

[image: image]




BARBARA HENDERSON is an Inverness-based children’s writer and Drama teacher. Her energetic school visits take her across the length and breadth of the country. As a teacher, she loves to get young people on their feet as they respond to stories. ‘Writing is like magic,’ she says. ‘I see something in my imagination, and I try to capture it by writing it down – nothing more than black marks on white paper. Much later, young people see these black marks on white paper and suddenly they see something too, feel something of their own. I cannot think of anything more special than that.’ Now that her three children have left to seek their own adventures, she shares her home with her longsuffering husband and her head full of stories. Find her online at www.barbarahenderson.co.uk and as @scattyscribbler on social media.


DEBORAH SPENCE is a freelance illustrator based in Germany. Follow her at @spenceillustrations.




By the same author:


Fir for Luck, Cranachan Publishing, 2016


Punch, Cranachan Publishing, 2017


Wilderness Wars, Cranachan Publishing, 2018


Black Water, Cranachan Publishing, 2019


The Siege of Caerlaverock, Cranachan Publishing, 2020


The Chessmen Thief, Cranachan Publishing, 2021


Scottish by Inclination, Luath Press, 2021


The Reluctant Rebel, Luath Press, 2022


Rivet Boy, Cranachan Publishing, 2023


Our Forth Bridge: Made from Girders, with photographs by Alan McCredie, Luath Press, 2023


The Boy, the Witch and the Queen of Scots, Luath Press, 2024


I Don’t Do Mountains, Scottish Mountaineering Press, 2025


To War with Wallace, Luath Press, 2025


Goodbye Day Job, Luath Press, 2026




[image: image]




With grateful thanks to the Society of Authors. The Authors’ Foundation Work-in-Progress Grant made it possible for me to conduct my research in Stratford and London.


First published 2026


ISBN: 978-1-80425-354-0


The author’s right to be identified as author of this book under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 has been asserted.


Typeset in 11 point Sabon by


Main Point Books, Edinburgh


Text © Barbara Henderson 2026


Images © Deborah Spence 2026


Compass pp.9–10: Pixabay




For my wonderful, lifelong friend Katja.


Remember our English classroom all those years ago, when both of us fell in love with Shakespeare?
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Shakespeare’s London


1. Christopher ‘Kit’ Marlowe’s residence at Norton Folgate


2. William Shakespeare’s lodgings near Bishopsgate


3. Barms Street (now Tooley Street)


4. Southwark Cathedral, where the real Eddie Shakespeare is buried


5. The Globe


6. The Rose Playhouse


7. Blackfriars Gatehouse
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Shakespeare’s Stratford-upon-Avon


1. The birthplace of William and Edmund Shakespeare on Henley Street


2. New Place


3. The Grammar School attended by William Shakespeare


4. The Holy Trinity Church, where William Shakespeare is buried
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CHAPTER 1


A Respectable Trade in a Respectable Town
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NO.


My lips refuse to form this single word as bile rises in my throat.


No. No. No…


Mother’s voice is stern as she finishes her speech, wagging her finger.


‘…it’s an honour, Edmund, an honour, do you hear? Show some obedience to your parents and don’t despise a respectable trade in a respectable town!’ She places her hands on the table harder than strictly necessary. The tallow candle on it flickers in outrage.


My stomach churns. Truthfully, I only heard half of what she said. But the words leave school early, learn the glovemaker trade and proper occupation were part of it. From the workshop, the foul smell of the leather vats wafts into the kitchen, and I suppress a retch. I appeal to my parents across the kitchen table. ‘But Father, I am doing well in my class – and Will, Gilbert and Richard did not leave school until…’


My father has barely raised his head from his bowl.


Mother cuts me off. ‘Enough! Your father and I are of one mind. Not everyone stays on at the Grammar School like your brothers did, Edmund. You are nearly twelve years of age, and old enough to do your duty as a man. And a man should work with his hands and provide for his family.’


I steal a quick glance at Father at whom this barb was aimed – the man who used to be a well-respected tradesman and alderman, and for a time even mayor of our town. Now he sits slumped for hours a day, hardly leaves the house and doesn’t even attend church anymore. Perhaps he worries about running into his creditors – he seems to owe everyone money for one thing or another since he fell into disgrace. If you are a Shakespeare, it’s best to keep your head down and stay out of trouble these days. It can’t be easy for Mother, but I simply cannot stay silent now.


‘Mother…’ My eyes plead, welling up with the injustice of it all.


Mother’s eyebrows contract. She holds my gaze, unflinching.


In the thick silence around the table, my eyes travel to the wall above the dresser. It is where Mother has pinned up my sister Joan’s drawings of our Shakespeare household: Mother, Father, Richard, Anne, Joan herself, Gilbert and, of course, Will. Will’s wife Anne and their three children live with us, so it is only right that they are pictured too, I suppose. Susanna, their oldest, and their twins Hamnet and Judith. Beside them all, the blank wall stretches. For some reason, Joan hasn’t got round to drawing me yet, perhaps because Will’s children are younger and, I’ll be honest, cuter. I suspect that she never will now.


‘Now, I declare, enough of the long face, Edmund! You will begin after the Midsummer feast, and that is final.’


I flinch as if her words were a whip. Alackaday! That’s only two months away!


But all of a sudden, we are distracted by some sort of commotion outside – even Father rises and joins us at the window. The sounds in the distance are faint at first. Shouting. Music?


My heart skips a beat. Then it pounds so hard that the blood throbs in my ears, and I elbow my troubles aside for a moment. Can it really be? I edge the window open and lean out, taking a deep breath for luck. Never was a boy more in need of good news.


Please, please…
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CHAPTER 2


The Strolling Players Come to Stratford
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April 1592


AND NOW THERE is no doubt. ‘The players!’ I shout, as I snatch my cap and thunder towards the front door, dodging little Hamnet and Judith narrowly in the hall, before turning around and rushing upstairs to the boys’ bedroom. The feather in my cap will not do at all! Where is my feather-wallet? Ah, under my pillow. With as much care as a boy in such haste can muster, I pluck the plain crow feather from my cap and replace it with another. If only I had a peacock feather! As it is, the pheasant one will have to do – the brightest, most celebratory feather I own. NOW I’m ready! No more time to lose. I crash down the staircase again. The little ones scatter for the second time, screeching, but I am through the door and into the street. ‘EDMUND!’ my mother splutters after me, but I don’t slow my steps as I turn left. I hit my stride along Henley Street, chanting the words in my mind with every running step: Stroll-ing-Play-ers-Stroll-ing-Play-ers. It’s easy enough to follow the sounds now: lutes and singing, and the tassels and bells of dancers. I wonder who they are? I wonder how far they have travelled. I wonder what tales they will tell. A few other windows have opened, and the people of Stratford’s skinny necks and double chins appear, eager for news and wondering what all the fuss is about.


‘What’s a-doing, young Master Shakespeare?’ the kitchen maid at the corner wants to know, but I will not stop. By now I am so out of breath that I couldn’t answer even if I wanted to. Grimacing, I hurtle past and turn into the High Street towards the Market Cross. Of course, the players will gather an audience here before leading us to the river where there is more room to perform. In a last-minute panic, I reach for my belt, but yes, my purse dangles from it. I will need a coin to watch the play. The alternative does not bear thinking about. As I hoped, I am one of the first to arrive and I tap my pheasant feather to the leading actor who winks at me.


By now half of Stratford is on the move: apprentices from the guild pitches, busybodies and town officials. Tradesmen and farmers mingle with gentlemen who keep their distance. Of course, my father won’t come, and my mother tends to keep an eye on him – but Susanna, Joan and Richard are at the back of the crowd, I see. Their chatter is of the plague which is rumoured to be spreading again, but who can think of such things when stories are set to soar? Nervously, I clutch my half-penny, the treasure I kept safe for an occasion just as this. The cool, smooth metal feels foreign in my sweaty palm. The strolling players don’t pass Stratford often, not nearly often enough for my liking. As a noisy, gossiping huddle of Stratford’s great and good continue to assemble, the performers build their stage by slotting together planks of wood this way and that. They speak a strange kind of language with each other. It has echoes of the Latin I learn at school so it must be Italian. Italians in our little town! Imagine!


They are going to begin. I adjust the pheasant feather in my cap nervously. Will they realise that I am their kind of person? Not like my classmate Herbert and the others?


As if my very thoughts had summoned the boy, he appears at my side, calm and only half-curious. ‘Edmund, what are they doing?’ Herbert asks pleasantly, but I only have eyes for the players. ‘Shhhhh,’ I hiss in answer. ‘Just watch!’


Thankfully, the show begins in earnest now. A young man in a colourful costume rings a large bell, places it on the ground and then turns six, seven, no, eight perfect cartwheels along the front of the audience. We clap. Their lute player, seated a little to the right of the stage, is a young man about my brother William’s age. The very thought of performing for a crowd such as this sends shivers of excitement from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. I glance around: everyone here is smiling in anticipation, even the most severe of the landowners. What would it be like? To be the one on stage. The one they praise. The one they pay. I take a deep breath.


The one they notice.


The leader of the company, a tall man with a pointed beard, introduces himself in broken English. Then he slides on his leather mask, and they begin their play. It is astounding how easily they tell the story without knowing our language, simply by the sounds they make and their movements and dances. The old man is a greedy and cruel master, but his cart-wheeling acrobatic servant keeps outwitting him by tumbling and swinging and running and stealing his money from right under his nose. I remember none of the characters’ names.


The strange thing is, I have all but forgotten my present worries too. Here, by our River Avon on this bright spring evening, is as near to heaven as I can imagine, a blessed blur of colour, music and laughter. The sun has nearly set by the time the brightly costumed servant tumbles by with his money bag and I gladly give him my coin for his trouble.


Only then do I notice my eyes sting with tears. Perchance with regret that the performance is over, and that the troupe of players are packing up to travel on. But no, it is a longing, a longing so strong and so sore I that I can barely endure it.


My feet scrape through the dust all along Waterside and Sheep Street on my way home, and the pungent smell of the guild pitches offends my nose. What am I doing here, a glovemaker’s son with a disgraced father and a houseful of Shakespeares who don’t listen to me?


Lucky Will, my oldest brother, somewhere in London, where there are proper playhouses and where boys like me don’t have to wait for strolling players twice a year. I heard him admit to our brother Gilbert that he planned to join a company of players himself. Is that what he is doing now? Truly?


The thought of a Shakespeare treading the boards in the big city is enough to send a new quiver of longing along my spine.


And then a question nudges into my mind.


What if, one day, there were two?
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CHAPTER 3


The Mouse in the Thatch
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‘GOOD NIGHT, MOTHER. Good night, Father,’ I mutter through gritted teeth.


Now that I am back in the house, ’tis as if all the joy has been sucked out of the air. I slouch up the stairs with the cloying weight of Mother’s words on my shoulder. You are a glovemaker’s son… respectable trade… family honour… Midsummer Feast.


Of course it couldn’t last. Of course, it isn’t real life. However much I love the tales of the players, what they do could never put bread on the table here, could it? I wrinkle my nose. The leather trade does – or it could. I wish Richard wasn’t already spoken for, working on the wool-dealing side of Father’s business. But no, the leather trade is for me to inherit.


Richard and little Hamnet are soon asleep in the big bed in our shared boys’ bedroom, and I pull the trundle mattress out from underneath as quietly as I can, fold my breeches and doublet for tomorrow and reach for my nightshirt. Richard snores, but not as badly as Father does. For a long, long time, I listen to the mice in the thatch above, finding their way through the maze of straw. If only my own path was as clear.


The moon shines brightly this night, and whichever way I toss and turn, sleep will not come because a heavy heart cannot rest at ease. It’s hard to believe that it was this very day that the strolling players visited Stratford. ’Tis cruelty that on the very same day my hopes should be crushed so callously. Then, uninvited, a nagging thought at the back of my mind edges forward.


Could I…


No! I must be obedient and do what my parents want.


Could I be a…


NO! I must learn a respectable trade and live as a gentleman like my father always wanted.


Could I be a player like my…


NO. NO. NO! I must leave school and succeed in the glove making trade and live in my parents’ house until I die.


So many ‘musts’.


But just one ‘what if’.


What if there were two? What if?


A great relief floods through me as I finally allow the thought to form. At that very moment, the clouds reveal a shaft of moonlight which travels through the gap in the curtain and illuminates my cap, still adorned with the bright pheasant feather. In my mind’s eye, I see the leading actor of the Italian troupe nod and wink at me once more, and it is sealed.


I take a deep breath. My path is clear. A sprinkling of straw trickles from the ceiling, accompanied by a tiny squeak and much rustling.


There will be obstacles ahead. But for once I, Eddie Shakespeare, know my own mind: My future lies in the playhouse and my road leads to London – sooner than I thought. There is no one to see it, but my smile spreads from ear to ear. Because I have realised something. Being a player need not wait until then.


Oh no.


It starts right now, every minute of every day. From this moment onwards, everything is an acting challenge, and the world is my audience. I must fool them all, until I find a way to get to London – and before spring is out.


I allow myself a silent sigh of relief.


As of tonight, I am an actor.
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CHAPTER 4


The Cloth Seller’s Cart
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Early morning, 2nd May 1592


THREE WEEKS LATER, I pull the curtain open and bow, imperceptibly. All the world is a stage, and I am ready for my entrance. Mind, my brother must not notice that anything is amiss with young Edmund Shakespeare. Richard is still snoring after a little too much ale at the Maypole festivities last night. I enjoyed watching the Morris dancers too, but I returned early. I cannot afford to be drowsy today – I will need all my wits about me. Concentrate and remember. My future depends upon it.


I have used the past three weeks wisely, asking Will’s wife Anne more about what my brother is doing in the city, which was tricky to do without arousing suspicion. She didn’t rightly know, but she thought that he was trying his hand at being a player, currently at a playhouse called The Rose. And last time he was home, around Martinmas, he mentioned a Mr Henslore, didn’t he? Or was it Hensluff? I wish I had listened more carefully. Will isn’t often home these days. If he is indeed a player, he will be acting alongside other work – scribing, probably. He was always quite good with a quill. Perhaps I can assist him.


But time is running out. My first acting challenge: I must convince everyone that this is but an ordinary day.


I tuck my trundle away under the big bed. Checking carefully that Richard’s eyes remain closed, I slide my knapsack out from its hiding place behind my mattress and attempt to push it under my shirt. It does not contain much, only absolute essentials: spare breeches and shirt, a little bread, a skin of water for the journey and the leather wallet for my feathers, of course. I wouldn’t be Edmund Shakespeare without the feathers for my cap. Today it’s the small buzzard one. I need to blend in.


It takes a little wriggling, writhing, jumping and suchlike before my doublet finally closes over the bulge. For a moment, my brother’s snoring stops, and I hold my breath. He pulls the blanket over his shoulders, and his breaths become deep and slow once more. ‘Goodbye, dear Richard,’ I whisper. Slinking my cloak over my shoulders, I clutch my satchel and tiptoe downstairs.


‘Morning,’ I offer as soon as I enter the kitchen. There is no reply because Mother is berating little Hamnet for some misdemeanour. Hamnet in turn is complaining to Susanna and Judith, who are protesting to Anne, who is rolling her eyes at Joan. Father sits at the table, his eyes downcast. So far, so good. Still hiding my traitorous protruded belly behind the satchel, I devour my porridge as fast as I can – I will need all my energy for the road. As I had hoped, and to be honest expected, no one’s eyes snag on me. By the time Hamnet is sent out in disgrace to wake my sleeping brother, Mother has turned her attention to the dishes, and my father has returned to bed.
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