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“In the hush between history’s lines, the children still speak—if we dare to hear them.”

—Christian Fischer
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Two voices nearly lost to time—Hamnet and Judith Shakespeare, the twin heartbeats of Stratford-upon-Avon.

(As remembered in ink and imagination.)

Dedication

TO MY FAMILY AND FRIENDS for their unwavering love and support—

To my daughter, Ava, whose light shines through every word I write—

And to the children history forgot—especially Hamnet, Judith, and Susanna— whose voices now live again.
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Henley-in-Arden Market Square, as it may have appeared in the days of Hamnet, and Judith—a place of chatter, trade, and tale.
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Chapter One​

Chores and Shenanigans
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MORNING LIGHT SLANTED through the narrow, timeworn windows of the Shakespeare household, casting long, golden beams that spilled across the worn wooden floors. The room, a humble corner of Stratford’s heart, seemed to hold its breath as the sunlight caught the motes of dust floating lazily in the air. The house itself, filled with the scent of fresh-baked bread and the faintest trace of wood smoke, seemed to groan under the weight of its history. A low hum filled the room—the subtle sounds of daily life unfolding in their familiar rhythm: the soft scrape of Judith’s rag against the wooden bench, the flicker of the fire crackling low in the hearth, and the occasional creak of the house settling around them like an old friend.

Yet, despite the steady rhythm of the day, Judith’s mind was far from her task. Her fingers, as they moved the rag back and forth, seemed distant—lost in thought. Her gaze wandered to the narrow window, where the light outside turned pale, diffusing into the quiet morning. The world beyond the modest walls of the house seemed vast, and for a moment, she let herself drift—caught somewhere between the familiar comfort of home and the pull of something she couldn’t name.

Across the room, Hamnet had abandoned the pretense of work altogether. He stood atop a rickety stool, his small frame striking an exaggerated pose as though preparing for the grandest of performances. His eyes darted around the room, scanning the corners with exaggerated caution, as though spies lurked behind every shadow.

“You don’t understand,” he whispered, leaning in closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur.

“Sir Clucklesworth wasn’t just drowning—he was escaping.”

Judith froze, the rag still in her hand, and turned slowly toward him.

“Escaping what?”

Hamnet lowered his voice even further, if possible, until it was barely more than a breath.

“His old life. He rules the barnyard now. Secretly. A chicken king.”

Judith’s eyes widened, her mouth forming a small ‘O’ of disbelief.

“I knew there was something strange about that rooster. He’s got a shifty look about him.”

Hamnet nodded sagely, as though imparting a great truth.

“And I—Hamnet Shakespeare—am the only human he trusts.”

He placed a hand over his heart in mock solemnity, his face an expression of exaggerated gravitas.

“The weight of this secret is unbearable.”

Before he could continue his performance, a damp rag slapped against his face, cutting him off.

“Stop talking and clean something,” Susanna commanded, her voice terse, already halfway through scrubbing the table with determination.

Hamnet peeled the rag off his face with exaggerated dignity, as though the world had wronged him.

“Sister, if you had any sense of wonder—”

“I have sense enough to know you haven’t done a single bit of work.”

Susanna wrung out her cloth with a sharp twist, her eyes never leaving her task.

“And Father isn’t here to save you with one of his stories.”

Hamnet grinned broadly, his mischievous glint undimmed.

“Father would be proud of my storytelling skills, you know.”

Anne Hathaway, their mother, glanced up from the dough she was kneading at the table, her expression a mix of fond exasperation.

“Aye, and he’d be prouder still if you finished your chores before lunch.”

Hamnet sighed dramatically, as though the weight of the world rested upon his shoulders. Judith giggled in response, while Susanna’s scrubbing grew more vigorous—her frustration clear.

Outside, the wind began to pick up, stirring the leaves and carrying with it the scent of rain. The sky, once bright and clear, was now thick with dark clouds, rolling in like an ominous tide.

Anne looked up, her brow furrowing as she wiped her hands on her apron, casting a glance toward the window where the sky had darkened.

“Firewood,” she announced with quiet authority. “Before the rain comes.”

A thick silence fell over the room, the weight of the task settling on them all.

Judith and Hamnet exchanged a glance—a silent battle of wills playing out in the span of a heartbeat.

“Judith should go,” Hamnet declared, puffing out his chest with a flourish.

“I went yesterday,” Judith shot back, her voice sharp with the sting of a previous defeat.

“Because you lost the wager,” Hamnet retorted with a sly grin.

“That wager was rigged,” Judith argued, crossing her arms defiantly.

Hamnet gasped, clutching his chest in mock horror.

“I would never rig a wager!”

Judith folded her arms tighter, a wry smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

“New wager, then. Best imitation of Father wins.”

Hamnet’s face lit up, the idea of competition sparking his imagination. He hopped onto a stool, puffed out his chest, and struck an exaggerated pose, his voice booming with theatrical flourish.

“Friends! Peasants! Barnyard creatures! Lend me your ears!”

He waved an imaginary quill at the ceiling.

“Forsooth, this house is a den of villainy, ruled by my cruelest foe—chores!”

He spun in a dramatic arc, pointing his finger at Judith with mock accusation.

“And thou, sister, art the architect of my misery!”

Judith couldn’t help but cackle, but quickly stifled it. With deliberate precision, she straightened her posture, tapped her chin thoughtfully, then narrowed her eyes in a playfully mocking manner.

“Hmm,” she said in a slow, exaggerated drawl.

“This wager doth amuse me, yet I wonder... what fool would take such a losing bet?”

She arched an eyebrow, her lips curling into a teasing smile.

“Indeed, not I.”

Hamnet gasped again, feigning shock and betrayal.

“Mockery! From mine own blood!”

Anne stifled a laugh, her shoulders shaking with amusement.

But Susanna, clearly losing patience, gave them both a sharp look, her eyes narrowing in exasperation.

“Fools, both of you.”

She turned and headed toward the door, her steps measured with purpose. Hamnet and Judith blinked at each other, both momentarily taken aback.

“She’s so Mother’s favorite,” Hamnet muttered under his breath, a touch of bitterness creeping into his voice.

Anne raised an eyebrow, her tone laced with dry humor.

“And yet she’s the one getting out of the chore.”

Judith groaned, while Hamnet sighed dramatically, leaning against the table as though burdened by an insurmountable weight.

The first raindrop hit the roof, followed by a sharp hiss as the storm finally broke.

Too late.

The storm howled outside, its fury rattling the wooden shutters with an unsettling force. Rain lashed against the roof in a relentless, staccato rhythm, while the wind screamed through the cracks in the walls.

Inside, the Shakespeare family huddled close by the hearth, wrapped in thick blankets, the warmth of the fire flickering in their faces as shadows danced and swirled across the walls.

Anne Hathaway, seated at the worn wooden table, smoothed the fabric of her apron with careful hands, her fingers lingering on the frayed edges as though gathering her thoughts. She gazed into the fire for a moment before beginning, her voice low and measured, drawing them all into the tale.

“Long ago,” she began, her tone soothing yet filled with the weight of a well-known story, “a knight, bold but foolhardy, ventured deep into the woods on a dare—a challenge whispered among those foolish enough to seek it. There, in the shadow of the ancient trees, he met a fairy—one with a terrible temper, the kind that could chill the marrow in your bones. She cursed him, you see—cursed him so that his words would turn to snakes the moment they left his mouth.”

Judith’s eyes widened, her voice a breathless whisper.

“Did he ever break the curse?”

Anne’s lips curled into a knowing smile, her eyes twinkling as the firelight flickered.

“That, my dear,” she said with a quiet, almost teasing mystery, “is a story for another night.”

Judith groaned in protest, her shoulders sagging in mock despair. But before she could argue further, Hamnet straightened in his seat, his eyes gleaming with the familiar spark of mischief.

“That was good, Mother,” he said, stretching his fingers in exaggerated preparation, as though bracing for a grand performance. “But I have a true story. And it’s far stranger.”

Susanna rolled her eyes with a groan.

“Must everything be a competition?”

Hamnet ignored her, leaning forward, his face lighting up in the glow of the fire. The crackling flames danced in his eyes, and for a moment, he seemed caught between the boy he was and the storyteller he yearned to be.

“There is,” he whispered, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur, “a lost play. A play that Father wrote, and then hid—a play so powerful, so dangerous, that it could change the very course of history.”

Judith’s breath caught, her curiosity piqued.

“Where is it?”

Hamnet tapped his chin, drawing out the suspense, his lips curving into a mischievous grin.

“Somewhere secret. Somewhere only those brave enough might find it.” His voice dropped even lower. “Perhaps under the floorboards, where the dust of ages gathers. Or...” He leaned in closer, his eyes twinkling with a playful glint. “Or, it could be right here, in this very room.”

Just then, a fierce gust of wind howled through the house, rattling the shutters with a deafening crash.

BANG!

The window flew open, and the candlelight flickered, sputtering out in a violent flash, plunging the room into near darkness. A deep silence followed, broken only by the eerie groan of the wind.

Susanna started, her breath catching in her throat, but her eyes immediately darted to their mother. Anne had stiffened—just for the briefest moment—her back straight, her hands instinctively shifting over a neat stack of papers that had been resting beside her. The papers, previously calm and untouched, seemed to take on a new weight in the heavy stillness of the room.

The firelight flickered and danced, casting long, twisting shadows against the walls, their forms stretching and contorting as if to escape the dark. The tension in the room thickened.

Anne, her voice soft but firm, finally broke the silence.

“Some stories,” she whispered, “are best left untold.”
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Chapter Two
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Rain and Regret

THE STORM HAD SETTLED over Stratford like an unwelcome guest, soaking the streets, rattling the shutters, and turning the Shakespeare household into a prison of damp socks and frayed tempers.

Hamnet paced back and forth like a caged animal.

Judith sprawled across the wooden floor, her arms outstretched like a tragic heroine in her final moments.

“I am perishing,” she moaned dramatically.

Susanna, seated by the fire in the high-backed chair, was attempting to read. She had managed precisely half a page in the last hour, her eyes skimming over the text without absorbing a word.

“You are not perishing,” she muttered, barely looking up.

“I am,” Judith replied, letting out an exaggerated sigh. “If I do not escape this house soon, my soul shall wither, my spirit shall fade, and all that will remain is a husk of my former self.”

Hamnet paused mid-step and glanced at her, unimpressed.

“I’d give it half an hour.”

Judith hurled a cushion at his head.

He dodged and turned to their mother, who sat at the table, calmly darning a sleeve with steady hands.

“Mother, have pity on us,” Hamnet pleaded. “Tell us a story.”

Anne didn’t look up from her work.

“You have plenty of your own,” she said, her voice soft but firm.

Judith groaned, flopping further onto the floor.

“Yes, but Father tells them better.”

Anne’s lips twitched, the faintest hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

“And yet, he spent many of his childhood days in a house just like this, making his own entertainment.”

“Yes, well, Father also had London,” Judith pointed out. “We have this room.”

Anne merely smiled, threading her needle with practiced precision.

“Then I suggest you try harder.”

For a moment, silence fell. The rain pattered steadily against the roof, the wind howling through the eaves, its mournful cry filling the spaces between the walls.

Then—

BANG!

The door flew open with a crash, slamming against the wall. Wind and rain burst into the room in a rush, sending droplets flying in all directions.

And standing in the doorway, soaked to the bone and grinning like she had just won a battle, was Sarah Hathaway.

“Bored?” she declared, her voice full of triumph. “Then clearly, you’re not trying hard enough.”

Sarah Hathaway stood in the doorway, dripping water onto the wooden floor. Her dark curls clung to her face, her cloak was weighed down with rain, but her grin was wide and victorious—as if she’d just emerged from a grand adventure rather than a storm.

Hamnet stared at her, eyebrows raised.

“You look like something the river spat out.”

Sarah flicked a wet strand of hair from her forehead with a nonchalant gesture.

“And yet, I still look better than you.”

With that, she stepped inside, shedding her cloak in dramatic fashion and sending a wave of water splashing across the floor—mostly onto Hamnet’s feet.

He yelped, hopping backward in surprise.

“Can you not?”

Sarah ignored him, her attention shifting to Judith, who had sat up with newfound energy.

“You lot are bored?” Sarah scoffed. “That’s pathetic.”

“Mother says we should entertain ourselves like Father would,” Judith grumbled, her voice tinged with both boredom and defiance.

Sarah snorted.

“Did she now? Then where’s the nearest tavern?”

Anne, still seated at the table, didn’t look up from her sewing.

“If you find one, Sarah, do let me know. I could use a drink.”

Sarah smirked, shaking more water from her sleeves.

“See? Aunt Anne agrees.”

Susanna, still curled up with her book, finally spoke without lifting her eyes.

“If you’re here to make everything louder and more irritating, please reconsider.”

Sarah plopped onto the bench beside her, resting her chin in her hands.

“Oh, Susanna. You wound me.”

“Not deeply enough.”

Judith, meanwhile, was practically vibrating with excitement.

“You must have a plan, cousin.”

Sarah leaned back, kicking her boots up onto the bench.

“Well, I did come here with a plan, but seeing you lot like this, I almost want to abandon it out of sheer disappointment.”

Hamnet rolled his eyes.

“Do tell us, O Wise One, how you would cure our wretched boredom.”

Sarah smirked.

“Easy. We do something forbidden.”

There was a long pause, the weight of her words hanging in the air like a forbidden fruit just out of reach. A shared glance passed between Judith, Hamnet, and Sarah.

Then, in perfect unison, they whispered:

“Father’s study.”

Hamnet hesitated, the air of rebellion stirring excitement in his chest, but caution still held him back.

“We really shouldn’t.”

Sarah shrugged, already rising.

“Not unless we make a mess.”

Judith grinned, eyes glittering with the thrill of the unknown.

“Not unless we get caught.”

And with that, the three of them crept toward the forbidden room, hearts pounding with the thrill of mischief.

The study door creaked as Judith pushed it open, and the three of them froze.

No footsteps. No sudden shouts from Anne. Just the steady drumming of rain and the low flicker of firelight from the main room.

Sarah slipped inside first, moving with the confidence of someone who had never once questioned a bad idea. Judith followed, barely containing her excitement. Hamnet lingered, glancing back toward the hallway—but the pull of curiosity was stronger than his reluctance.

“We really shouldn’t,” he muttered under his breath, but the words felt hollow.

Judith grabbed his sleeve and yanked him in. “We really should.”

The room smelled of ink, old parchment, and candle wax—familiar, comforting scents of their father’s world. The wooden desk, worn smooth by years of use, was covered in papers—some neatly stacked, others scattered as if abandoned mid-thought. Shelves lined the walls, packed with books and scrolls, their spines bent from constant handling. A single unlit candle stood on the desk, its wick blackened from use, waiting for the spark that would bring it to life.

Sarah ran a finger along a dusty shelf, her eyes gleaming with mischief. “So this is where the magic happens.”

Judith grinned, her voice low and filled with awe. “It is rather grand, isn’t it? The very heart of Father’s mind.”

Hamnet, however, stood stiffly near the doorway, eyes darting nervously from one item to the next like a rabbit caught in a hunter’s trap. “Father doesn’t like us in here.”

Sarah smirked. “Father also doesn’t know we’re in here.”

Hamnet’s throat tightened. He could almost hear their father’s voice muttering to himself as he paced, scratching out lines with frustrated strokes of his quill. He could picture him fiercely guarding his work like a knight standing before a treasure hoard, defending every thought and word as if they were precious beyond measure.

Judith, naturally, had no such concerns. She ran her hand over a pile of parchment, the ink on her fingertips smudging slightly as she flipped through the pages. “I wonder what he’s working on,” she mused, her voice laced with curiosity. “Tragedy? Comedy? Something dreadful and boring?”

Sarah leaned over her shoulder, scanning the writing with a critical eye. “Well, it’s not a shopping list.”

Hamnet stepped forward reluctantly. “Just—don’t touch anything.”
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