— MARA’S QUEST —
Beautiful, spirited, lonely — young Mara Haviland lives the life of a yeoman farmwoman on her English country estate ... until the man she relies on violates her trust and forces her on a perilous journey halfway around the globe in search of what she has lost. Despite war, treachery, and the dangers of a new country, Mara never gives up the quest for the land she loves, the man she yearns for, and her destiny as a woman.
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Dedication
This book is dedicated to the memory of my husband, George, who took me for a walk one day among the beautiful Saranac Lakes in New York State. As we strolled quietly, Mara first revealed herself to me and began to unveil the highlights of her life, which became this story.
Chapter 1
September 10, 1643
“Soldiers, Mistress Mara! Soldiers on horses come up the road!”
The short, round-faced girl, hardly more than a child, rocked excitedly from foot to foot. She stood in the doorway of the small wood-paneled library.
Her young mistress looked up from where she sat at a table strewn with unbound books. “God’s wings!” she swore under her breath, then more calmly, “Again? How many are there, Susa?”
“Oh, many. Many!”
“Whose troops are they? Roundheads or Royalists? Can you tell?”
Susa frowned. “Some be wearin’ heavy black breastplates.”
“But what colors do they carry?”
“I donno for certain. Just those brown leathery coats. Shall I go look again?”
Mara rose. “No. Go seek out Young Thom. Tell him to offer water and feed for their horses, but nothing more.”
Susa nodded and bolted from the doorway. Mara spoke quickly to the itinerant bookman, who still sat with his wares at the table. “Pack up immediately. I will see the other books another time. You must get a message to North Walsham as quickly as possible. I’ll be back in a moment with a note for you to deliver.”
The peddler, puzzled, reached for his books and broadsheets. Mara sped from the library and up the narrow spiral staircase set into the building’s thick stone walls. On the next floor the stairs opened into a small anteroom, off her bedchamber, which she had converted into a private office. A slant-top writing box rested on an old, worn table. Mara pulled a sheet of paper from it and quickly began to write.
Outside, the air crackled as horseshoes met cobblestones. The courtyard filled quickly with a dozen horses and their armored riders. The horses, breaking ranks in the confined space, circled and stamped. The noise echoed off the flint-and-brick walls of the old farmhouse. A young man and a small boy appeared at a run from the stable on the south side of the courtyard. They stopped, uncertain, and looked warily at the commotion.
Susa rounded the edge of the courtyard, saw the two young men and ran to the older one, her brother, Young Thom. She relayed Mara’s message, then asked, “What side be they?”
Young Thom pointed. “Look for y’self. They be Parliament’s men with plain helmets. And see the officers’ sashes? They be the colors of the Earl of Manchester.”
A handsome, blonde cavalryman beckoned imperiously to Young Thom, who waved his sister away and walked calmly through the restless animals and toward the cocky soldier.
Reluctant to leave, Susa strutted a bit before the admiring men, then backed slowly out of the courtyard.
Inside, Mara finished her brief note and ran quickly back down the curling stone staircase and into the library. Brad Stewart, the bookman, was stuffing the last of his books and leaflets into sturdy leather pouches. She led him hurriedly out of the library just as Susa came in. Susa flattened herself against the doorway to make room for the bookman and his heavy load and whispered, as Mara passed, “Parliament’s men.”
Mara nodded and said, “Wait in the kitchen. I will need you shortly.”
As Mara and Stewart hurried down the corridor, they heard a gentle knock on the big courtyard door behind them. The peddler looked questioningly at Mara, but she motioned him forward, then hustled him out the side door beyond the kitchen. There she handed him a small piece of folded paper. He read the name on the outside, nodded, and tucked it securely into one of the book packs.
Mara waited long enough to see him safely headed for his pack animals on the far side of the stable. Then she took a deep breath, walked back through the house to the parlor door and, with all the dignity she could muster, stepped out to face the confusion of voices and the pungent odor of men and horses.
Twelve mounted men filled her courtyard. Armed with an assortment of broadswords, matchlocks and pistols, most wore formidable half-cuirasses, and heavy, blackened leather or metal armor covered the upper half of their bodies. Pale early-morning sun brightened the narrow-brimmed steel helmets of several of the men clustered beyond the shadow of the house. Two officers sat mounted in the misty shade near the heavy door, impatiently urging the tiny stableboy to bang harder on it. They looked up, startled, as Mara stepped through the door. She looked down at the boy, Sam, and motioned for him to wait.
Damaris Haviland stood before her doorway, hands on hips, staring angrily at the milling throng. She was tall, with deep-blue eyes, a wide mouth, and long, mahogany-red hair. Her wool skirts and laced bodice were simple, but they clothed an eye-catching figure. Though little more than eighteen, Mara already had the self-possession of a much older woman, not to mention a ready vocabulary of swear words — some, her own invention — that she called upon now. “God’s wings! By what right do you invade my farm?” And, under her breath, “ ... Swyving brigands ... ”
The nearest officer raised his hand. His signal silenced all but the handsome officer next to him, who whistled crudely. The senior officer doffed his helmet in mock courtesy, revealing a mass of reddish-blonde curls flattened against his forehead. He was a large man, made more massive by armor worn over a heavy coat. A bright sash stretched diagonally across the breastplate. The stubble of a pale beard and immature mustache partially hid his reddened skin.
“I beg an audience with the master of this manor.”
“I am mistress of Hill Farm. I will hear your business.”
The officer raised his eyebrows. “I trust that means the master is serving with Parliament’s troops in another part of the land. It is my understanding that this manor has paid support to our armies and is loyal to our cause.”
Mara said simply, “It is true I have paid the fees demanded.”
“And your husband, or father? Where are they?”
“I have neither. As I said, I am mistress here. If your purpose is a little bait to your horses, you are welcome to feed and water. Young Thom, there,” and she nodded to where he stood at the stable door, “will assist you.” Mara turned as though to leave.
“Wait! There is more I would seek of you.” He spoke quietly to the officer next to him, too softly for Mara to hear, then dismounted, handing his reins to little Sam. The second officer turned his horse and trotted briskly toward Young Thom. Sam followed, leading the huge black gelding. The large man turned back to Mara. “I would prefer more privacy for our conversation. Will you permit me to join you within the house? Two of my company will join us after they see to the horses and men.”
As the man spoke he moved toward Mara until he was in the doorway, forcing Mara back against the screen wall that defined the entry. He strode around her and kicked the heavy wooden door closed behind him. He glanced quickly at the spacious parlor, then headed for two high-backed chairs flanking the room’s fireplace. Mara followed.
He turned. “I am Captain Walter Tremont. I travel under orders of the Earl of Manchester.”
“You speak to Damaris Haviland.” Mara made no move to invite him to sit.
Susa and two other housemaids stood at the window in the far corner of the parlor, where they had been gaping at the hubbub in the courtyard. At a signal from Mara, Polly — the older one — skittered away, pushing the smallest servant, Jane, before her. Susa turned to leave but stopped once more to stare through the window at the men outside.
The officer noticed her. “God’s nigs! I asked for privacy. Send that woman to her duties, which I trust will include refreshments for me and my men. We left Mundesley at dawn and have eaten little yet this day.”
Keeping her voice calm, Mara spoke to Susa. “Go to the kitchen and tell Emm to prepare ale and bread and cold bacon for these troops. I will follow shortly with further instructions.” Susa scurried off.
Turning to face her unwanted visitor, Mara said, “There are twelve of you, I believe?”
Captain Tremont nodded. “And two more with the caisson at the bottom of the hill. I’ll need food for my men and feed for their horses.” When Mara did not respond, he shifted, his sword rattling against the stone of the fireplace, and continued. “My second need is cart horses for the artillery piece. I am told you raise the Suffolk Punch. We are in need of three, strong enough to haul caissons with cannon and balls. Best if they are trained to the pack and saddle as well. And we may need more later. Can you supply these?”
Mara snapped back, “If you can supply the price!”
“God’s fish, Mistress! Loyal followers must supply our needs. I can give you a receipt, if you insist, but no coin. It is your duty to give what you can of food, feed, and horses ... and information.”
“Food and feed I give out of hospitality, but I know of no law that says I must give up my horses.”
He took a step toward her. “At this moment I am the law, and I say your Parliament needs cart horses.”
Mara glared, tight-lipped, but said nothing.
He leaned forward. “Now, to the matter of information. The parish of Westrepps is part of your estate, I am told. I must have your help in locating Edward Cary, priest of this parish.”
Mara’s eyes widened; she caught herself. “Why do you seek him?”
“That is not your concern. Sir William Rondyce, who travels with me, seeks the priest for questioning by authorities. I have offered Sir William the protection of my troops as far as this village. I can only assume the priest has contravened orders from Parliament. I confess he is the least of my problems. All I require of you is word of his whereabouts.”
Mara spoke calmly. “I am ... unable to give you that information.”
“’Snigs! I thought to find a responsible man on this estate who would provide cooperation and information.” Tremont stepped toward her, eyes narrowing. “I must ask you again. Do you know the whereabouts of this man Cary?”
“I have not seen our priest for days.”
“And why not? You are the principal landholder in his parish. You should know where to find him in case of need.”
“Not always. I concern myself with Hill Farm, and that takes all my time and effort.”
“Really?” He tweaked at his half-grown mustache. “I will have to report your lack of cooperation in this matter.”
“As you wish, Captain.” She stared evenly at him. “I assume you did not find him at his home?”
“No. He had cleared out by the time we reached Cary Manor. His parents are fools. They cling to the Royalist cause and feign innocence — as do you — about their son. Their manor will be sequestered. And a nice income it will provide some loyal Parliamentarian.” Captain Tremont lowered his voice. “Are you certain Cary is nowhere known to you?”
Mara had to stop his relentless questioning before she made a mistake. “Captain, we waste your time on this subject. I have told you, I know nothing.” Mara looked directly at Tremont, eyes unwavering. The room was silent as the captain held her gaze.
He sighed. “Then we will discuss my last mission. It is no secret we are here to flush out the last of the Royalists in East Anglia. I must have cover for our powder, in a place between here and Lynn. I would use your church, now that your priest is gone missing.”
“Our church? For munitions?”
“I see it has a fine round tower that would make for good storage.” He smiled grimly. “If you can suggest a better place for our powder, we can spare the church.”
She thought quickly. “You are bound for Lynn? Our village is too far from there to serve your needs.”
“Can you suggest a place closer in?”
Mara shrugged. “Captain Tremont, I am a woman, not a soldier, and hardly the person to make such recommendations. I know nothing of battlements and munitions.”
“I am not asking for your knowledge of war, only your suggestions for safe hiding places for our supplies. Surely you know this area well enough to answer that question.”
There was a firm knock on the heavy front door. Mara made no move to respond. The captain, annoyed, walked quickly across the room and flung open the door. The first officer strode in. With him was a short man wearing curious headgear shaped like a tall Puritan hat, but made of heavy black metal.
The captain made minimal introductions. “Gentlemen, Mistress Damaris Haviland. Mistress Haviland, Sir William Rondyce and Lieutenant Closter.”
The arrogant young lieutenant stood, feet apart, eyes riveted on Mara’s slim waist and full breasts. Sir William made a bobbing bow, then caught his wide-brimmed helmet awkwardly as it slid over one ear.
Tremont addressed the two men. “I am getting little useful information here. This woman has, however, promised us food and horses. Perhaps while we eat she will be more forthcoming.” Turning to Mara, he asked, “When may we expect refreshments, mistress?”
“If you wait here, I will see what progress has been made in the kitchen.”
Mara walked without haste, head high, across the parlor and down the hall to the large kitchen, where Emm — Mara’s former nurse and Susa’s mother — was slicing a large slab of bacon. Susa, Polly and Jane were assembling mugs and wooden plates but stopped their excited chatter when Mara entered.
Mara looked around. “You can serve most of them in here, Emm. There is enough room for nine around the table. The officers will eat in the parlor. Do we have loaves enough to satisfy all?”
Emm glanced at the large wooden bakery box hanging on the wall and nodded. Mara drew in a deep breath and said, “When you’re ready, tell the men to come in. And send food and drink to the parlor at once. The officers are a currish pair. The sooner we can rid ourselves of them, the better.”
Emm asked, “Shall I send in ale or wine? Are they the kind that will make demands if we don’t serve them the best?”
“Ale will do, Emm. They might be tempted to dawdle over wine. I will stay with the officers in the parlor. You stay with the men in the kitchen. As soon as you have put food on the table, I want Susa, Jane and Polly to leave and take the short path to the village. They must stay indoors with their families and not return until I send word. Susa can stay with Polly’s family. I do not trust these soldiers around the girls.”
Susa pouted but said nothing.
Before Mara could leave, a stocky, bowlegged man appeared at the kitchen door. She greeted him warmly. “Thom, you have come at just the right moment. We are invaded by soldiers — Parliament’s, this time, and making demands. They want three Suffolks and will take more if they see them. Go to the paddock and see that only three are left there. Are there any animals in the stable?”
“Only me own and your mare, Mistress.”
“Then take both away as quietly as you can. And keep all but those three Suffolks in the far pastures. Best if you take the new stableboy away with you. He’s just the age they might conscript. Young Thom is here and can turn the three sorrels over to these men. Don’t return until dark. Tell Daniel to do the same.”
Thom Grayboy, Emm’s husband and head horseman, nodded and, waving to his wife, walked with his horseman’s gait back through the hall to the side door.
Mara picked up a tray laden with pewter mugs and a pitcher of ale and returned to the parlor. She found the men already seated at the long, bulbous-legged table. Mara placed the tray on the table without comment and walked to the front windows.
Captain Tremont poured out ale for himself and his comrades, then turned to Mara. “Mistress, we would have you join us.” When Jane came in a moment later with pewter plates, bacon and bread, he ordered, “Bring another mug for your mistress. She is drinking with us.”
Mara shook her head at Jane. “No need. I shall sit with them, but I have no thirst for the moment.”
Sir William stumbled to his feet and reached for the chair next to him. Mara ignored him and chose a chair at the far end of the table. Before she could sit, Lieutenant Closter stood and intervened. “I insist, Mistress Haviland, that you give me the pleasure of seating you on my right hand.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I prefer this chair, Lieutenant.”
Closter boldly took Mara’s elbow and half-lifted her from the seat. The captain rolled his eyes.
Mara jerked her arm out of the lieutenant’s grasp. “Take your hand away! I will sit where I wish — and that is not next to you!”
The lieutenant leaned toward Mara again, grinning. “Snappish, are you! But we are guests. It is your duty to care for our needs and desires and—”
“Oh, no, Lieutenant!” Her chin shot up. “You are intruders, hardly invited guests.”
The captain’s gravelly voice boomed out. “Enough, Closter! We have business to attend to. Sit down, and let’s on with it.”
But instead of sitting at the captain’s right hand, the lieutenant moved his tankard and sat in a chair next to Mara at the other end of the table.
The captain continued, “Mistress Haviland protests she knows nothing of the whereabouts of the Reverend Edward Cary. I know this is a disappointment to you, Sir William, since it is your particular mission to question the man. Perhaps you can be more persuasive than I in getting information from our hostess.”
Rondyce set down his tankard. “I am indeed disappointed. Yes, yes. I must converse with the priest. He’s out of line. But perhaps he doesn’t know. Hmm ... He must swear allegiance and sign the Solemn League and Covenant. Without delay. He seems to be refusing. Wrong action. Wrong. This is his last chance.” He frowned, nodding to himself. “If we cannot find him and change his position, he must go. Ejected from the parish. I shall have to recommend just that.”
He turned to Mara. “So ’tis to his — and your — advantage to find him and persuade him. That’s the only proper action.”
Mara stared coolly at Rondyce. “As I told the Captain, I have not seen Ward Cary in some days. I cannot help you.”
The captain leaned forward and grinned at Mara. “But it is clear you know him well — well enough to use a nickname.”
Mara blinked. “I know him as any would know their priest in a small parish.”
“Well, tell us then, Mistress,” the captain asked evenly, “where would the priest stay when not at his family home? Is there no vicarage in the village?”
“Edward Cary’s family, by long right, have the gift of this living. It has always been held by a member of the family, who continue to live on the estate nearby. There is no separate home here for the rector.”
“Does he come often to this house?” Sir William asked.
“When invited. But I can assure you he has not been here in days.”
Lieutenant Closter, pouring himself another mugful, broke in. “Tell us, Mistress, how are you here without husband or father or — it would seem — any family? ’Slid, ’tis a rare thing to find such a comely female without male protection!” He placed his arm over the back of Mara’s chair and leaned closer.
Mara edged away. “I cannot see how my family situation bears on the matters at hand.”
This time the captain interrupted. “In war times it is essential that those who protect you know all they can about the countryside and its occupants. I would suggest you answer the lieutenant’s question.”
Mara hesitated. Then, squaring her shoulders, she replied, “My parents are long dead. My grandmother, who raised me, died in the spring. It is my choice to remain here. I have loyal servants and am visited regularly and protected by the man who is my guardian — my father’s friend, the executor of his will.”
The Lieutenant downed his ale and, reaching for more, leaned away from Mara. She took the opportunity to slip around the corner of the table to a seat opposite Closter.
The lieutenant laughed. “Trying to escape from me, Mistress? But I like this — now I can look at you more directly.” He stared pointedly at her bodice. “Now, tell me, young beauty, when is this protector-friend of your father’s expected again?”
With more bravado than she felt, Mara answered, “Today. He will be here shortly.”
The captain, bored with this byplay, banged his fist on the table. “We’ve wasted too much time here! Eat up, then get the men mounted. Round up the three Suffolk Punches our hostess has promised us. With sufficient harness, don’t forget. Where do we find them, Mistress?”
“My stableman will prepare the horses — if you will allow me to leave and give him orders.”
The Captain put up a hand. “Wait! We will need feed for the animals and more food for our men than you seem willing to part with. Have your women in the kitchen give us cheese and bacon — mutton, if it is ready — and plenty of ale for each man.”
Mara made her escape to the kitchen, where Emm was rushing about trying to serve the nine soldiers. The three maids had left.
Mara drew Emm aside. “Tell them you can give them no more now. Your orders are to prepare food for their journey. And take more ale to the parlor. Then give cheese and bacon and ale to each man as he leaves. Now I must speak to Young Thom about the cart horses we must contribute to this sorry fight. Have you seen him?”
“He came in just now. I told him to wait across the hall.”
Mara found Young Thom in the estate office. Her instructions were to the point. “Give them the three sorrels in the paddock. And harness as they demand. You have seen to their own horses?” Young Thom assured her the soldiers’ mounts were fed and watered.
She returned to the parlor. “The men in the kitchen are fed,” she announced. “The spare cart horses are being brought around.” She paused. “I trust I have done my duty for your cause.”
“Our cause, Mistress Haviland, our cause,” corrected the captain. “Don’t forget, Norfolk is now a Parliament stronghold. It is your cause, too, unless you prefer us to report you as a Royalist. Faith, you can’t want that! This farm would then be sequestered.” The captain looked sternly at Mara, rose and adjusted his sword, pocketed most of the spare food on the table, and signaled his cohorts to follow him.
As they walked out to the courtyard, Mara overheard the captain say to Sir William, “Sorry, Sir, we couldn’t find your priest. He’ll turn up. They always do. Do you and your man leave us now to return to Norwich?”
The odd little man with the strange armored hat stuttered a reply. “Yes. Yes. I’ll go back. One more stop at Cary’s place on the way. His parents. Perhaps they will be a bit more forthcoming. Best without all the soldiers around. But I give thanks for your escort, Captain. Yes, thank you. Obliged to you.”
Mara avoided the courtyard while the men milled around it and the stable, gathering supplies and horses. But even in the house she could hear the captain’s gravelly command, “To Lynn!” as the men mounted and rode off down the drive.
Hill House was quiet. Mara and Emm were alone.
Chapter 2
Mara watched from a window as the cavalrymen filed down the elm-lined road, crossed the quiet river on the old stone bridge and turned onto the narrow cart road through the village. All but two turned left toward Lynn. The two, Sir William Rondyce and his man, followed the short lane to St. Giles, the parish church that stood on a rise of land across the shallow valley from Hill House.
They tethered their horses at the west porch and disappeared inside the ancient stone building. Mara, watching anxiously, breathed normally again only when the men emerged alone and rode off to the southeast, away from the village and the armed escort.
Mara looked back to where the column had disappeared, grateful they did not stop to store powder at St. Giles. Three men were still in sight, hitching Hill Farm horses to a caisson. The midday sun’s rays picked out helmets on two; the third and busiest figure wore no metal. Mara was stunned to recognize Young Thom, and then horrified when he climbed on the caisson and drove off with the others. After a moment she decided he could not be joining the soldiers, but must be directing the stragglers to the main crossroad, some two miles away. He would be back. So Mara said nothing to Emm when she went into the kitchen a few minutes later.
Emm was grumbling as she cleared the mess left by their hungry intruders. “Time we brought those girls back to do their work.” And when Mara tried to help, “’Tis not work for you, Maramee. The papers that bookman left today are still on the table in the library window. If you see to them, I’ll bring you a bite to eat. I kept plenty hidden from those hordes, and you’ve had nought since that bit of bread before the bookman arrived. Then, when next I see Young Thom I’ll have him fetch the girls.”
“No, Emm. Give the soldiers time to get well away, to find some other village for their ammunition. Soon enough then to get the girls. We can manage for now. I’ve bolted the great door and straightened the parlor.”
Emm, nodding, retrieved a baking board covered with apple tarts from the round-topped oven in the fireplace wall. Mara, suddenly hungry, added, “I’ll just take a few of these and go to the library.”
She left, singing a silly ditty that Emm had taught her as a child. Emm, overhearing, found herself humming it, too:
Pots ’n pots ’n pots a pother;
Never say the devil’s got her.
Help yourself, you’ll help another.
Hey nonny non.
Mara and Emm were more than mistress and servant. In private, Emm still called the younger woman “Maramee,” the name she had given her as a baby. Mara’s mother already had three almost-grown children when, as the widow Yorke, she had married Justes Haviland. She then lost two babies in rapid succession before Mara arrived. Mara was a healthy baby, too hungry for the meager milk supply her mother could offer. Emm Grayboy, who had given birth to Young Thom almost a year earlier, was hired as wet nurse, then stayed on as servant and now cook for Mara’s household.
Mara took her plate of tarts to the sunlit alcove in the library. With its simple oak paneling, wooden book presses and graceful oriel window, the library was Mara’s favorite room. The cushioned bench and small table in the window alcove always caught the morning light. A larger, square table with two chairs filled much of the room in front of the fireplace on the opposite wall.
Mara set the tarts on the alcove table. Four unbound pamphlets lay there, pamphlets she had selected before the soldiers interrupted her session with the bookman. She picked up one, then dropped it back on the table, suddenly preoccupied again by the problems left in the soldiers’ wake.
She stared blindly out the beautiful, small-paned window, her mind focused on the unwelcome events of the morning.
Where was Ward?
She had been raised to make decisions regarding household management. But when more worldly matters intruded, she was taught to seek guidance and protection from men. Always had come the litany, “Direction and protection are given you by your elders,” or, as she grew older, “Men will always direct and protect you.” But there were no more Haviland men. And of Ward there was no sign. Weston Ferris, her legal guardian, was nominally in charge, but he was not family, and he lived too far away to make decisions for her in the event of a sudden crisis.
War changed all the rules. She, Damaris Haviland, was the principal landowner, the one to whom the villagers would turn in time of trouble. There was no father, no brother, no husband to offer protection and direction. It was her job, her worry.
Mara looked down at the tarts she had set on the table and was suddenly ravenous. She bit hungrily into one of them, catching warm apple filling that dripped onto her hand.
Half an hour later, the tarts and a pamphlet disposed of, she heard the knocker at the back door.
A moment later Emm entered the library. “’Tis a message for you. Brought by that boy who helps his shepherd father in the high pastures.” She handed Mara a small, folded, wax-sealed paper and waited, hoping Mara would share the message. Mara read the short note and, frowning slightly, pushed the paper into her skirt pocket. Rising quickly from the window seat she said, “I must go to the church.”
Emm, concerned, cautioned, “You should not be going out alone with those soldiers lurking near. You are no safer than the maids. I will go with you.”
“No, Emm. Thank you, but I must go alone. I’ll take the footpath. There’ll be no lingering soldiers on it. Perhaps I can bring the girls back with me. But I must run upstairs for a moment before I go.”
Emm followed her to the turret staircase, fussing at her for insisting on going. Mara ran up the winding stone flight, grabbing her swirl of woollen skirts as she climbed. At the top she stepped into her small closet-room. As she closed the door she drew out the note and read it again.
I must see you before I depart. I will be waiting at the copse. Tell no one you are meeting me.
It was signed, “W.”
Mara walked on into her bedchamber and glanced quickly at the looking glass standing on a plain, footed chest. The glass revealed cobalt blue eyes — a colorful contrast to the dark-cherry hair — and high, wide cheeks, stained the deep rose of an outdoorswoman. But Mara gave scant attention to anything but her hair. No time to calm it into the braid Ward preferred. She gave it a few quick brush strokes, ran her fingers through the wide waves, and deftly tied it back with a blue velvet ribbon.
She hurried back down the steep stairs. In the hall outside the kitchen she grabbed a dark blue cloak, and as she threw it on and tossed her hair back over its hood, she called to Emm in the kitchen. “I’m off, Emm. Draw the bolt after me. And don’t worry. The soldiers are already an hour down the road. If they were coming back we’d have heard them by now.”
Mara hurried down a well-worn path that traversed the sloping field to the village, then turned left at the shallow river’s edge. A few paces further on, she walked quickly over the arched bridge crossed earlier by the departing cavalry. She then angled back, passing three old flint cottages that hugged the cart road. A tenant, peering out warily from the door of the first cottage, saw Mara and waved. Mara smiled and waved back, but did not linger to make her usual inquiries about the family.
Beyond the last cottage she started up Church Lane toward St. Giles but stopped when a bright voice called out behind her, “Mistress Mara!” Anxious to keep moving, Mara nonetheless turned and waited as a young girl ran to catch up with her.
She was a year or so younger than Mara, and her face beamed with excitement. Before she reached Mara she was talking. “’Tis all made right! Bill is to marry me! And soon! My babe willn’t be on the parish ... nor me.”
Mara answered warmly, “I hoped this would happen for you.”
The girl, Becky Hedder, had come to Mara a week earlier in tears, fearing her young lover, from a nearby village, would refuse to wed her now that she was pregnant. Mara had sympathized but assured her that the boy would do the right thing.
Mara now took the girl’s hands. “I’m glad for you, Becky. ’Tis a sad day when a girl must confess she carries a babe without a wedding or its promise. Nothing could be worse when you’re young and your family is of good repute, like yours.” Mara smiled. “But now all is well.” She turned to continue up the path.
The girl, reluctant to let her go so quickly, followed. “Bill, ’im talks o’ living ’ere in Westrepps, and sayin’ nay to ’is own village. Could’t be work for ’im here? Now that ’tis all right an’ proper, us likes Westrepps best — an’ you for th’ mistress.”
Mara replied, “If he has a skill, he has my permission to speak to Dan or, if he has knowledge of horses, to Thom.” Then, moving firmly away from her, Mara spoke over her shoulder, smiling. “We’ll talk of all this again.”
Mara continued up the church lane. Rather than follow the path to the porch entrance, she turned and hurried past the church’s ancient, round tower, weaving quickly through the haphazard arrangement of tombstones. Once behind the church and out of sight of the villagers, she picked up her skirts and ran toward a secluded copse and the man who had sent the note.
The Reverend Edward Cary was elegant as only the tall and slim can be, his dark hair curling onto his shoulders in the Royalist mode. He stopped pacing near his heavily laden horse when he saw Mara, and greeted her with a warm hug. “Mara, dear! My time is short, but I must speak to you before I leave.”
Mara stepped back, worried. “Where are you going?”
“I have orders to report to Lynn.”
Mara looked away, then nodded sadly. “Do you know soldiers were here looking for you?”
“Yes. I had word last night that they were coming, so I was away from the house before they arrived this morning. I waited until the soldiers were well out of sight before sending you a note.” Ward took Mara’s hand and raised it to his lips. “I could not leave Westrepps without seeing you.”
For a moment their eyes locked. Mara broke the silence. “Where have you been since dawn?”
Ward nodded toward a point beyond Mara. “In the high pastures, and then in the birches above the house.”
Mara frowned. “What has happened to make you suddenly a fugitive?”
Ward touched her cheek. “Complaints against me have reached London. I am charged — by Parliamentarians who call themselves reformers — of following the old rituals at Saint Giles.” Ward shook his head scornfully. “They denounce the beautiful ceremonies! They would forbid them! They are angered even by the decorations I ordered for the church last Christmas.”
Ward took his long, cuffed leather gloves, which he held in one hand, and slapped them angrily against a nearby tree. “And that’s not all. Parliament will force all parishes in Norfolk to swear a solemn covenant of faith to their heretical cause!”
Mara nodded. “So I heard from the men this morning.”
“You know I can never subscribe to such apostasy.” His voice suddenly rose in anger. “Do you mean to say you spoke to those traitors?”
Mara stiffened and drew back. “I had little choice. They demanded food, horses ... and information about you.”
Ward thundered, “But you could have refused to meet with them!” Mara drew in her breath but said nothing. He tempered his tone. “And what did you give them?”
“They took three of the cart horses, and gear. They ate bread and bacon, ale, and took more with them. Of course I said I knew nothing of your whereabouts.”
“Who was questioning you?”
“A Captain Tremont and a gentleman, Sir William ... ”
“Rondyce? A stutterer, wearing a tall metal hat?”
“Yes. That’s the one. He was not one of the soldiers, though he had an armed man with him. The hat was his only armor.”
“He’s questioned me before. Came from Norwich, I think.”
“When he left, he and his man searched for you here at Saint Giles. I watched them from the big window. He had said he was going back to Cary Manor. He claimed your home will be sequestered, if your family are adjudged to be Royalists.” Mara put a hand on his arm. “Must you do this? Must you go?”
Tossing the gloves onto his saddle, Ward pulled Mara back to him. His voice softened. “You know I must, but only until order is restored. I will be back, to you and our life together, as soon as the king puts things to rights.”
“Will you be gone long?”
Ward smiled sadly. “I cannot say. But surely this sordid little war will soon be over and I can return. In any event, you are still in mourning, and cannot marry for a time yet.”
Mara nodded. “Yes, that is true.” Her grandmother, Avice Haviland, had died recently. She thought briefly of her recently deceased grandmother, Avice Haviland.
“As well, we have yet to announce our intentions to our families.” Ward, smiling, touched a finger to Mara’s nose. “You, my dear, must tell Mister Ferris, and I must inform my parents. We’ve kept quiet these past months, and we can wait yet a little longer.”
Mara nodded glumly. “I suppose. If we must, we can.”
Mara’s yeoman forebears had always kept to themselves, independent in politics and ecumenical in matters of religion. The Carys were an old family — minor gentry — living not far from Hill Farm. Ward was a few years older than Mara, but she had known him and his brothers since childhood. Ward had gone away to Cambridge, then to Europe. When he returned to assume the living at Westrepps parish, it was natural they should see each other often. As heiress of the Westrepps manor, Mara was easily the most eligible young woman in the neighborhood. The handsome clergyman had been the most desirable bachelor until his political beliefs made his position in the parish untenable.
Now Parliamentarians were fast claiming control of Norfolk. Royalists such as the Carys were scrambling either to change their loyalties or escape.
“If I stay, Sir William will take me for questioning, perhaps to London. At the very least I will be ejected from the church. I spoke with the king’s men, who came through here in August, and caused you such fear—”
“Rat wounds!” Mara exclaimed. “I had no fear of them! They asked for supplies, but I gave them no more than a meal, out of courtesy, not loyalty to their cause.”
Ward frowned at the expletive, started to remonstrate, then thought better of it. “Well ... I fear for you. Soldiers can forget their manners when they see bounty and but a woman standing between them and what they want.”
“’Swings! Those men offered me no trouble. It is only at your insistence, and Cousin Weston’s, that I think of fear.”
“Mara, you are speaking oaths again! It is most unseemly.”
Mara blinked. “That word is not swearing! I made it up. Just because you associate it with other much-used oaths does not make mine a curse.”
“Well, others will think, as I, ’tis a curse.” Ward shrugged. “I will let it go for now. You promised to send for me or Weston Ferris if confronted by armed men.”
“And so I did! I dared not send for you, even had I known where you were. They were Roundheads! But, yes, I sent a message to Cousin Weston, because I gave you my word.”
“And I gave my word to the king’s men. Now that Lynn has declared for the His Majesty, I have heard from agents close to him. They urge my immediate withdrawal to Lynn or Oxford.” He shrugged. “I cannot refuse. The king is right, and to support him is to give strength to our own true church. That I must do.”
“When can I see you again?”
Again, Ward’s smile was sad. “How can I know, Mara dear? As soon, I suppose, as the king and God permit. Those who are closer to these matters say Manchester and Cromwell will attack Lynn.”
Mara said, “Captain Tremont’s troops were headed for Lynn. They expect a battle for the city.”
Ward nodded. “Yes. The port of Lynn is vital to the king’s cause. But it may take months before all is calm.” His eyes found hers. “But we will be together again, soon. Meantime, you should be safe here, though you know I prefer that you repair to your half-brother in Norwich or to Mister Ferris in North Walsham.”
Mara shook her head. “We have been over this matter too often. I shall stay here, where I belong.”
Ward sighed. “I accept your decision, but with reluctance. You should be safe enough if you will stop trafficking with soldiers—”
“I did nothing of the kind! Indeed, I felt it wise to keep the officers in the house with me rather than out searching for you.”
Ward looked at her a moment, then nodded. “Yes, I suppose you were wise in that respect. As I was trying to say, you should be able to run the estate, with Mister Ferris to guide you and Old Thom and Daniel to manage the men in the fields. But if you continue your stubborn insistence on staying here on the farm, I shall continue to worry.” He spread his hands. “One good thing, though. Both the Ferrises and your family are known to be neutral in political and religious affairs, so you run little danger of the place being sequestered.”
Mara wanted to protest that he was treating her like a child, but she held her tongue.
Ward continued, “I cannot say where I will be, nor where to send letters. As soon as it is safe, I shall send a message to you. I am expected in Lynn this evening, perhaps from there to Oxford and the king and whatever mission he has for me.”
“Will your family know where you are?”
“My brothers, as you well know, are already gone. Edmund is with the king and John gathers support and men in Lincoln to join him later. My father is too frail for soldiering. But, loath as he is to leave, he will take Mother to Rotterdam if matters worsen. Should they go, father will ask Weston Ferris to see that our crops are moved to market. You, too, will do well to leave all business affairs, and matters of politics, to him. Ferris is a clever tradesman and will deal diplomatically with either Parliament or king.”
“But why can’t you do the same?” Mara asked, exasperated. “Parliament controls London. Its sympathizers here in Norfolk are good and responsible people. They aren’t evil any more than you are. Why must you fight them?”
Ward was pacing again. “It is for the Lord to decide who is good or evil, but I will not live under these untutored separatists or even the Presbyterians, who claim allegiance to the Church of England. And the Puritans! You know they shout of a predestination that is foreign to proper belief in salvation. They may not be wicked, but what they preach is wrong!”
“You can live with them!” Mara paused, struggling for words. “We ... we are taught to worship God, to have faith. I don’t remember the scriptures saying we must worship with ornate silver and golden vessels and holiday decorations.”
He stared at her. “You cannot mean you would willingly abandon the beauty and reverence of our services! We show respect to Christ by following rituals to honor Him, to gain a state of grace. You cannot agree with the king’s enemies who say grace — salvation — is preordained!” Ward turned away angrily.
“Sometimes I ... I am not sure what to think—”
He wheeled. “Mara, Mara! I cannot listen to this blasphemy from you! You are the woman I want to make my wife, to honor me and our church with your understanding and learning. But somehow you are ... thinking the wrong thoughts!” He clasped her shoulders. “Listen to me and to others with true learning.” He shook his head. “I fear for you. You are the reason Saint Paul says women must be silent, never to speak in public. You must remain mute on these subjects, not only because you are wrong but because you can be punished for your misunderstandings. Please, my dear Mara! Study again the true teachings that only our church can give you, and learn to have no doubts.”
Mara pulled back. “Now you sound like Bishop Laud. He, too, would countenance no controversy. And he’s in the Tower for his opinions.” She took a deep breath to calm herself. “I attend church. I know every word of the liturgy. I study the Prayer Book and Bible as I am instructed. I have even read books of sermons, difficult and dreary as many are.”
“But you are not learning from them!”
Mara looked away, blinking. After a moment, she clasped her hands in front of her and looked back at Ward. “Gramere said everyone should have a person with whom one could talk freely, a trusted companion.” Her eyes brimmed suddenly; she bowed her head to hide them. “After Gramere died I thought that person would be you. If I cannot talk with you ... and now you are leaving as well ... ”
Mara looked up. Ward was frowning. She waited, hoping for a sign of closeness from him. But he said, “My reasons for leaving include not merely my support for the Anglican church. The Cary family, as well you know, has owed allegiance to the king for many generations. I am a Cary. I must serve him, too, as best I can. You must understand that.”
Mara sighed. “I understand, yes. Perhaps it is my yeoman’s blood that makes me feel differently. My family owes nothing to the king for our holdings or prosperity. No living, no privilege was ever given the Havilands from royal hands. This land was purchased with money earned in honest trade, not for service to a king or noble.”
He stared at her, frowning. “You speak as if service to the king were somehow less than honorable.”
She began to protest, but he raised a hand to silence her, and looked toward the woods. “I go with a sad heart. My long affection for you, and yours for me, must survive this hour. I had hoped to leave with mutual promises of love, with a kiss I could remember in the coming weeks, but ... ”
Ward walked away, fists clenching and unclenching. Then he took a deep breath, calmed himself, and walked back. “Let us pray together.” He folded his hands, then looked at her expectantly until she bowed her head. “O most wise and provident God which in the beginning didst create man in Thine own image, and out of him didst make the woman, and didst bring her unto the man, that she might be an helper unto him, I pray Thee give this woman a true and proper understanding of her place in this world under Thine order and help her to correct her errors. For this I do truly thank Thee. Amen.”
Ward looked at Mara. “Our differences will disappear as you pray for guidance and regain your faith.”
“But faith in you! I want to love you, to be faithful to you. I want both of us to be faithful to this land and its people ... to each other ... ”
Ward was brusque. “Then you must believe as I believe. When we are married, you will follow my beliefs and accept my knowledge and wisdom. You know as well as I what a woman’s role must be. We have talked of this and read together to understand our duties in marriage. That book ... ” He searched his memory. “Counsel to the Husband—”
“—To the Wife Instruction.”
“Yes. It explained our roles well, what was meant by ‘wise subjection’ and ‘Christian reverence’ and ‘faithful and dutiful obedience.’ The book said that to act or speak presumptuously, as you do, is to go beyond your place. I thought we agreed Saint Paul was right, that wives must be subject always unto their husbands. The Bible says women were created to be helpmates to their husbands. I will pray every day that you will come to have the learning and faith our church demands.”
Mara’s eyes flashed with anger. “God’s sn— Oh, pretty pother! I know what the books say! I also know the law allows the husband to beat his wife. That does not mean he must beat her. I thought you agreed that I, too, had wisdom and learning, and that you would discuss matters with me instead of issuing proclamations ... and prayers.”
“Mara, Mara, I love and admire you so much because you do read and understand. It will make our lives richer. But neither of us must forget that the husband is the head of the wife.”
Her face fell. She looked away. “I have a terrible fear that you will not listen. You assume you are right about the king and the church — about everything.”
“I am right, Mara. This is one of those times when I must exert my God-given superiority ... much as I dislike disputing with you.”
To Mara it seemed something was slipping away. “I want you to succeed in all you do, Ward, and I want our life together to begin as soon as—”
“And I want the same! When the king is back in London, and our church and liturgy are restored throughout the land, we will be together.” He reached for her again. “Please send me off now with your support ... and a parting kiss.”
Reluctantly, Mara moved closer. He took hold of her shoulders. She was tall for a woman, her eyes level with his dark goatee. As he drew her to him, kissing first her hair and cheeks and finally her lips, her deep-blue eyes searched for a sign of understanding in his own eyes. But they were closed.
A sudden skittishness by the horse interrupted them. Ward looked around quickly and caught his gloves as they slid from the saddle. He stroked the horse, whispering to it. The stallion steadied, and he turned to Mara. “I must go. One matter you should know: Joshua Thornton from Bessingham Parish will care for the church and give services when he can. I trust you will see that all is well in the parish when he cannot be here?”
“I will do what I can,” Mara replied, and then added, dryly, “within the limits a woman must observe.”
Ward ignored that and climbed into the saddle. He leaned down. “Remember always that I will be back ... to you.”
Mara glanced at the path he would take. “Be on the watch for those soldiers!”
He nodded and rode quietly away with a smile and wave.
Mara stood watching until he was out of sight beyond the trees. Then she walked slowly back along the path and into the simple, round-towered church. She moved down the side aisle of the silent, empty building to where her grandmother had been so recently interred. A temporary slab of limestone covered the grave. Mara had ordered a brass memorial plate, inset in marble, from a mason in Norwich. She made a mental note to contact him about the delay.
Mara sat for a moment at the end of a pew and looked down at her grandmother’s grave. She leaned over and touched it.
The stone was cold and mute.
Chapter 3
Mara shook off the chill of the dark church as she stepped outside and looked cautiously around. Two girls were chasing each other on the cart road and screaming in the high-pitched tones of seven-year-olds, but elsewhere all was quiet. A quarter-mile away, on a wide shelf of land, the Haviland estate’s substantial flint-and-stone farmhouse watched over the narrow valley and its meandering stream. Mara breathed deeply, soothed by the familiar picture. Friends and family might be gone for now, but her home, the one constant in her life, could not ride away or desert her. The home meant permanence and security, more than any person could give — even Ward.
Over time, the old house had spawned a cluster of brick outbuildings, stable, paddocks, a walled garden and small dower house. It was a large holding, less pretentious than the manors of nearby gentry, but comfortable in its well-tended age. Four generations of Havilands had lived at Hill House, successfully raising crops, sheep and horses — but few sons.
Hill House — and Hill Farm, the rich Norfolk acres that surrounded the house — were named long before Thomas Haviland bought the property in the mid-sixteenth century. Other families with social or political aspirations might have renamed the estate Haviland House or Haviland Manor, but the Havilands, once successful Norwich tradesmen, clung to country-yeomen status and downplayed their wealth. The gently rolling farmland, less than four miles from the North Sea, remained Hill Farm, and the house retained its original simple, but descriptive, name.
Thomas Haviland and his grandson Justes had added, first, a fine new kitchen on the south and, later, a wing of bedchambers to the north, anticipating large families that never came. Thomas had one son, Abel, who died before his father. Abel, too, produced a single child, Justes. And Justes — after two wives and several disappointments — left one heir, his daughter, Damaris, born in 1625, now eighteen.
Only two embellishments broke the stolid practicality of the house. One was the oriel window, added in a rare moment of extravagance by old Thomas. It did not improve the exterior; it gave the east facade a curious one-eyed look. But it added light and grace to the room that later became the library. The other decorative addition was the drive that curved from Hill House down to the cart road in Westrepps village, the route the cavalry had taken at noon. It boasted two lines of arching elms, planted to please a long-dead Haviland wife. They were the only trees, other than a small orchard hidden behind the garden wall, that softened the brick and stone of the buildings.
Behind the house, the ground rose rather abruptly some forty feet, offering shelter from the northwest winds. At the top of the hill, a small, but dense, thicket of trees — wind-blown birches and scruffy pines — stood silhouetted against a sky of restless clouds.
Mara never tired of the view. The house and farmland, as far as she could see, were hers. Her life was forever tied to Hill Farm. Unlike most young women who married and moved away from their birthplaces, she could live on the familiar and much-loved estate forever. She had no close family. Her mother died when she was ten. Five years later her father was lost in an accident at sea. The grandmother who raised her was newly buried. Two half-sisters, much older than Mara, were married and established far away, out of the county. Her half-brother, Philip Yorke, lived with a growing family in Norwich, and they had little contact. Even Ward, with whom she had planned to spend the rest of her life at Hill House, had just now argued with her and departed for destinations unknown. But she had a home, one she would not trade for any other in the world.
Mara’s attention was diverted by a commotion in the reedy pond below. A couple of marsh harriers, flying low, were disturbing the mallards who lived where the river pooled near the bridge. She watched as the predators moved on, leaving the pond and reeds once more to the ducks.
Again her eyes moved to the complex of buildings that was her home. Even from this distance, Mara could sense the peculiar texture of the house. Its walls were made of local stones, some small and round, some split and glossy, set close together to make an uneven, yet pleasing, surface. The church behind her was made of the same local biscuit-and-gray stones.
There was, she thought, as she gazed on the peaceful scene, more than enough compensation here for loneliness. Hill House and Hill Farm could not be taken from her. They were her life, her family.
As she walked down the lane from the church, her thoughts returned to practical matters. Should she stop and find the maids and take them back with her? No; it wouldn’t hurt to give them a bit of free time. Emm would have the kitchen straightened by the time she got back, and the girls would merely stand about, chattering and accomplishing nothing. Besides, it was just as well to put more time between the soldiers’ departure and the girls’ return.
She walked back to the bridge, crossed it, and climbed the familiar footpath that was the most direct route from the village to Hill House. Emm was waiting for her and fussed until Mara agreed to sit at the big plank table near the kitchen fireplace, where she could read one of her new pamphlets — and her old nurse could keep a wary eye on her.
Weston Ferris urged his horse down the final mile. The heavy, middle-aged man had been riding nearly an hour, gray-blonde hair streaming out beneath a broad-brimmed hat, his dark wool cape flapping about his large frame in the damp sea breeze. Weston had the pale coloring and powerful build of his Viking ancestors. He turned the sturdy English gelding from the cart track onto a narrow path that cut across Haviland property, avoiding the longer route through the village. Horse and rider squared around a harvested field, then angled into the half-light of a small beech copse. Damp leaves, beaten into the path, muffled their passage.
As the sweating horse plodded over the crest of the final slope and out into late-afternoon sun, Weston felt familiar pangs of resentment and envy. Before him lay the brick-walled garden, the fine stable with its adjoining paddock, then Hill House and, beyond, the rich farmland he coveted. For more than three years he had ridden weekly to Hill Farm, carrying out the mission imposed on him by Justes Haviland’s will. There was money for him in the duty but, as the years passed, he craved more than fees and a tradesman’s profit.
With a flick of the reins, he guided the horse around the empty paddock and under a narrow portico protecting the side door of the house. He was annoyed that no one came to take his horse. No soldiers appeared anywhere. The land and house were suspended in a waiting quiet. Weston dismounted, threw the reins over a well-worn post and walked, stiff from his ride, to the heavy wooden door. He slammed the iron knocker three times.
In the kitchen, the two women looked up. Emm turned questioningly to her mistress, who rose quickly.
“I’ll go, Emm. It can’t be the soldiers again. They came to the other door.” Mara touched her servant reassuringly and walked through the narrow hall to the back door.
“Who is there?”
“Mara, it is Weston.”
Relieved, Mara replied, “Just a moment, Cousin Ferris.” She slid the heavy wooden ring-bar into its square socket deep within the wall, then pulled open the door.
The big man stepped across the threshhold and grasped her shoulders. “Are you all right, Mara?” His gray-blue eyes darted about. “They have gone?”
Mara hugged Weston. “Yes, I’m fine. Thank you for coming. The soldiers are gone.”
“What did they want?”
“Horses, and food. They took three of our Suffolk sorrels, with harness and packsaddles. They stayed long enough to eat what food Emm would offer them. Then young Thom went with them to hitch the horses to a caisson they had left in the village. I have not heard the soldiers since. And Young Thom has not returned.”
“Did they threaten you?” Weston demanded. He closed the door and, pulling on the ring at the end of the long wooden bar, slid it back into place.
“No. They were civil and did me no harm. But I did as you asked and sent for you.”
From longstanding habit, Weston took Mara’s hand, and together they walked down the hall to the kitchen. Emm, standing uncertainly in the kitchen door, moved aside and bobbed a quick curtsey as Weston passed. Mara sat at one end of the long bench flanking the table. Weston, as was his habit, took the high-backed chair at the table’s end.
Weston looked around him, frowning. “Where are the other servants?”
Mara pushed her booklet aside and turned toward Weston. “While the soldiers were here I sent the maids to their families in the village and told them to stay indoors. I asked Old Thom to see that all the animals — except what the soldiers demanded — were kept well away from the house. I told him to take the new stableboy with him and not return until dusk.”
“’Snigs! Are none of the men nearby to help you?”
“Young Thom should be back soon.”
Weston thought he sensed a note of uncertainty. She was, he well knew, young, alone, and in some ways inexperienced. Her youthful dignity and calm protected her, as did her position as chatelaine of a sizable country holding; even her occasional use of private oaths and epithets created an illusion of toughness. But none of that could hide her enticing appearance. The rich hair, deep-blue eyes, high cheeks colored by nature and weather to a constant deep pink, and sensuous mouth made wider by frequent smiles, only added to the allure of her shapely curves. Mara Haviland had grown into a stunning, if artless, beauty.
He reached out and took her hand. “I fear for you, Mara. This is the second invasion by soldiers. So far you have been lucky. Neither the Royalist troops nor these fellows did more than commandeer horses and victuals, but this conflict is growing.” His eyes hardened. “Soldiers are unpredictable. The next time could be worse. You must leave this place, and stay with Katherne and me in North Walsham. I will manage things here.”
This was not the first time Weston, like Ward, had urged Mara to live in town. Months earlier, when her grandmother died, the Ferrises had argued that Mara should leave the country home and move to town and the safety of their house. When warring factions continued to roam the countryside in the turmoil of civil war, the Ferrises became more insistent. They pointed out that they offered not only refuge but also the companionship of their three unmarried daughters. Katherne, Weston’s wife, believed they should care for Mara in loco parentis.
Weston, despite his affection for Mara, privately hoped he could tighten his grip on Hill Farm if she were away in North Walsham. He also knew she could be stubborn and, to his mind, irresponsibly independent and rebellious.
Philip Yorke, Mara’s much older half-brother, and his wife, Agnes, had also offered their home in Norwich. They assumed Mara would soon marry, but until that time there was an advantage in having her live with them: the three Yorke children, with a fourth expected after Michaelmas, could benefit from Mara’s reading and writing skills.
The Yorkes were surprised, even offended, when she refused them all, politely reminding Yorkes and Ferrises alike that Hill House, in good repair and comfortable, was her inherited responsibility. Buildings, grazing slopes, ponds, grain fields, woods: all were hers to care for, as were the people the land supported. Further, since both wives — Agnes Yorke in Norwich and Katherne Ferris in North Walsham — were either newly delivered or expecting another baby, Mara held them off by suggesting that she would crowd their households at a delicate time.
Now, responding to Weston, Mara shook her head. “Thank you for your concern, but I cannot leave. Like my father and great-grandfather, I have no desire for city life or the affairs of society. I am a countrywoman. My life is here. I am content here. And, as you can see, the soldiers left me in peace.”
Weston tried another, bolder tack. “Then, let us move here as your protectors.”
Mara frowned. Weston leaned toward her and reached to cover her hand as it lay on the table.
“This is a war, Mara, no place for a young woman alone — especially a woman as attractive as you. The next soldiers might be of a ... rougher disposition.”
Mara pulled her hand away. “But I was in no danger! I feared more for Ward. They were searching for him.” She looked down, memories of Ward clouding her thoughts. “And I feared for the plate and the horses. All they took were a few horses and a share of food and drink for men and mounts.”
Emm, across the room, spoke up. “I was that fearful! They made Mistress sit with them while they ate. They wanted that she drink with them.”
Mara shot a look at her. “’Swings! I didn’t drink or eat with them! They were intruders, not guests. I remained civil and tried not to incite them.”
“How many were there?” Weston asked.
“Twelve, including the ones looking for Ward. And two more who stayed in the village with the cannon.”
He fingered his mustache, frowning. “This is what we feared when the king’s men came in August, and a good reason why we want you to live with us. An unmarried woman has no just claim to live without protection.”
“But these were not the king’s supporters,” Mara pointed out. “They were Manchester’s. There is sympathy for him hereabout.” She glanced away and added, not quite truthfully, “I felt safer this time. But I did send you word immediately, as I promised. Fortune would have it that Brad Stewart, the chapman from London, was showing his books in the library when the soldiers arrived. He had mentioned that his next stop was North Walsham. So I wrote that quick note to you and sent it on with him.”
Weston said, “Brad’s horses made steady time, for pack animals. He told me he reached my house in less than three hours. I explained the situation to Katherne and left as soon as I could.” He paused. “Katherne is still bedridden and weaker than ever.”
“I am distressed to hear that. But the girls are well? And they take care of her?” Weston nodded. Mara continued, “You must have ridden those ten miles in record time. I am most grateful. But, fortunately — as you can see — I am in no danger from soldiers.”
Weston gazed out the small window high in the wall above her head. “You know from experience that troops can appear at any time. It was only by chance that you were able to reach me so quickly. You must place yourself under my protection, at least until Parliament gains complete control.”
After a short pause, he looked back at her. “What did you mean about Ward and the soldiers?”
Chapter 4
Mara stayed in the kitchen with Weston, outwardly courteous, but preoccupied by the day’s events. The argument with Ward troubled her more than the arrogance of the troops, though both pointed up her vulnerability as a young woman alone.
“Mara?” Weston was speaking.
“Pardon me?”
“I said, why are the soldiers looking for Edward?”
“Churchly matters. But he has left Westrepps.”
“He has?”
“He has gone to Lynn.”
“Does he know what that means? Lynn has gone over to the king.” He paused, suddenly understanding. “Oh, so that is it!”
“Yes.” Mara’s reply was subdued.
“His choice is unfortunate.” Weston leaned back in his chair and slammed both hands firmly on the table before him. “Norfolk is going the other way. I have already agreed to support our new Parliament. And I will sign their covenant as soon as it reaches us here.” He cleared his throat, then spoke firmly. “You must give no hint of friendship with Ward and his family.”
Mara drew up sharply. “’Snigs! They are my friends! That is more important than ... political disagreements.”
“No, Mara, there you are mistaken. Politics and the church are our bellwethers. We can lose everything — you can lose Hill House — if we are not careful. You must be flexible.”
Mara’s normally high color became rosier. “I am flexible!” She spoke slowly and firmly. “I don’t really care who is in charge as long as I have Hill Farm and friends — including Ward. I cannot do anything about the church or Parliament. As I am reminded constantly, I am only a woman.”
Weston knew that Mara had an affection for Ward. He liked the young preacher and knew of their friendship, but not their commitment. He persisted. “Be careful, Mara. Do not say things against Parliament or indicate your strong support for people who think as your preacher does.” Almost as an afterthought he added, “You must also keep your blasphemous, unseemly oaths to yourself, if indeed you must use them at all.”
Mara wanted to end the discussion. She stood and called to Emm, who was working at the other end of the kitchen. “Did the soldiers leave any food we might offer Cousin Ferris?”
“I have another plump pheasant seething on the fire right now,” came the reply. “The meat is falling from the bones. It should make a fine cullesse. And there is a good wheat loaf I hid behind the pewter plates, but as soon as they left I put it back in the wall cupboard where those pesky mice are not going to get at it.” She grinned. “I offered only oat bread to the soldiers. And I can bring out a cheese. Will that do?”
“Fine. And, Emm, put out more of those fine apple tarts you made this morning. Cousin Ferris must be hungry.” She turned back to Weston. “It is growing dark. May I offer you hospitality for the night? It is late to ride back to North Walsham this evening.”
Weston rose from his chair and smiled. “I do not concern myself with the hour, but I am loath to leave you alone in the house, at least until all the servants are safely returned. We do not know when those soldiers or others may come again.” He paused. “When do you expect your maids to return — and the farm hands?”
“The maids will return when I send word. The men will stay out of sight with the animals until Old Thom tells them to come back to the village. He should be back soon, and Young Thom as well.”
Weston understood. The men who cared for the horses, cattle and sheep would be in the far fields keeping the animals — particularly the horses — away from roads and paths until the danger was past. Soldiers would covet both the sturdy Suffolk cart horses and the new Flanders mares, all hidden in far pastures for now. The militia might also confiscate a cow or two; beef was becoming scarce as bands of armed men scavenged the countryside.
The harvest was in and fields plowed for winter wheat, so most laborers would be in the village working under the careful direction of Emm’s brother, Daniel Brown. He would keep them busy weaving, skinning rabbits, loading cloth, repairing carts, or working at any of dozens of other jobs useful to the manor farm. They would not stray far from their wasteland cottages at the road’s edge while soldiers were in the neighborhood.
“You handle the people well when I am not here, Mara dear. But I still worry for you when you are alone. I will stay the night at least.”
Emm, removing the carcass from the pot on the cooking fire, spoke up. “Mayhap Thom or Young Thom is back. All seems quiet. With your leave, I’ll go out to see if I can find them. The pot on the fire will be fine ’til I get back. Will you bar the door when I go out, if you please, Mister Ferris?”
“Yes, Emm. And see that Thom or your son gives my horse proper stabling for the night.”
Emm picked up a light wool cloak from a hook on the wall and left the room. Weston followed. He stayed at the outer door long enough to see Emm well on her way to the Grayboy’s cottage, down a short lane behind the stable. Weston returned to the kitchen. He looked carefully at Mara, perched on the end of the bench, her hand absently tapping the table, unseeing eyes staring out the high window. He wondered if this were the moment to bring up the matter that had secretly obsessed him for months — no, years.
Weston and Justes Haviland had been business associates but never close friends. The closest they came was when they bemoaned their lack of sons. Weston had daughters galore but no surviving sons, though he had the advantage of a still-fertile wife. Justes had given up and altered his will accordingly.
Justes’s property made him the senior partner. Weston, honest enough in business, nonetheless hid the deep envy he felt toward his colleague. Three years earlier, after Justes died and Weston became executor of his will, an idea had begun to grow in Weston’s mind, an idea that had flamed into a consuming passion. He wanted Hill Farm for his own.
There was one sure road to that goal. And its gatekeeper sat before him now, alone, absently drumming her fingers.
A private time without Emm or other servants was rare enough. Mara seemed calm, so he sat down and pulled his chair closer to her.
“Mara, you know I am concerned for your safety. Not simply because it is my responsibility to oversee the business of the estate, nor because your father left you to my care. I ... I have loved you since you were a small baby.”
Mara smiled politely at him. “I know of your love and care, Cousin Ferris. And I thank you for all you do for me and Hill Farm.”
Weston took a deep breath. “What I meant was ... now that you are a woman grown, I continue to love you. More than ever. And ... in a new and different way.”
Mara stared at him; her smile disappeared.
“It is time you were thinking of wedding. And I want to be the man you marry.”
Mara gasped and drew back along the bench, hugging her arms tensely against her waist. “Cousin Ferris, you have a wife!”
“You know how ill Katherne has been since the last baby came. The bleeding never stops. She gets weaker by the day. She knows she will not be with us much longer. She speaks often of leaving this earth and what will happen to me and the girls without her. Now that you are grown to womanhood, and the finest kind of woman, I must encourage you to wed. And it is meet that I be your husband.”
His offer bewildered her. She could think of no proper response. Mara’s eighteenth birthday had been in June, a few short weeks after Gramere’s death. She had been well trained by her grandmother in the skills of a housewife, including the use of pharmaceuticals. She had book knowledge beyond her age and sex; she understood farm life and the handling of a sizable staff. Under Weston’s tutelage she had mastered much of the estate and household accounts.
But Mara still needed his counsel to supervise Hill Farm. He was the one man on whom she might depend for guidance and protection. Her father had entrusted his estate to Weston until Mara should marry. Suddenly “Cousin” Weston wanted to be a suitor.
When she said nothing, Weston was encouraged and continued.
“We cannot marry immediately. It is barely time since your grandmother’s death. And Katherne’s death and mourning will take more months. But it seems the most natural and convenient arrangement we could look forward to.” And, after a brief pause: “I trust you will assent.”
Mara wanted to say, “No, no, I cannot possibly marry you!” But Weston was trustee of the estate; legally she had little real power over estate matters. But no law forced her to marry Weston. She searched for a way of refusing his proposal without angering him.
Weston reached for Mara’s hands, but she slid back further on the bench, out of reach. Weston smiled. “You are not usually this shamefast, my dear. It is a new and charming manner. I trust it means you agree that a marriage between us would be welcome — and practical.”
Mara opened her mouth to speak. At that moment the clapper banged and Emm called to be let in. Mara ran from the room to the outside door and opened it to her servant.
Emm spoke, out of breath. “Thom is back, but th’ sold’ers ’ave taken Young Thom with ’em. ’E ’elped ’em harness your horses but now ’e’s gone haring off wi’ ’em. Thom doesn’a know if they persuaded ’im, or bribed ’im, or threatened ’im, but ’e’s gone!” Emm, who prided herself on her careful diction — learned over many years from old Madame Haviland and Mara’s mother — had lapsed, in her agitation, into the vernacular.
Weston met them in the hall. “Are Daniel and his men in the fields or the village?”
“Thom is goin’ now to see where they are,” Emm replied. “They aren’ a nearby. ’E thinks th’ young ones should stay in th’ far fields and woods ’til t’morrow at least. And Thom saw our Susa and has ’er promise to be back before full dark.”
“Your husband is a good man, Emm,” Weston said.
“Thank-y, sir, and so, y’ll allow, is Young Thom. But ’e’s off with th’ soldiers, and I’m worried bad about ’im.”
In the kitchen, Emm, anxious, busied herself at the fire. After a moment — and remembering to speak formally — she asked, “Mistress Mara, shall I serve you in here, or in the library? I kept up the fire in there after that Brad Stewart left, not knowing if he were to return.”
Knowing Weston would not discuss marriage before Emm, Mara jumped at the chance. “We will eat in here now, if it’s ready.”
Emm nodded and, reaching for bowls and spoons, began to serve the simple meal. Weston turned to Mara, wanting to protest, then thought better of it and sat again at the end of the long table.
They said little during the meal. From time to time, Emm glanced at them, puzzled. But she kept her tongue.
After some minutes, Mara stood up, her soup half-eaten. She excused herself to see about a room for Weston. “Please finish your supper. I will return before time to retire.”
Frowning, Weston rose as she left the room.
Mara was angry. She wanted to rail against a fate that had stolen her family and Ward and replaced them with war and uncertainty. And now this unwelcome and confusing proposal from Weston! She needed quiet and time to think.
Her little upstairs haven, the closet next to her bedroom, was cold. The tiny room had no fireplace. She stepped into the bedroom and found only dying coals in its fireplace. Mara thought of the maidservants whom she had sent to the village. She would dispatch Thom for them in the morning. Meanwhile, she could manage if Susa returned soon. Susa could bring more fuel for Mara’s bedroom, then prepare a fire for Weston in Gramere’s old rooms.
Mara stirred the ashes and sat wearily on the highbacked settle-chair before the fireplace. She tried to think. Her mind was clouded by the stress of the past few hours. But one issue was clear. The only person she had ever considered as a marriage partner was Ward. She would never marry Weston, even if he were free. And he had no right to speak to her of marriage when he still had Katherne, his wife of more years than Mara had been alive. Their three unmarried daughters, though town girls not often seen at Hill House, were friends to Mara, and that complicated the problem further.
Yet she could not afford to anger Weston. Her livelihood — her estate — depended on him until she had the years and wisdom (or a husband) to handle it. Weston had been a courtesy relative, called “cousin” to acknowledge the closeness. Since her father’s death at sea three years earlier, Mara looked on Weston more as a substitute parent. A parent! That was it. The solution was clear: no one could marry a parent! Mara would say she loved him as a father, not as a husband.
Surely he would not force her to talk of the matter again tonight. He knew it had been a difficult day for her. Since he was staying, there would be time to talk in the morning — if he insisted on raising the subject again.
She left her bedroom and walked down the long west hall leading to Madame Haviland’s suite in the north wing. A quick look showed Mara that a fresh fire, water, towels and nightclothes were needed to prepare the chamber for a guest.
The new wing had been built by Mara’s father when he had hoped for a large family. It had been used by Justes Haviland’s mother, Avice Haviland, after his death in 1640. At that time she had moved from her dower cottage to be closer to her granddaughter. But much as she loved Mara, Gramere also needed privacy and quiet. Rather than take the large bedchamber next to Mara’s quarters, she had chosen two small, comfortable rooms in the north wing, vacant since Mara’s half-sisters married, some years earlier.
Mara’s bedchamber was on the other side of the house. Until two years ago, a servant had slept in the small closet Mara had since converted to her personal library. Now the maidservants — except Susa Grayboy, who lived in her family’s cottage — slept in small rooms in the garret.
The rooms adjoining Mara’s suite were reserved for rare visits by Mara’s half-brother, Philip Yorke, and his wife, Agnes, or for guests meriting special hospitality. Gramere had only been persuaded to move into those rooms, with the connecting door to Mara’s chamber, in the last weeks of her life when she suffered from a broken hip.
Susa should be back with her mother in the kitchen, Mara reasoned. Calmed by her few minutes alone, she walked down the main staircase, across the parlor and into the kitchen wing. Susa stood at a small cutting table, slicing herbs.
“Susa,” Mara said, “Good. You are back. And all right, I trust?”
“Yes’m. I never see th’ soldiers after they leave th’ village — Young Thom wi’ em. We watch ’em fra th’ door ’til they go out o’ sight down th’ road.”
“So I hear. We can only hope Thom will get away from them before they swear him to their mission. Susa, Mister Ferris is staying the night. He will use Gramere’s chamber. But he will need a fire and water and towels, and one of my father’s nightdresses. Please see that all is prepared.”
Mara turned to Weston and, speaking in the formal words of a hostess, said, “I will join you at table for a few minutes. Emm can refresh our soup bowls. Then I hope you will excuse me again.”
Emm brought more food. She nodded to Susa, who left to attend to the bedroom fires.
Mara and Weston ate, an awkward silence between them. Finally Weston spoke. “A battle seems certain, now that Lynn has declared for the king. Cromwell and Manchester are become dominant in the rest of Norfolk, and they will hardly tolerate a royal enclave in the county.”
Her face clouded over, so, assuming she was concerned about the safety of Hill Farm, Weston quickly continued: “Hill Farm is far enough from Lynn to be safe.”
But Mara was thinking of Ward, on his way to Lynn, and her worry only increased.
After some minutes of general talk about the war, Mara rose from the table. Choosing her words carefully, she declared, “There has been too much excitement in this household today. I am quite weary.” Thinking of his desire that she move to town, she added, pointedly, “I am very much a countrywoman, as you know. I retire early.”
She turned to Emm. “There is no need to stay here tonight. Take Susa with you. Tell Thom I will be ready at seven to ride out with him to check on the horses in the hill fields.” Then to Weston, standing uncertainly by the table, she said, “Could you bar the door when Emm leaves? You can use Gramere’s room. Susa will see to your needs.” She gave him a tired smile. “I am sorry I caused you to come out today. It appears your journey was not necessary.” She turned to leave the room; then, her natural courtesy returning, she added, “But I am grateful for your presence.”
Weston raised a hand. “Do not apologize. You did what I required. It is a relief to find you safe and the house and people unharmed. And do not worry about my comfort. I shall be fine.”
Weston paused, then whispered, “We will have tomorrow to talk about the future.”
Mara frowned and shrugged, then escaped to pick up the pamphlets she had left in the library.
Avice Boucher Haviland’s book collection, inherited from her French ancestors, filled the presses and spilled over onto the big table. It included everything: classical treatises, household guides, sermons, political tracts, popular romances, and jest books. The collection grew several times a year when the itinerant salesman brought the latest books, broadsheets, ballads and pamphlets from London publishers. Today, before the soldiers interrupted, Brad Stewart had left four new works by John Taylor, the popular “Water Poet.” Now she gathered up the two remaining twenty-four-page leaflets that she had not read earlier and left the library to climb the spiral stone staircase leading to her rooms. At the top, she met Susa and learned that all was ready for Mr. Ferris.
The coals in her bedchamber, freshly rekindled, were burning warmly. Mara changed into a loose nightdress and, throwing a light wool tippet over her shoulders, sat down once more on the small, wooden settle before the fire, the two booklets in her lap. Despite her remarks to Weston about weariness, she was still too troubled to retire to her high, canopied bed. She wanted to read awhile and forget the problems piling up about her.
Mara knew convention would dictate that she now turn to the Bible or a book of sermons. But she had learned from her grandmother the pleasures of reading beyond merely the religious solace considered proper for a young woman. Avice Haviland, unlike most countrywomen, had read widely. Her granddaughter did the same. Right now she wanted escape, not sermons.
Mara opened John Taylor’s new pamphlet, called Mad Fashions, Od Fashions. She smiled at the drawing on the title page. A man, with doublet and gloves on the lower part of his body, boots and hose on his chest and arms, was a metaphor for a confused country, quite “out of square.” The pamphlet was in verse, and, being fond of rhyme, Mara settled down to read it. The clever satire amused her. She relaxed, smiling, and stretched her legs toward the fire. The long day gradually took its toll, and Mara’s head nodded, her eyes gently closing. The pamphlet slipped to the floor.
Chapter 5
The printed pages struck the floor and slid to the edge of the fire. Jolted awake by the sound, Mara jumped to save them. Her sudden move shoved the chair sideways, and her foot caught its left leg. As she stood, the settle crashed noisily to the wooden floor. Mara grasped the leaflets, and then carefully righted the chair.
The door between her room and the adjoining chamber opened. Mara looked up, surprised. Weston, clad in a nightgown, rushed into the room, crying, “Are you all right? What happened? Are you hurt?”
Mara was wide awake now, puzzled and once again speechless before Weston. The door through which he entered connected with the parlor chamber her grandmother had lived in during her last illness. No one had used this room since Gramere’s death.
“Did you fall?” Weston demanded.
“No. I am not hurt. I dozed while reading and awakened when my book fell toward the fire.” Quickly she added, “But how are you here? I thought you would be in Gramere’s rooms in the north wing.”
“Yes, and Madame Haviland’s room is most comfortable, thank you,” Weston replied, ignoring her last four words.
Even as he spoke, Mara unraveled the mystery. To her, Gramere’s chamber was part of the suite Gramere used in the years after Justes Haviland’s death, far on the other side of the house. But Susa had thought of Gramere’s last room instead and had prepared it for Weston. A connecting door allowed the two rooms to be used as a suite, if desired, by the master and mistress of the house. There was no lock on the door.
Mara put her papers on the chair, drew her night garment more closely about her and walked toward Weston. “Thank you for your concern. I must be exhausted to have dozed off before the fire. But I am quite all right.” Weston did not move, so she said, “Good night,” and, when he still did not leave, “My thanks again for your help today.”
Weston reached out and pulled her toward him. “You have had a difficult day. As always, I admire your bravery and clear thinking. You are a remarkable woman, dear Mara.”
For a moment Mara stood still; then she relaxed against his shoulder. After all, Weston was a person to turn to in time of trouble. Since childhood she had trusted him.
Weston, for his part, felt a surge of confidence. His plan would work; his future would be golden, to say nothing of physically gratifying.
Weston had always enjoyed his sex life with Katherne. But the birth of their tenth child, two months earlier, had been a sad affair. The longed-for boy (none of the previous three sons had survived two years) was overly large, and his birth had been a terrible ordeal for Katherne. The baby lived only a few hours. Now Katherne was losing strength daily as post-partum bleeding continued unabated. Sex had been out of the question.
Weston was a realist. He knew she would not live long. He needed a new wife to care for his home and comfort. But most of all, he saw his long-time goal, the riches of Hill Farm, within his grasp.
Weston took Mara’s hands. Staring intently into her eyes, he said, “You must get your rest. I will tuck you in and see that you go to sleep.”
Mara, embarrassed, turned toward her bed. But Weston continued his hold and walked with her. She pushed the curtains aside and sat on the edge of the bed. Weston threw the quilt to one side, lifted her legs onto the linen-sheeted mattress and gently helped her lie back on the pillows. He removed her slippers and glanced quickly at her slim, sturdy legs below the nightdress. He felt a slight stiffening beneath his own night clothes.
Mara sat up again. “I must bring my candle to the bed.”
“No, you must lie down. I will take care of the candle,” Weston replied. He sat on the side of the bed. As Mara lay back, the tippet on her shoulders fell away, revealing the ample curve of one youthful breast. She raised a hand to close the top of her gown; her other hand fluttered awkwardly with a button hoop.
“Stay quiet, my dear,” said Weston. “I can fasten this for you.” But instead of drawing the hoop toward the button, Weston’s fingers slipped lightly under the sheer garment and across her breast, grazing a nipple.
Weston said quickly, “A soft caress may relax you, my dear. Don’t draw away.”
Accustomed to his authority and uncertain how to react, Mara withdrew her hands. Weston continued gently stroking her breast. The nipple hardened and a confusing but titillating sensation coursed through her. Encouraged and determined, Weston cupped his hand more firmly over her breast. With his other hand he unfastened the lower buttons on her gown. The fabric opened to her waist. Weston bent his head and kissed a nipple, then his hands roamed teasingly over her breasts. These were new and confusing sensations to Mara.
Mara’s eyes closed. Her breasts rose to Weston’s touch. His left hand moved slowly down her leg. It felt strong and smooth beneath the light fabric. Then, just as slowly, his hand moved back up the leg, this time inside the gown.
He reached her thigh and Mara suddenly came to her senses. Startled, she jerked her leg away. “Weston, what — what are you doing?” To her own ears the question sounded foolish. She knew what he was doing, but it seemed unreal, dreamlike. Still, she repeated, “What are you doing?”
Hotly aroused, no longer hesitant, Weston answered hoarsely, “I am loving you. I am showing you the joys that real loving can give you.” Again he kissed her breast, running his tongue over the erect nipple. “I sense your response. Let yourself enjoy what I can give you — what I will give you in years to come.”
As he spoke he pressed his fingers against the curly hair between Mara’s thighs and pressed her loins to the bed with the palm of his hand. His other hand, still encircling her breast, weighed down her upper body. He increased the gentle stroking with both hands.
Mara tried to rise but could not. She tried to turn away. Weston, large and powerful and eager, prevented her from moving.
She spoke deliberately. “Please, Weston, stop. You must leave me now. I beg you. Go to your room.”
Instead of stopping, Weston touched the soft, firm peak between the curls and felt the telltale liquid. His confidence soared. She had called him Weston, instead of the more formal Cousin Weston. Now he was sure. While his desire moved toward its goal, his mind held visions of a future with his young ward. Mara would give him all he wanted — Hill Farm, a young wife, a son. He would give her pleasure, too, and this night would introduce her to the joys of the marriage bed. She would be reluctant, but that was only natural. He pressed harder against her.
Mara, fully recovered from the unconscious physical response she had first felt, was now agitated. She struggled, her voice rising in panic. “Don’t! No! Stop! We cannot do this! You are married. Please. No! No!”
To Weston’s eager ears, it sounded as though “we” should stop only because “we” were not yet married. In a swift move Weston pulled both their night dresses up out of the way and lay on top of the girl. His sparse, straight hair fell forward into her face.
She kicked at him angrily with all her strength and screamed, “No!” Then louder, in desperation, “Help! Emm, help me!”
But Weston held her firmly. “Be calm, my dear. I will always be with you. I am all the help you will ever need.”
Crushed beneath Weston’s heavy weight, Mara’s fury turned to terror. She begged again and again, “No, no!” as Weston forced his large, hard member into her lightly blocked channel. She sobbed, fear and pain choking her.
But Weston pushed harder, finally breaking through the light seal over her untested vagina. After several moments of repeated thrusting, Weston shuddered, then sagged against her. Mara lay buried, her head turned away, tears rolling onto the pillow. Weston smiled confidently. Noticing her tears, he said, “Mara, my dear Mara. You will learn to find great joy from our union, I know. I am sorry if this first time was less than perfect for you, but when you are more relaxed and we are married, you will look forward to our nights together.”
Hoping to lighten her mood, he said with a smile, “At least we have no danger of begetting our first son this time, since you have yet to learn how to enjoy our union and thereby to conceive.”
Helpless, a cold fury rising inside her, Mara could only think to say, “You are already married. You are not married to me.”
“Oh, but I will be, and soon.”
“No, you will not. I will not marry you, Cousin Weston! I am promised to another, and now you have ruined that love with your lust. Damn you! What you did to me is ... is rape!”
He sat up. “Not at all! My feeling for you is and always has been pure love, Mara. You know that. And,” almost as an afterthought, “I know of no other marriage commitment on your part. You are upset, but by morning you will realize how right our future will be together. But—” and he smiled conspiratorially, “We must keep our intentions to ourselves for a short while, until dear Katherne’s death is past—”
“Katherne is living!” Mara interrupted, her voice cold and brittle. “And even were she dead I would not marry you. You ravished me!”
“Do not say that! Never say I ravished you! That is impossible, because I declared my love for you and my intention to marry you.” Weston felt the first touch of irritation. Of course Mara would marry him. It was a sensible and appropriate solution to their respective problems. As for her diffidence, she would soon enough be tutored to love as well as revere her husband. In many ways, it was his responsibility to see that she married advantageously, and what could be more advantageous than a marriage with him, who knew her and her estate so well? Besides, what could bring him more satisfaction?
Now, however, he thought it best to let Mara calm down and sleep. She would have greater understanding in the morning. After all, it was a difficult step for a girl, to leave her virgin state. He appreciated that. He was an experienced man, father of ten children, with a wife who had also been a reluctant partner at first.
Thinking Mara needed comforting, he sat up and wrapped her firmly in his arms once again. She turned away, rigid. Weston murmured, “Just remember, my dear, that I will always care for you. Now I must let you sleep. We can talk again in the morning. I will not depart until midday.”
Weston rose from the bed, his nightdress falling back down about him. He walked to the door and, turning to give her a last farewell, saw only Mara’s back, tightly curled in a fetal position. She’s tired, he thought; she will soon be calm and asleep. We’re both tired from the strains of the day. He snuffed out Mara’s candle and closed the connecting door quietly behind him.
Chapter 6
Once Weston left the room, Mara pulled the bedclothes tightly around her curled position. Then she threw them off and sat up, shaking with rage, uttering under her breath every curse she could think of, and not just those she had made up. She beat the bed with her fists, then fell back, turned over, buried her face in the bedclothes and pummeled the pillow. Again she started to get up, but her legs were caught, twisted in the sheet. She lay back, exhausted.
How could Weston do this to her? The rape was horrible enough — she ached, physically and emotionally. But Weston had taken advantage of the trust she had felt for him.
Her misery grew as she realized he’d stolen not only her virginity, but her future as well. She had never in her wildest dreams thought of marrying Weston. Her only protector had forced on her the very things from which he was supposed to protect her. If roving brigands had raped her and stolen her estate it could not have been worse. She tossed again as though rough movement could shake off the horror of what had just happened.
Mara knew what Weston meant with his promise to marry her. Such a pledge could be as good as banns or vows in the minds of those who wished to experience the marriage bed before the event. Weston was clever. He would know that.
But it was not only the man who must promise to marry the woman. Didn’t the woman have to agree to the union as well before copulation could take place? Mara’s thoughts raced between her knowledge and her fury. No matter what Weston said, what he had done was rape.
Yet according to custom and law she was helpless against him. She had read The Lawes Resolutions of Womens Rights, a book her grandmother had bought when it had appeared a decade earlier. Mara kept it with a few dozen special treasures in the tapered, freestanding tier of bookshelves in her little upstairs retreat. She and her grandmother had discussed the book. It described hundreds of laws that pertained to women. The book had several long sections on rape. Punishment for convicted rapists was severe — death, she recalled. An unmarried woman could bring action herself, but any woman suffering rape must report the abuse as soon as possible to someone in authority.
In other circumstances, Mara would have sought guidance from Weston himself on where to turn, what steps she might have to take. But how could she report Weston to authorities? He had been her father’s friend and business associate. He controlled the trust her father had set up in his will. She was still dependent upon him in matters relating to estate business. She needed him. Hill Farm needed him. Angry and violated as she felt, she could hardly seek his death.
Besides, any public accusation would bring scandal. Despite her independent nature, Mara dreaded the gossip that would follow — the accusing stares, the turning away from her by erstwhile friends. A respectable young woman did not put herself into questionable situations, or, if she did, her family handled the matter privately. But Mara had no family in whom to confide — no one to act for her. Her half-brother, never close, already was annoyed with Mara for remaining on the estate rather than moving to the city and his protection. Her half-sisters and their families were practically strangers who, in any case, lived far away. And as for Weston? Her very mentor was the perpetrator.
She thought of Ward. He was not yet family, but he was the person she expected to marry; he was the one she should turn to in trouble. This kind of trouble, however, was beyond discussing with anyone, much less Ward. His was the strictly conventional view of a proper preacher. And, Mara admitted, he would likely place much of the blame on her. Besides, he was gone away, with no way to contact him.
She thought of Emm. Why hadn’t she come when Mara screamed? She was in her cottage near the big house, close enough to have heard.
Mara’s tears of fury turned to quiet sobs of despair. Finally she slept, fitfully, and rose before the first light filtered past the still-open bed curtains.
Troubled and lonely, she dressed and went out into the September morning. She roused the stableboy, who had returned in the night and was sleeping above the stable. He saddled her mare, and she rode off quietly and slowly, hoping not to waken any of the others.
Avoiding the village, she urged the horse up the slope to the top of the hill behind her home, then through woods and fields. She wanted to stay away from the house until Weston left. During the ride, her practical sense surfaced again. The tears and fury of the night before gave way to grim acceptance. She had been raped by the man on whom she depended, yet she had no recourse, no clear way to use the law against him. Besides, she had no means of handling all business matters without him.
She could talk to Emm, but that seemed pointless. What could Emm do? Telling Emm or seeking her support would mean that Thom would find out, and probably Emm’s brother, Daniel Brown. That would cause further trouble between them and Weston. Mara knew the Grayboys and Browns resented Weston’s interference in their work on the farm. To them, he was a town tradesman, an outsider. Their resentment would turn to rebellion should they learn of Weston’s transgression against her. They were Haviland people, loyal to the family that supported them. The families on the manor loved and respected her, despite her independent ways. Anyone who harmed their mistress could expect trouble. The Grayboys and Browns would see to that.
The best she could do was to see Weston only when others were with them, and permit no private contact. Her relationship with Weston would be strictly formal from this time on. As soon as she could learn enough about the estate, she would try to assume complete management herself, though it would be difficult to circumvent Weston and almost impossible legally to remove him as executor.
Perhaps the best solution was marriage — to Ward. The sooner she and Ward could formalize their plans for the future, the safer she would feel. But how would Ward react to the rape? He would probably be angry, possibly with her. With a start, she realized that this was one secret she could not share with him. She wondered whether she would ever share it with anyone.
Mara rode for two hours until the wavering light of morning darkened again to drizzle. The rising sun had shown promise of a clear day, but, fickle as the weather could be, so near the sea, it now turned cold as well as wet. Mara headed back, feeling discomfort not only from the weather but from the soreness in her private parts. Private, she thought, with irony. Hardly private anymore.
First, she would see that work and workers were getting back to normal after yesterday’s interruptions. Then she would go to her room, claiming illness, and refuse to see anyone but Emm.
When she returned to the stable wing, Thom met her. Sore and wet, still she slipped her left foot out of the stirrup and slid from the sidesaddle to the ground before Thom could reach out to help her. It was a race he knew enough not to win. She stood stiffly, regaining her land legs. Thom waited, admiring as always her tolerance for the awkward saddle.
He had heard her complain only once about riding sidesaddle, eight years earlier when she was ten and Thom was head stableman charged with bringing out the horses for Mara and her father. Mara had begun riding with Justes on his daily tours of the property after her mother died and hope for a male heir faded. At first, she rode sideways in front of her father, then sidesaddle on her own small mare. One winter morning, tired of twisting in the one-sided contraption, she begged her austere father to let her ride astride, as he did. He looked at her, irritated, then abruptly agreed, and instructed Thom to saddle another mare. When Thom brought the new mount, Justes cautioned her to hold her skirts high enough to straddle the large saddle. He lifted her and, as her petticoats flew up, set her on the cold, hard leather. The shock of the icy saddle on her bare bottom made her cry out. “I can’t ride this way! I must have breeches — like you!”
Justes laughed at her discomfort. “Breeches are for boys and men. Alas, my moppet, you are a girl. Girls wear layers of skirts to keep warm. The easier to piss, too, you know. All you have to do is lift your skirts and squat.” He grinned. “Women ride sidesaddle for very good reasons — one is to keep their bottoms covered and warm. You’ll never be cold on your seat if you ride as a female should.”
He helped her down. “I teach you about estate matters because you are my only heir, and I have entailed this land to heirs of your body. It would seem wise for you to understand matters usually left to men. But you are a woman. Your people will accept you as master — mistress — but they will look to you to carry yourself as a woman. You will make a wiser mistress if you keep womanly ways.”
Now, years after her father’s death, Mara followed his advice, at least most of the time. She gave orders to men in the fields through their male supervisors. At the same time, she fulfilled the role of the traditional lady of the manor, visiting villagers, dispensing household remedies and advice, and settling disputes. But Mara sometimes startled the women on the farm when she forgot and let fly with one of her personal oaths. And though she continued to ride, as convention decreed, on her well-worn, wool-covered sidesaddle, she always insisted on dismounting without the customary help of a groom. It was a small rebellion, and Thom — who knew her well — understood. Still, he was anxious this morning, wondering where she had been.
When Mara finished stamping the circulation back into her feet, Thom spoke, concealing his own worry by speaking of Emm’s. “Emm is that worried about ye. Go in quickly to show ’er y’re safe, Little Mistress,” he said, reverting to the idiom he had used when she was younger.
Mara’s face softened to a half-smile. She replied, “I’m sorry to worry her,” but offered no explanation for her early ride. Then, aware that several villagers stood waiting for instructions, she told Thom, “You may send everyone back to his work. The danger from the soldiers is over.”
She entered the kitchen, hoping to reach Emm without seeing Weston. But Weston was seated at the well-worn, planked kitchen table, drinking Emm’s mead, waiting. He stood and, moving his bulky body quickly, stepped toward her, arms raised in greeting. Mara put herself quickly between a small worktable and the wall. She nodded a formal acknowledgement of his presence, and turned to Emm.
“I am sorry if you worried about me. I could not sleep and felt the need of fresh air. Now I find myself extremely wearied and a bit ill. I will return to my rooms.”
Then looking directly at Weston for the first time, she continued, “You will excuse me, Cousin Weston. I will expect you as usual a week Tuesday.”
As Mara turned to leave the room. Weston spoke quickly. “First I must discuss with you one important matter.”
“Not now. Any further business matters we can discuss next week,” she replied curtly and walked out quickly.
Emm, surprised at Mara’s abrupt departure, invited Weston to sit again and have fresh bread and beef before his journey. He agreed. While he ate, he puzzled over Mara’s behavior. He needed to solidify his future with Mara before he left — to assure her again of his intent to marry her, and to receive from her some sign that she accepted his proposal. He had hoped an expression of affection, a tender kiss or caress, would calm her, assure her of his commitment.
Frustrated for the moment, he decided to return to North Walsham and continue his courtship at a later date. Weston rose, nodded to Emm, and walked out to the stable and his horse.
From an upstairs window, Mara watched him leave. Only then did she feel safe to return to her own room — and bed.
Later in the day, Emm spoke about the screams in the night.” Did you know you had a bad dream last night, Maramee? You called out for help, same as when your father died and you had nightmares. I almost came to you, but Thom was that tired and I didn’t want to waken him by leaving, ‘specially since you stopped soon. Do you remember?”
“No, I ... I didn’t know I was dreaming, Emm,” Mara answered. Her decision was made. She could confide in no one.
Mara was spared one worry: she could not possibly be pregnant. Gramere’s midwifery book taught that no woman could be with child unless she contributed her seed in coition. And the scholars declared that a woman’s seed could not come forth unless she “took pleasure” in the experience with a man.
Just to be certain, Mara stepped into her reading closet, found the book, and looked up the section on rape. It confirmed that she could not become pregnant from such an experience, declaring, “If at the time of rape supposed, the woman conceive child, there is no rape; for none can conceive without consent.” She had not consented; she had felt no pleasure; she had been raped. Wise physicians and men of the law agreed that she could not conceive a child under such unhappy circumstances.
Chapter 7
September cooled to October. Weston made his weekly visits but found he could never be alone with Mara. She insisted on meeting with him at the long table in the kitchen, where Emm or one of the maids was always present.
No word came from Ward. Mara, at first vexed, became daily more concerned for his safety. A few days after Ward’s departure, news reached Westrepps that the town of Lynn had fallen to Parliament forces without a struggle. If Ward were still in Lynn, Mara was sure he would have sent a message; perhaps no message meant he had escaped to Oxford and the king’s court.
The Earl of Manchester’s men, assigned by Parliament to maintain order in the eastern counties, controlled Norfolk unchallenged. Mara feared their troops would return at any moment, demanding more horses and men. At Weston’s insistence, she had contributed money more than once to prove her support of Parliament, so at least her property would not be sequestered. Ward’s family, devout Royalists, had lost their manor. His parents had left for the continent, severing one more tie with Ward. There was little hope of news from that direction.
Her courses, past due, had failed to come down. Mara knew this could happen, but she assumed her tension and fear had delayed them. She gave it little thought, knowing she could take savin in wine or ale if she felt uncomfortable. Savin or rue were listed as cures for slow menses in several books of household remedies. Troubled as she was about the terrifying minutes with Weston, she was certain she could not be pregnant. The midwifery books were all quite clear: a woman could produce a seed to mate with the man’s only if she experienced powerful pleasure in intercourse. Damaris had known horror, not pleasure, while pinned under Weston. No baby could come from that night.
After ten days, Mara consulted her books and found the sections on “bringing down the courses” or “provoking the terms.” She went to her well-stocked supply of pharmaceuticals and mixed savin with ale and took a small dose. It made her queasy, that day and the next, but the menses did not begin.
Another three weeks passed. The cold of late October seeped into the house. And the second time, when the monthly bleeding should have begun, passed with no results. Her breasts were swelling and sore.
Mara had to face an unbelievable, lonely horror. Despite all the books and their assurances, she was pregnant.
But the mistress of Hill Farm could not have an illegitimate child, must not bear a child without a husband! Her middle-class mores and deep-seated revulsion to scandal made it unthinkable. The father of the unwanted baby was still married, bound to a wife who, from Weston’s reports, was making a remarkable recovery, regaining at last her usual robust health.
Mara, tortured and alone, resisted for days but could reach only one conclusion. She would have to abort the baby, and soon, before it developed a soul. Aristotle said — and people still believed — that life became ensouled only when the baby began to move, or “quicken,” somewhere between the third and fourth month. For Mara, time was short.
She went back to the books and read about herbs stronger than savin. The one book that gave precise measurements called for a dozen different ingredients; Mara did not have all of them. The nearest apothecary was in North Walsham, and she would never send for ingredients known to be abortifacients.
Gramere had taught her the names of the most common herbs for the purpose, but she also had warned that most were poisonous in large doses. Books on midwifery and household remedies were vague on dosages. Mara had no one to ask. Emm knew nothing of the rape; no wise woman or midwife had taken the place of Gramere, whose medical knowledge had sustained the community for so many years. In fact, Mara herself was now the wisest local woman in home medications and cures.
She tried other herbs recommended in her books to bring down the courses. She drank doses of rue, which only made her nauseous. She then made pessaries of wool soaked in savin and, as the instructions required, “conveyed them into the secret Places” — to no avail.
On the last evening in October, Mara took two bottles of claret to her stillroom and poured them into a pitcher. She blended in a much stronger mixture of savin, to which she added all the ergot of rye she could find, then carefully poured the brew back into the wine bottles and carried them to her room.
That evening, guessing wildly, Mara forced down nearly half of one bottle. At first it made her slightly unsteady, but dizziness soon turned to violent vomiting. When one of the housemaids heard the retching, she ran to get Emm. They found Mara leaning miserably over a slop bowl in her room, ashen but quiet.
“What is wrong, Maramee?” Emm kneeled down beside her. “Did you eat something besides the supper I served? What is causing this misery?”
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