















This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




[image: image]
 ALADDIN
An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


Copyright © 2009 by Brad Strickland
All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


ALADDIN and related logo are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


MacDonald, Bailey.
Wicked Will / by Bailey MacDonald.—1st Aladdin ed.
p. cm.
Summary: Performing in the English town of Stratford-on-Avon in 1576, a young actress (disguised as a boy) and a local lad named Will Shakespeare uncover a murder mystery.
1. Shakespeare, William, 1564–1616—Childhood and youth—Juvenile fiction. [1. Shakespeare, William, 1564-1616—Childhood and youth—Fiction. 2. Theater—Fiction. 3. Disguise—Fiction. 4. Orphans—Fiction. 5. Great Britain—History—Elizabeth, 1558-1603—Fiction. 6. Mystery and detective stories.] I. Title.
PZ7.M14637Wi 2009
[Fic]—dc22
2008050818


ISBN-13: 978-1-4169-8724-6
ISBN-10: 1-4169-8724-X


Visit us on the Web: 
http://www.SimonandSchuster.com









To a fantastic writer
who’s always willing to help,
Tom Deitz












The Most Woeful Comedy
and Humorous Tragedy


Wicked Will


(or, Murder in Stratford)










Contents




One






Two






Three






Four






Five






Six






Seven






Eight






Nine






Ten






Eleven






Twelve






Thirteen






Fourteen






Fifteen






Sixteen






Seventeen






Eighteen






Nineteen






Twenty






Twenty-one













One




“The best actors in the world…”










The night before had shrieked with wind and boomed with thunder, but dawn broke rain-washed and cool. We strolling players had no inkling that another and much worse kind of storm lay ahead. Indeed, that June morning in 1576 struck us all as a good omen, fair weather following foul.


Since before sunrise our wagon had been rumbling along toward Stratford-on-Avon. Bright woolly clouds drifted across the sky like white sheep grazing the hills of high heaven. From the trees on either side of the road cuckoos sent their double calls floating on the air. Even when the sun stood directly overhead, the day felt cool for June, and the four members of our acting company who had to amble along behind the wagon, Watkyn Bishop, Peter Stonecypher, Alan Franklin, and Michael Moresby, did not complain, though to be sure by noon they had long since ceased to sing their jolly walking songs. The wagon, crammed with our costumes and properties, held only my uncle, Matthew Bailey, old Ben Fadger, and me.


Or it had held me, until a mile back on the road, when Uncle Matthew had taken up the local boy who called himself Will to be our guide. Nearly a year of acting had introduced me to audiences both rude and civil, made up of all sorts of people young and old, but the main point about audiences was that they usually listened more than they spoke. Such was not true of Will, and he wouldn’t take my stubborn silences or irritated shrugs as answers to his questions.


The boy, who had a plain face under an untidy thatch of brown hair, began with, “I’m called Will. What’s your name?”


I saw my uncle’s red face twitch in a pleading wink, asking me to suffer this prying boy’s curiosity.


“Thomas Pryne,” I said, adding no more because I had no wish to encourage his chat.


But he would not take a hint. “How old are you?”


“Twelve,” I said shortly. That was a lie, for I was within days of turning fourteen, but ’twas a lie my uncle wanted me to tell.




“So am I! I was twelve this April past! You’re small for twelve, are you not?”


I stared at him in astonished exasperation. What did he mean “small”? I was taller than he was, big enough to give a chattering boy a bloody nose, I thought silently—but I merely grunted.


“Where are your parents?” he then asked.


I turned my head away from him so he would not see the tears that stung my eyes. “Both dead,” I replied, twisting the tail of my shirt hard in my hands and fighting the urge to weep. I am a player, used to pretending feelings I do not have and hiding those I do. Even so, my throat ached with grief.


Will had all the sensitivity of a tree stump. “How did they die?” he asked eagerly.


I gave my uncle a dark look: See what you’ve got me into. But I said to Will, “Plague.” That dread word alone was usually enough to silence anyone.


Not Will, though. “We’ve had plague in town before. There’s a charnel house next to the church crammed floor to ceiling with bones! I often think of the horrible ghosts that must haunt it! Did your parents die in London—?”


At that last question, I had leaped down from the wagon to walk alongside our mare, Molly, with the heart inside me tightening like a hand clutching a hard pebble of pain. If the pest of a boy could not ask me more questions, I would have to tell no more lies. Trust Matthew Bailey, that great laughing hulk of a man, to befriend an annoyance like Will. I was angry to my soul with my big, hearty, broad-faced uncle, so unlike his sister, my mother. She was a frail creature, and though I had claimed her dead of the plague, she was not so. At least I hoped she was not, nor my father, but for all I knew, both of them might have passed on and been buried anytime the past nine months, for I had heard nothing from them in all that time. If they still lived, I thought in despair, they must have forgotten me.


I quickly decided that this Stratford Will was a thick-skull, an ignorant fool. You might have supposed that my jumping down to get away from his flapping tongue would have embarrassed him and stilled his curiosity, but no. Will’s jabber rang in my ears as, like Robin Hood launching arrows at a target, the boy loosed question after question at my uncle: What plays did we have by heart? Where would we act? Did we know that two years before, Queen Elizabeth herself had visited Kenilworth Castle, not far from Stratford? That Lord Leicester had produced for the queen a play in which a merman riding on a dolphin sang a song? Did we have fireworks? Those and a hundred other skimble-skamble inquiries barbed the air until at last even Uncle Matthew had his fill and checked young Will’s chatter.


“Hold, enough! Your questions pelt me like raindrops; one has not soaked in before another falls!” My uncle’s words were angry, but not his tone of voice. Indeed, he fairly chuckled as he spoke to Will, sitting beside him up there in my rightful place.


“I am truly sorry,” Will said, though he did not sound sorry at all. “But you have been all over the kingdom! You have played before princes and rogues, you have stood on stages and on cobblestones, you have seen England from one end to the other—”


“And we have heard the chimes at midnight!” interrupted my uncle, laughing. He leaned and called down to me, “Tom, lad, don’t be unfriendly, pray. Now be a good fellow and climb back up to sit beside Master Will and try to answer one or two of his questions. ’Tis not far to Stratford, but should I pause to answer Will myself, we would never get to our sleeping-place before we hear those midnight chimes again. Make way, Master Will!”


The wagon creaked to a halt, Dunce and Molly snorted and stamped, and I heard old Ben Fadger swear at the change in motion. Ben perched on a great mound of things, for all we owned, from the lumber for our stage to the tents in which we sometimes slept, the properties and costumes and curtains and all, crammed the wagon to overflowing, and crowning the heap sat crickety, cursing old Ben. No matter how many times Uncle Matthew told him to wait for stillness and steadiness, Ben would always try to stitch up the rips and tears as the wagon wobbled along, and because of that he kept pricking the needle into his horny old fingers. He complained and swore, though no one listened to him much.


As I settled on the seat, Will pointed ahead. “Turn left at the post there, ’tis the nearest way. Did you know we have a fortnight’s holiday from school? ’Tis lucky for you, for if you had come this time last week I’d have been hard at the Latin and could not have guided you. Do you really play the women’s parts?”


“I do.”


“You have a head of hair for it—such soft, golden curls! Do you often fool the audience?”


“I always do,” I said.


“Tom’s a good actor,” put in my uncle. “So are we all, all good actors!”


I knew he was trying to distract Will, but the talkative boy took no notice and gabbled on: “There are but seven of you in all, and plays I have seen often have a dozen or more parts. Do you each take only one part, or do—?”




“Peace, you fast-flowing spring of words!” said my uncle with another easy laugh. “Peace, you hailstorm of questions! By my faith, young Will, you spout words as a whale spouts vapor, blasting them into the air and mystifying the whole neighborhood with the drops. Did you say the mayor’s name is Richard Hill?”


Will nearly bounced on the hard seat in his eagerness to answer. “Aye, and a stout friend of my father’s, if you need my father’s good word. He was bailiff not long ago, and still is on the town council. Oh, I should tell you we don’t call the town master the mayor in Stratford, but the bailiff. I—but keep to the other side of the way here, Master Bailey, or else we’ll bring down the spite of Speight.”


“The spite of spite?” I said, not understanding.


“The man’s name is Speight,” Will explained with a nervous grin. “Old Edmund Speight. He is a landowner and a miserable miser. These are his fields and, in good faith, I think he thinks the queen’s high road is his, too. He—” Will broke off at the sound of raised voices and grimaced. “There he is now,” he said, sounding alarmed if not outright frightened. Some distance ahead two men stood, and as we neared I heard them shouting at each other in anger. So full of fury they seemed that I thought they were on the point of striking out with fists—or with blades.















Two




“Why should wrath be mute, and fury dumb?”










We drew nearer, and I could see the men stood just beyond a waist-tall hedge that lined the high road. An old man and a young man argued and waved their arms. Their faces shone with sweat and looked much alike, both with hooked noses and long chins, but the elder man’s bald head gleamed, pink and bare except for a curling gray fringe round his ears, and the younger wore a cap of tightly curled brown hair, much lighter than young Will’s, indeed nearly red in the noontide sun. The two wore good clothing, and I could see at once that these were no poor farmers but substantial men of some fortune.


For all that, they seemed none too happy, and while we were still a fair way from them I heard the young man exclaim peevishly, “Father, you always threaten me with poverty!”


“I mean it this time!” the older man bellowed. “If I leave you none of my land and none of my money, then how will you marry a poor wench? I’ll teach you to disobey your father, Francis Speight!”


“Father, how many times have you taken Giles out of your will? How many times have you taken me out? Did you leave everything to me a month ago, when you and my brother quarreled? Now will you give everything to him, after you have more than once sworn he would have nothing? And when you and he fight again, what then will you do—”


“’Tis a hard thing to have two ungrateful sons! A plague on both of you!”


The young man spread his hands. “If you would just be fair, that is all we ask! Father, I’m of age, and Julia—”


“Julia!” The old man fairly spat the word into the younger one’s face. “Julia Cabot has no family, no land, nor no fortune, neither! Why would you want to marry such a girl as Julia Cabot?”


“I love her!” the young man returned hotly. By this time we were drawing nigh to them, though I truly think the two were so lost in quarrel that a thunderbolt would scarcely have drawn their attention.


“Love!” the old man snarled, as though love were something nasty you might scrape off your boot. “I’ll have no son of mine dallying with a Cabot wench. Break it off with her now, I say, or else you’ll find yourself as poor and landless as she!” The old man turned away and, with a sudden start, he spied us. His mouth jerked down in a frown of quick anger, and his blue eyes glittered in his head. In a handsaw-rasp of a voice, he shouted, “Here, you vagabonds! What mean you, trespassing upon my land? What men are you? Who is that boy there? I’ve seen him about, the rogue!” He held a stout walking-stick and waved it at us as if it were a sword.


Will shrank down beside me, as if trying to disappear like the Ghost in The Spaniard’s Revenge, and I saw him make a quick gesture, forehead, breastbone, left shoulder, right shoulder. No one else noticed, because by that time he had all but vanished behind my uncle.


For his part, Uncle Matt had slipped forward on the seat and had swept off his hat, but I noticed he then rested his hand on the rounded head of his own knobbly walking-stick, which was propped beside his right leg. “God give you good day,” my uncle said with an air of great courtesy as he reined in Molly and Dunce. “Good sir, we but take the road to Stratford.”


“You might have gone straight at the turning and not had to pass through my land! What are you, beggars?”




“No beggars at all. We’re Lord Edgewell’s Men,” my uncle said with a gallant wave of his hand. “The best actors in the world for tragedy, comedy, or—”


“Players! Sinners and rogues, the lot of you! Be off with you, you heathen devils!” the old man snarled. “I’ll set the mastiffs on you if you’re not clear of my land by the time I reach my house!” He strode away over the hill, leaning on his stick and limping badly but keeping a determined pace.


“And good day to you, too,” Uncle Matt said. He shook the reins and both of our horses began to move.


“Father’s not in the best of moods today,” the young Francis Speight said, falling into place to walk beside the cart. “Hello, Will! What have you been up to, you young rascal?”


Will squirmed. “I was exploring,” he said. “I was pretending the Forest of Arden was the New World, and—”


“Not much of a forest,” I said, and Will glowered at me. I was right, though. The land had been so cut up by little farms that the only woods left were clumps and straggles. We had not played this part of England before, at least not since I had joined the troupe, but it held few beauties to rouse my admiration.


“But fair fields and flowing streams,” young Francis returned. Away from the older mirror image of himself that was his father, Francis Speight was a handsome young fellow, bright of eye and ready with a smile. I did not wonder that he could enchant the heart of a country girl. “I have seen you act before, I think. Were you not in Oxford two years past?”


“Aye, that we were,” returned Uncle Matt. “We played, as I recall, The Soldier’s Tragedy then. Let’s see, I acted in that, Alan back there was with us that journey, and Ben Fadger was along, but you wouldn’t have seen him, of course. The rest of us are new this trip.”


“Especially the young fellow there beside Will,” Francis said with a friendly nod to me. “Apprenticed to the theater, are you, lad?”


“To my uncle, and since he is of the theater, to the theater as well, sir,” I told him.


“Well, fair be your way into town! If I live, I shall come to see your play!” Francis turned and walked away, taking the same path his father had, as Uncle Matthew clucked to the horses and our wagon trundled onward.


Soon enough we crossed a stout arched stone bridge over the River Avon and rumbled through an open bar-gate, past a couple of alehouses, one named the Bear and one the Swan, and from there right down the main street and into the heart of town, stopping near a stone cross in the market square. Will squirmed to his feet, ducked past me, and leaped to the ground, running before his soles touched the cobbles. “I’ll fetch Bailiff Hill!” he shouted. “I know just where he will be!”


I climbed down more like a Christian than an unmannerly country oaf and led the horses to a trough where they gratefully drank, Dunce occasionally stamping and raising his head to stare about with his oddly stupid expression. Uncle Matthew swaggered over and said, “I thought Molly was favoring this hoof.” He stooped and tapped the mare’s left front leg, and the gentle horse obediently raised it for him. Pretending to examine it—I knew as well as he that nothing was wrong with her hoof—my uncle murmured to me, “Tom, remember who you are and what you are.”


I nodded glumly. “It’s just that the boy asked about my parents.”


“Mary is my sister as well as your mother. Do you think I am heart-whole and happy, not knowing where she and your father are, not knowing how they fare? But it will never do to let anyone learn of our sorrows or your secret. Remember, there is a price on your father’s head, however innocent he is, and that his and your mother’s lives hang by the thread of your behavior.” He patted Molly’s side. “Now tell me who and what you are.”




I muttered, “I am Thomas Pryne, apprentice actor. I call you uncle, but you are not my real uncle. My father was Geoffrey Pryne of Gloucestershire, my mother his wife, Eleanor, and they died of plague.”


“Good lad,” my uncle said loudly. He clapped me on the shoulder and whispered, “Remember that for those who are hunted, all the world is a stage, and the parts they play might just save their lives.”


“But why do we have to play in Stratford?” I asked peevishly. We had swung out of our way to come and act in this little, unpromising town.


“I have my reasons,” my uncle said, and he turned toward the others.


The four of our company who had tramped a good ten miles since that day’s sunrise settled themselves onto a kind of low curb with sighs of contentment. “We had good playing here before,” Uncle Matt told them in his cheery voice as he walked over. “One year we were given forty shillings, not to mention the twenty-odd we picked up at collection. The Stratford folk love their plays.”


“What will we give them first?” Alan asked, tilting his head to squint up at Uncle Matt. Alan, at twenty, was some six years older than I, clean-shaven like all the other actors. He played the older women, though he was beginning to like strutting about onstage with a sword, acting the part of the young lover or the heroic soldier.


My uncle fell a-musing for a moment and then said, “To prove our worth, we shall first do a mayor’s show or, as they call it in Stratford, a bailiff’s show, for the city officials and their families. For that, I think something easy and familiar. What say ye to Youth’s Journey?”


I groaned. That show was a foul old piece of work, a morality play so ancient that it needed to lean on a staff to limp across the stage, and my part in that tottering, threadbare script was that of the Good Angel, which called for a hot, heavy robe with troublesome wings sewn to the shoulders. And to top it off, I would have to wear one of the most uncomfortable wigs.


Sometimes I suspected that my uncle liked the frowsty old play because he acted the part of the Father in it, with one scene of tearful rejoicing that his son had come of age at the beginning, one of tearful lamentation when he thought his son dead near the middle, and one of tearful reunion when his son appeared alive and well at the end. My uncle could weep most convincingly onstage, and he liked to show off that ability.


Watkyn Bishop had his shoe off, shaking from it a tiny chip of rock. He picked the pebble up and exhibited it between thumb and forefinger. “How comes it that a stone as small as a mustard seed feels the size of St. Paul’s in your boot? Youth’s Journey, then? Aye, Master Matt, it suits me well and I’ll devil it with the best of them.”


Watkyn was a talented comedian, and in this play he acted the role of Vice, a devil whose fiendish plots to snare the soul of Youth ended always with Watkyn himself getting smartly smacked on his head or rump and howling with mock pain, always to roars of laughter from the audience.


The others murmured their satisfaction with the play, except for Ben Fadger, who snorted as he bit short his thread. “Oh, Youth’s Journey, then. Oh, very good. Just six parts to it, just one part to each player, no work for you at all, oh, no, but me, I have to toil and moil at sewing them blasterd wings onto the angel’s robe, and I shall have to let out Youth’s hems again, for our Alan will never be done a-growing, no matter how much trouble it is to poor old Ben Fadger, and all them blesserd costumes is at the bottom of the heap, too, so here’s old wore-out Ben a-having to stay up to the morning hours a-mending and a-airing of them, small thanks do I get for it.”


“Thank you, Ben,” said my uncle, raising his knobbly walking-stick in a graceful salute. “Thank you, thank you, and a thousand times thank you.”




“Thank-yous ain’t pennies,” growled Ben, still unmollified. “Which I wish they was, and all in my breeches-pocket, and my breeches in an alehouse, and me inside my breeches.”


“And all the ale inside of you, you old rogue of a natomy,” said Peter Stonecypher with a chuckle. He would play Parson Wise. After Ben, Peter was the next eldest among us, well above forty, a doddering old man, as far as strolling players went, for the life on the road was not kind to elderly bones.


Michael Moresby, a young man so slender you might well have mistaken him, too, for an anatomy or skeleton, was pacing back and forth on his long, bony grasshopper legs while he muttered to himself, and I knew he was remembering his lines as Death in the play. Poor Michael was always frightened of forgetting his part, and ever and always swore that before he stepped onto any stage his mind went utterly blank. Somehow, though, he found the words, or the words found him, and in roles of trembling old men or weird grotesques he had no equal. In his hollow Death’s voice, he boomed, “I am come to bring ye doom! Be ye never so blithe, ye will never more thrive, for with my scythe will I shear your life-thread ye hold ever so dear!”


I shivered, seeing in my mind’s eye Michael dressed in his black Death’s robe, his face whitened with makeup, with dark eye sockets painted in, and his nose seeming a gaping triangular void, and teeth painted onto his lips to make a perfect image of a skull. Michael himself might be afraid of forgetting his lines, but when he bestrode the stage as grinning, spindle-shanked Death, the Grim Reaper, the audience was always afraid of Michael.


“A sail! A sail!” shouted Alan, waving his cap in the air. “Behold a ship of a hundred-odd ton, towed by a rowboat!”


I guessed that the solid and substantial man following the running Will toward us was Richard Hill, the bailiff of Stratford town. My uncle gave all of us players a meaningful jerk of his head, and we lined up before our wagon, making a company bow as the man drew near.


“Here they are!” Will was panting. “See, Bailiff Hill, I told you they were elegant players!”


The large man was huffing and puffing, but his ruddy face split into a smile that showed he was missing a tooth here and there. “So you did, young William. God give you good day, my excellent players. Whose men are you?”


My uncle expanded like the proud frog in the fable and, gesturing broadly, he replied in a hearty, carrying voice that turned heads and drew onlookers as honey draws flies: “With submission, my good sir, we are Lord Edgewell’s Men, and the best actors in the world for tragedy, comedy, pastoral, interlude, and morality! We can give you a song, dance upon a rope, freeze your blood with horror, melt it again with romance, split your sides with laughter, and break your heart with tragedy.” From inside his doublet he produced our papers and with a flourish handed them over to the smiling Bailiff Hill.


Some of the townsmen applauded this fustian speech, but I simply rolled my eyes. I had heard it dozens of times, and indeed little did my uncle Matthew ever say that he had not already thought of and rehearsed in private. None of them knew or could suspect how serious a man he could be, or how valiant in defending a family under a sentence of death, as my poor father and mother were.


As for Will, his brown eyes shone as if he owned us and were proud of us for making such a good appearance. He absorbed every word my uncle spoke, and I could see that each one went straight to his soul. He might be nothing more than a rude country boy, but already I could tell he loved his books and his tales and words, words, words. Still, I judged him book-wise and world-ignorant, though I felt quite sure that my uncle would tell me the boy had no harm in him at all.


But already I was beginning to hate him.
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