldier swings around trying to 
discharge it but takes out a few of his own men in the 
process.

THE FRIAR stands behind a guard as he duels with Falstaff.  
The Friar waits until the guard is right under him and then 
let's the guard have it across the head with a huge wooden 
cross.  The Friar then quickly crosses himself.
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OPHELIA struggles to break out of Richard's grasp.

ROSENCRANTZ AND GUILDENSTERN -

still lying down, pretend to be dead, as they now help out 
Hamlet and company by covertly tripping up some soldiers.

WIL is cornered by three guards. Falstaff comes over to help 
but is overcome by more guards, leaving only Hamlet to fend 
off a slew of soldiers.  The soldiers form a line and begin 
advancing on Hamlet, when Fortinbras' voice stops them.

FORTINBRAS
Halt!  Prince Hamlet is mine!

Fortinbras slowly and menacingly moves towards Hamlet, 
brandishing his sword. Hamlet's confidence is dropping fast.

Hamlet and Fortinbras start to fence. Fortinbras easily 
knocks Hamlet's sword out of his hand and it goes flying 
across the room.

FORTINBRAS (CONT’D)
Don't you know that children shouldn't 
play with sharp objects!

QUICK SHOTS OF:

WIL AND FALSTAFF looking concerned.

RICHARD enjoying this spectacle immensely.

OPHELIA who can't bear to watch.

HAMLET, bristling from Fortinbras' insult, whips out his 
second sword and starts fighting back, surprising 
Fortinbras. As they parry spectacularly:

FORTINBRAS (CONT’D)
It's always nice to meet friends from the 
bride's side of the family.

HAMLET
Yes, we should get together more often.

FORTINBRAS
Perhaps at your funeral?

Hamlet finds an opening and thrusts his sword into 
Fortinbras' chest. Hamlet and Fortinbras lock in a close 
embrace, as Fortinbras glances up at him in shock.  Then a 
smile forms on his lips.
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FORTINBRAS (CONT’D)
I think someone might have picked up the 
wrong prop.

Fortinbras pulls out Hamlet's play sword to reveal that it 
has retracted. Hamlet looks at the sword and then at Wil.  
Wil can only offer a shrug.

Fortinbras flings the play sword away and then grabbing his 
own sword, starts swiping madly at a back-pedalling Hamlet, 
just missing him.   After a few moments, he has Hamlet 
pinned up against the table next to the weapon rack.  
Fortinbras raises his sword high, about to go in for the 
final thrust:

FORTINBRAS (CONT’D)
Prepare to take your final bow!

Hamlet, resigned to die, locks eyes with Ophelia.

OPHELIA
(inspiring)

Where art thou, Romeo?

Hamlet's eyes go wide.  Fortinbras' sword comes swooping 
down as Hamlet suddenly rolls out of the way and deftly 
lifts his knee to Fortinbras' groin.

With a groan, Fortinbras goes down. Hamlet picks up his 
sword and puts it to Fortinbras' throat.

HAMLET
Do you pledge your allegiance to the real 
King of Denmark?

Fortinbras says nothing. Hamlet pushes his sword closer.

HAMLET (CONT’D)
That would be me, by the way.

Fortinbras slowly nods... "yes".

Richard and Fortinbras' men are stunned and not sure what to 
do.  Just then -- in bursts the well-armed ELSINORE 
REPERTORY COMPANY, led by Eye-Patch, Mistress Quigley and 
Caliban, with Gertrude and Polonius bringing up the rear.  
Behind them stand even more of the Palace Guards.  
Outnumbered, Fortinbras' men drop their weapons.

Richard pushes Ophelia into Lady Anne, sending them both 
sprawling, and makes a dash for the window.  Hamlet and 
Falstaff go for him, but before anyone can catch him, 
Richard hops up on the ledge and turns to the room.
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RICHARD
I'll be back to fight another day!

Richard dives out the window.  The next moment we hear a 
DULL THUD.  Everyone rushes to the window to see...

... Richard lying flat on his back on the drawbridge.

FALSTAFF
He's going to feel that for awhile...

Ophelia rushes into Hamlet's arms and they embrace.  Wil and 
Falstaff look at one another and then position the Friar in 
front of the embracing couple.  The Friar smiles.

FRIAR
I now pronounce you man and wife.  King 
and Queen.

Hamlet and Ophelia kiss amid CHEERS from the company. 
Falstaff slaps Wil on the back almost knocking him down.  
Wil then looks over towards Gertrude, who smiles and nods.

DISSOLVE TO:

EXT. COURTYARD OF THE CASTLE - DAY

The Royal Coronation.  A festive air as citizens are massed 
before King Hamlet and Queen Ophelia, seated high on their 
thrones.  Various royals and visiting dignitaries observe as 
we PAN over to a broken Fortinbras, a weeping Lady Anne, and 
finally, an embittered Richard (with a noticeable hump on 
his back.

Wil and Falstaff kneel before the throne.  Hamlet rises, 
holds his sword aloft, then lays it on Falstaff's shoulder.

HAMLET
For their heroic service to the crown, in 
the name of the King and Queen of 
Denmark, I knight thee, Sir John 
Falstaff.

Hamlet then lays the sword on Wil's shoulder.

HAMLET (CONT’D)
In the name of the King and Queen of 
Denmark, I knight thee, Sir Wil...

Hamlet pauses as Ophelia leans over and whispers in his ear. 
Hamlet nods. Then back to Wil:
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HAMLET (CONT’D)
My dear friend, if you are going to be a 
famous playwright, you need a slightly 
more distinguished name.

Wil doesn't know what to say.  Hamlet thinks for a beat.

HAMLET (CONT’D)
I knight thee, Sir William Shakespeare.

Wil smiles -- it suits him.

Falstaff and Wil then rise as the crowd CHEERS.  A carriage 
rolls up with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern at the reins.  
The duo jump off the carriage, run up to the royal platform 
and lug out Gertrude's chest of treasure, to Wil's delight.

As they haul the treasure to the carriage, Gertrude steps 
forward.

GERTRUDE
You have my undying gratitude, Mr. 
Shakespeare.

WIL
Thank you, Your Highness.  You have been 
most generous.

POLONIUS
Good luck with your theater, Mr. 
Shakespeare. Perhaps you can come back 
next summer.

Wil goes white for a moment.  Then:

WIL
Uh, you’ll have to speak to my agent.

Hamlet gives Wil a warm embrace.

HAMLET
Your play inspired me to be king.

WIL
Your Highness has inspired me to write a 
play.

They shake hands.  Ophelia gives Wil a warm kiss on the 
cheek.

OPHELIA
Oh, one more thing about the play...

Wil winces at the thought of more criticism.
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OPHELIA (CONT’D)
You got the ending right.

Wil smiles.  Then he and Falstaff head for the carriage.  As 
everybody CHEERS their departure, Wil and Falstaff exchange 
a grin and hop into the carriage. As the carriage drives 
away, we hear -

FALSTAFF (O.S.)
God knows I won’t miss Danish ale...

And we trail off --

EXT. SHAKESPEARE’S HOME - DAY

Wil walks down the road, carting his luggage and trunk of 
jewels in a wooden wheelbarrow.  Anne and Susanna play 
outside, the twins in a makeshift stroller.  Susanna sees 
her father, screams with delight and runs to greet him.  Wil 
picks her up and hugs her as Anne approaches.  Wil and Anne 
share a long stare until Wil pulls a rose from behind his 
back.  He bows and presents the rose to her.

Wil and Anne share a passionate kiss.  Wil pulls away, looks 
deeply in her eyes.

WIL
Anne, my love, I must ask: why, if you 
love me so, did you send me away?

ANNE
(smiles)

Because I knew you would come back.

As they hug, a pigeon lands on Wil’s shoulder.  Wil grabs 
the bird, peels the note from its leg and reads.  He smiles.

ANNE (CONT’D)
What is it?

WIL
It’s from Bernie.

(beat)
I have a meeting with the Queen.

Anne and Wil hug happily.

EXT. WINDSOR CASTLE - DAY

Bernie and Wil approach the castle.

BERNIE
Well, it’s not exactly a meeting with the 
Queen.  
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It’s with the Queen’s Director of Royal 
Patronage.

(beat)
Actually, the assistant to the Queen’s 
Director of Patronage.  A young lad, but 
sharp.  Edward De Vere.  He’s the one who 
actually has the ear of the Queen.  Have 
you heard of him?  His father runs a 
theater in Newcastle.

WIL
(nervous)

I just hope I don’t make a mistake.

Bernie stops him.

BERNIE
Wil, you have nothing to worry about.  
Just tell him the story the way you want 
to do it.  He gets paid to make 
suggestions.  Don’t listen to them.  Keep 
your integrity.  Fight for your art.  
Remember, I’m right there with you.

INT. ROYAL OFFICE - CONTINUOUS

WIL and BERNIE sit across from LORD EDWARD DE VERE, a slick, 
twenty-five year old Elizabethan creative executive who 
twirls a quill annoyingly in his hand as he sits behind his 
desk, on which rests a crate full of carrier pigeons.

WIL
... So now Prince Fortinbras holds his 
sword high, about to thrust it into 
Hamlet's heart.  Hamlet and Ophelia lock 
eyes.  Ophelia at that instant realizes 
that she is truly in love with Hamlet.  
With all her heart she wants Hamlet to 
know this, even if it is the last thing 
he will ever hear.  So she repeats from 
the play, four simple words... 'Where art 
thou, Romeo?'

EDWARD
Alright, alright, they're in love, I get 
it. And then what? Hamlet, now inspired, 
kills Fortinbras.  You still have the 
Friar around, right?  I guess he marries 
the two of them.  Everybody's happy...

Wil stumbles a bit.  He glances at Bernie, who gives him an 
encouraging nod.
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WIL
Uh, yes, but the next day at the 
coronation, Falstaff and our hero, the 
playwright --

(losing steam)
-- well, they're knighted and... they 
both go back to England... Falstaff opens 
his bar...

(almost whispering now)
... and the playwright gets back together 
with his wife.

EDWARD
So that's the end?

WIL
(nervous)

Yes.

Edward thinks for a moment.

EDWARD
So how do you see this genre-wise?

BERNIE
We see it as romantic action comedy.

Edward makes a squeamish face as lets out a little hiss.

BERNIE (CONT’D)
... With elements of tragedy, of course.

EDWARD
Do you know how many pounds we lost last 
summer on Marlowe's new romantic comedy?

Wil stands nervously as Edward ponders.

EDWARD (CONT’D)
What we're really looking for is a good 
commercial tragedy.

BERNIE
Are you familiar with "Titus Andronicus"?

EDWARD
I said commercial.  Now, you have a good 
structure.  Let me think for a second.  
Let's start from the beginning.  What's 
the title of the play again?

WIL
Rotten In Denmark.
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EDWARD
How about rotten idea.  Sounds too 
provincial.  We need something we can 
sell overseas.  Any other ideas?

WIL
Well, there’s... “Wil”.

EDWARD
Why “Wil”? Who’s Wil?

WIL
Wil, the hero of the play... the 
playwright.  That’s his name.

Edward gives him a look.

EDWARD
What is it, a fantasy?  Forget the 
writer.  No one cares about writers.  
Who's the prince?  What’s his name again?

WIL
Hamlet.

EDWARD
Perfect.  Hamlet.  That's your title.

Wil glances at Bernie.

BERNIE
Not a bad idea.

EDWARD
It's a great idea.  Hamlet -- he's your 
hero.  Now this is what we should do.  
Let's kill the old king.  None of this 
natural causes business.  More drama. 
Let's see, who kills him?  How about 
this: let's make the murderer the king's 
brother.

WIL
The king doesn't have a brother.

EDWARD
He does now.  Brother against brother.  
Cain and Abel.  I like that.  Now this 
ghost business.  As it stands, you have 
this king, coming back from the dead -- 
the netherworld, the great beyond, across 
the River Styx -- to help with a casting 
decision?
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WIL
I just thought --

BERNIE
I’ve always had a problem with that...

Wil cuts Bernie a sharp look.

EDWARD
Lose it.  He comes back for...

(snaps his fingers)
Revenge!  Revenge, Wil.  That's what this 
play is all about.  A son avenging his 
father's death.  Murder, revenge, 
violence, sex, incest -- this is exactly 
the kind of play the Queen wants to 
produce.  Trust me.

Off Wil’s look of absolute disbelief and horror. 

CUT TO:

EXT. THE GLOBE THEATER - NIGHT

Thousands of groundlings and royals line up to see the 
opening of “Hamlet”.

INT. THE GLOBE THEATER - BACKSTAGE - NIGHT

The actors do their pre-show exercises. Wil nervously stands 
next to Anne and his children. A STAGE MANAGER walks by.

STAGE MANAGER
Five minutes everybody. Five minute call.

ANNE
Don’t be so nervous, dear. It’s going to 
be wonderful.

Just then Bernie arrives carrying a large wrapped package.

BERNIE
Wil! Anne! You look as gorgeous as ever.

WIL
I was afraid you weren’t going to make 
it?

BERNIE
What?  And miss my favorite client’s 
opening?  This is for you.  I had it 
commissioned myself.

Bernie hands Wil the package.  Wil starts to open it.
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WIL
Bernie, you really didn’t have to. I’m 
very touched.

Reveal a painting - its the famous portrait we all know of 
William Shakespeare - which looks nothing like Wil.

WIL (CONT’D)
It’s lovely.  Um... Who is it?

BERNIE
Look at the nameplate.

C.U. on the nameplate. It reads “WILLIAM S. SHAKESPEARE.

WIL
(confused)

I don’t understand. It looks nothing like 
me.

BERNIE
Wil, I don’t have to tell you about 
giving artists a little license.

WIL
Bernie, this man is - charitably - in his 
forties.  I’m 25.

BERNIE
If you want to be taken seriously as a 
playwright, you can’t let people know 
you’re so young.

WIL
And this man is bald. I have a full head 
of hair.

BERNIE
Baldness is a sign of intelligence and 
virility.  The ladies love it.

WIL
And why on earth am I wearing an earring? 
I write plays.  Not musicals.

BERNIE
You’ve got to play to your audience, Wil. 
You have to trust me.  This portrait is 
really going to help your career.

The Stage Manager walks by.
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STAGE MANAGER
One minute!  One minute.  Take your 
positions!

Anne squeezes Wil’s hand as they move to the wings off 
stage.

INT. THE GLOBE THEATER

The play, “HAMLET”, performed to an appreciative audience.

ON STAGE - "HAMLET" sits on a step, talking to "KING 
HAMLET'S GHOST"

"KING HAMLET'S GHOST"
Revenge his foul and most unnatural 
murder.

"HAMLET"
'Murder?'

"KING HAMLET'S GHOST"
'Murder most foul, as in the best it is, 
But this most foul, strange, and 
unnatural.'

BACKSTAGE - where Wil and Bernie stand.  Wil is looking at 
his “portrait” already printed in the program.

BACK TO THE STAGE -

HAMLET
Haste me to know’t, that I with wings as 
swift, As meditation or the thoughts of 
love, May sweep to my revenge.

KING HAMLET’S GHOST
I find thee apt--

BACKSTAGE - where Wil and Bernie are watching.

BERNIE
So, what do you think?

WIL
(beat)

I guess it works...

THE END
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