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Dedication

For Ter, my rock who always has my back. It took me a while, but I finally found a keeper! To Andy, Terri and Christy—I hope my encouragement of you can match what you’ve always shown me. For my Dad who passed along his love of the written word, and my dear Mom. You instilled in me a belief that anything is possible. I love you all.

Finally to Moll Dyer—perhaps now you will stop whispering in my ear?
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Chapter One
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My name is Mary Dyer, or Moll to my family and friends. If you are either, you are among the few. It is for my child’s sake alone that I press my quill to paper. I am not proficient in the keeping of secrets, unlike my family, and as my disgrace is the foundation of my woes, I shall confess all for the integrity of my account. My child will know I was truthful in all things, save one. For five generations, our family called Kinsale in County Cork, Ireland home. Kinsale is a sleepy little fishing village on the River Bandon. For the years I lived there, it was a safe, quiet, familiar place. The men fished the channel, built fishing vessels and farmed the land. The womenfolk cared for their families, prepared meals, mended clothes, and of course kept the ever present peat fires burning. Mother loved the smell of a peat fire, saying it reminded her of leaves burning in the autumn. I found the scent to be sticky sweet, like rotten apples. 

I had thought all was well until one day I was eavesdropping on my parents after the bantlings were abed, and my breath caught in my chest! 

“The work here is gone, Cathleen, and our savings are all but spent. There’s money to be made on the Isle of Wight, ship building and working the docks. There’s nothing holding us here now.”

“Are we starting this again, Killian? This is our home! Are you not happy here?” Mother asked.

“Happy? I’m as happy as a pig in shit living on scraps! It is my duty as a man to provide for my family! I won’t be depending on any man’s charity! Every day, there’s more and more debt we cannot pay. Indeed, I’m so happy I could dance!” I heard the patter of his shoes dancing to an imaginary tune, and stifled a giggle.

“You needn’t curse, or play the fool. There is no lack of food for our table, and the peat fires keep us warm at night.” Mother said.

“That’s not enough, Cathleen! The Dyers thrived here before the Battle of Kinsale. I swore to my father I’d reclaim our family’s glory. It’s what you deserve, what our children deserve.” 

“I know the story, we’ve all heard it often enough, but you, of all people? You would raise our family among them? You think anything good waits for us among the English?” Mother asked.

“To hell with the English bastards! This is about our family’s future. Building their ships is where the money is. I’ll go alone if need be to deliver this family. I should be able to return in two or three years with bags full of coin!”  

“No, Killian. My place is with you, as is your family’s,” she answered. “We will follow where you lead, husband.” 

My mother’s swift submissiveness perturbed me, and I snuck back to my bed, unable to swallow the lump in my throat. Mother was right, but she lacked the pluck to argue with my father. We were happy here. Our family called this place home for time immemorial, and I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving all I knew. Little of life outside of our village reached us, yet I knew Kinsale to be as fine a land as existed in all of creation. I yearned to see other places, know other lands, but as a visitor, not a permanent resident! Two to three years, my father said! 

There were few in our village I called friends, but their family’s history entwined with ours for many generations. Their presence in our lives would be missed, but it was being away from the land and the River Bandon that I dreaded. 

My little brothers and sisters deserved a better life, it was true. Wealth to ensure their future happiness, a life without want. I suspected if my half-sister Anna had married a lord instead of a farrier, or if she’d settled in County Cork in lieu of Killarney, we’d not be leaving for a foreign land! 

If I was ever addle-headed enough to have children, I’d never be so selfish as to force my dreams upon them! Sacrifices had to be made by all, and Da’ booked our voyage within a fortnight.

The village of Westcowes, on the Isle of Wight, appeared damp and dirty from the windows of our small cottage. The river Medina was a swollen slothful moat. The small roads were formed of shoe sucking mud, and brown was the predominant color of the town. Mother and I cleaned the floors twice daily and still we felt the constant grit of the land under our feet. We knew no one, and were not allowed outside alone in the rowdy English harbor town, so we seldom felt the sun on our faces. I wanted to stretch my legs and run, experience this new place, but I was a trapped wild hare, forced to wait for the hungry trapper to come end my life. Westcowes was our home now.

Despite my father’s grand hopes, England did not prove to be our financial salvation. Every evening, he returned to our tiny cottage with the news that another job fell through. From his whispered conversations with Mother, I knew we were at the end of our meager reserves. The day he finally announced the news of finding work on the docks, my spirits soared. It was not building ships, but it was good money just the same. 

Our family was Catholic, pariahs on English soil. It was providential that our church was a short walk away. Sundays were gay outings and presented us with a rare occasion to be outside as a family. I sucked in the air on these jaunts, not that it was sweet and clean like home, but because it was free and unencumbered.

One such day, I tried to be attentive to Father O’Hearn’s sermon on the virtues of the missionary service to the New World, and how parents should encourage a renewed calling to the priesthood. The dear man was a fine Christian, I’m sure, but a speaker he was not. Surely there could not be any such callings for a sixteen year old girl. 

My attention drifted until I felt my mother’s elbow dig into my side. I glanced about to see if there were any witnesses to my lack of devotion, and I spotted the fancy boy James Rogers. Unlike most boys his age, he dressed impeccably with never a hair out of place. I confess his dark good looks drew my notice, but his blatant and hungry stare made my cheeks flush! Why was he even here? From what I knew of his family, they were fervent in their Church of England beliefs. Was he spying on us, on me? 

I dropped my eyes to the floor and folded my hands in prayer. The seam that my mother repaired flashed at me from the bodice of my dress, why didn’t I wear another? The thickness of the air left my hair in a mess of kinks, and I felt the fresh pimple rising from my forehead like a flagpole! Why couldn’t I be more like Anna? I sent a furtive glance back to his pew. James’ shirt was soaked through, and I giggled. He probably thought he was hell bound for attending church services among the Papists. My mother rewarded my frivolity with another elbow in the side, and scolded me as we filed from the church.

“Daydreaming and giggling in church? That is no way for a decent woman to behave, Moll!” she whispered, pinching my ear. “What will people think of you, and of our family?”

I stalked away. I was the oldest now with Anna gone, but she spoke to me as if to a child. I entertained no cares about these strangers’ thoughts. My eternal judgment was not their sword to wield! 

The congregation milled about, engaged in various conversations about the weather, politics and ship building. Mr. Cabot extolled the profits to be made in America, if one was brave enough, but I was not in the mood to listen, even about such grand adventures. I wandered in ever larger circles around the church property. I stopped in front of the apothecary and stood tapping my foot, waiting for my parents to note my impatience.

“Hello Moll.” I heard from behind me. “Sleepy were you?” 

“No James, I slept quite well last evening, thank you very much.”

“The moon didn’t keep you awake then?” James laughed.

“What do you - “

“I saw you last night, and you weren’t sleeping. The moon was full, and there was no mistaking you!”

My mouth dropped open like a carp’s, and I stuttered nonsense like an idiot child.

“What? The full moon...?”  

“What would your dear father say if he knew of your wandering the village in the dark of the night, with thieves and scoundrels about? I don’t believe he’d be pleased, not at all.”

“Nor do I, and I’d ask you not to be running your mouth, but do as you will.”

“Moll, you know you’ve captured my poor heart. Say you’ll be my girl and not a word will pass my lips.” James’ smile looked like a court jester’s.

“Your girl is it? When just last week you asked Darcy Quinn about the “skinny red-headed Papish girl”? You didn’t even know my name. Now I’ve captured your heart, have I? Indeed!”  

“Ah, your laugh! So endearing, as sweet as a sparrow’s trill! Why else would I ask about you then? Surely your beauty captivated me?”

“James, many things I am unsure of, but my beauty, or lack thereof, is not one.” A sudden heat washed over my face. What game did he play with me? It was cruel of him to mock me so, but maybe...could his compliments be sincere? I thought not, years of young women whispering about my too white skin, and my red kinks of hair did little to reassure me. But could it be true? James did not hurt the eyes. If he was only Irish, my father might even be pleased for me to be courting with such a fine young man.

“Moll, but I am speaking truth!”

“Well now, my poor captivated James, perhaps you will pay our family a visit sometime then?”

“I would like nothing better, but maybe until we get to know each other better, you might favor me with your company on one of your moonlight walks? I would act as your protector, your knight in shining armor perhaps?” 

“Moll!” My mother yelled.

I knew it was wrong, and part of me tried to snatch back the words even as my flapping tongue set them free. “My walks usually end around eleven, by the old oak tree where the fishermen clean their catch. Perhaps I will see you there.”  
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Chapter Two



[image: image]


The walk home was a blur, my thoughts elsewhere. What was wrong with me? I was sure to be humiliated again. James would forget to come and leave me waiting, or worse, remember and laugh at the folly of my naiveté. I was no child, and knew something of what happens between men and women. My mother made clear her thoughts on the coarseness of the men here, but wasn’t James different? He lived in the finest house in the village. He was well liked, and sociable, with many friends in town. His father was prosperous and sought out for advice. Surely he’d do nothing to bring shame to his family?

When we arrived home, Father’s younger brother waited at our door. Uncle Sean seemed to know everyone and everywhere, and was the rare adult who spoke to children, even girls, without condescension. Although only a few years older than I, his experiences in life made him mature beyond his years. Father was often fond of saying that Sean’s hot temper will put him in the briars one of these days, but I never saw evidence of it. He was my favorite relative.

“Sean, how many years has it been?” Father asked in mid-embrace.  “And is that a touch of silver I see in your hair and beard, little brother?”

“Two years I think? But too many for sure, Killian.”

Uncle turned to kiss Mother’s hand, “Ah Cathleen, you are as lovely as ever.” He hugged us each, and turned back to Father.

“Fill us in on your doings, and the happenings in London Town.” Father suggested.

“Brother, have you not heard then? I couldn’t get out of London fast enough. Tens of thousands dead, several of my friends among them. Open pits filled with bodies foul the air with a stench that brings tears to the eyes. Many Londoners claim it is a Papish plot, if you can believe such ignorance!”

“Moll, come help me prepare the noon meal.” My mother said standing, and turned toward the kitchen. 

“Times change, but people never do, Brother. But to what do we owe the honor of this grand visit from you?” Father asked. 

“Well, I’ve come to see my beautiful sister-in-law of course!” Uncle said in a voice intended for Mother to hear.

“Ah Sean, how many times must I tell you? She’s spoken for, and you’ll have to find another!” 

“I suppose you could say I’ve come to say goodbye then. I’ve gotten up the pluck to seek my fortune in America. It’s now or never. I’m not getting any younger as you observed with such sensitivity.”

“Surely not? You’d leave all you’ve worked for?” Father asked. “Where would you go? America is a big land.”

“The Maryland colony is growing, and they have enacted religious tolerance laws. Their sot-weed crop is in high demand, bringing top money. It’s six weeks until I sail, and I’ll stay in the village, but I’ll be here for Cathleen’s good cooking most every night.” Uncle asked.

“No, you’ll stay here of course. I look forward to your company, brother, but whatever will all the young women in London do without you?” Father asked.

“Ah yes, the ladies...well...I know it will be difficult for them at first, but they’ll forget me by and by.”

“Not with your reputation as a beard splitter.” Father said.

“I’ll not have that black mouth talk in this house!” Mother yelled from the kitchen.

I realized I was staring open mouthed at Uncle, and I pressed my lips together. I hated the thought of him gone from our lives, but envied his adventure. All I knew of this America was that it was very far away. So many things I longed to see and experience for myself, so I dawdled, listening until my mother again called my name.

Cooking, cleaning, and bathing the bantlings: all fell to me as the eldest daughter. While my younger siblings enjoyed lives without care, I knew chores. Perhaps it wasn’t due to my being the eldest, as Anna was never encumbered with such things. Her life was once filled with visiting friends and suitors that allowed her little time for the mundane. Her beauty demanded attention.

Father loved us all, but Anna was special to his heart. Perhaps it was because Anna’s mother was his first love? He took it hard when Anna married and moved away. I did derive some benefits as the oldest. It is why Mother taught me the healing arts when Anna showed no proclivity or interest. Gathering medicinal herbs in the hills and bogs around home was my favorite, if indeed my only, diversion. It provided me with time alone in the Lord’s backyard. Perhaps we fall into the role for which we are suited? For the moment though, being the eldest meant a day of cooking, washing dishes and fetching refreshments to make our guest feel welcome. Any other time, especially for Uncle Sean, I enjoyed doing so, but not so on this day. 

***
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I looked forward to, and yet dreaded my meeting with James. I questioned the sincerity of his heart. I questioned my own morality. Father would switch me if he found me out. A war raged in my heart, and with the moon full in the sky, at last I made my decision.

I threw on my best dress and slipped from my window like a summer breeze, as I had many nights before. But this night was different! I didn’t think of myself as the flirtatious sort, and I knew well the dangers of the night, and of young men. Yet, as I approached the oak, my fingers unfastened the top button of my dress, and I blushed as I pushed up my breasts. 

As the giant tree loomed before me, my hopes were dashed. James was not there! I waited, feeling jilted, yet still hesitant to leave in fear of missing his arrival. He might yet come! Moments seemed like hours before I turned my back on the oak and the sickly sweet smell of decaying fish entrails to head for home.  James had surely enjoyed a good laugh at my expense, but it was his loss, I thought, deciding he really wasn’t that attractive anyway! 

“Moll?” James spoke from behind me.

“Well, look who decided to show his face.”

“I brought you something, it nearly matches your hair, and the leaves are the color of your eyes.” He drew a single red rose from behind his back. 

I felt my face blushing, my feelings betrayed. His face ran with sweat on this cool evening. Could it be he was also nervous about meeting me? I felt the skip of my heart, his attentions appeared true. Indeed, such duplicity would be indecent!

“So, will you be my girl?”

“When you begin calling on me, perhaps? It might be that my father and mother would approve of the likes of you.”

“And what about you, Moll, would you approve?”

“I’m here.”

“Show me, Miss Mary Dyer? Favor your suitor with a small kiss?”

I hesitated, then bent forward, eyes closed, to do as he asked. His lips were hot, like an unhealthy child. It reminded me of biting into a peach, all squishy with tickling fuzz and I couldn’t quite stifle a laugh. His lips stiffened, and he pulled away with a jerk. 

“Do you think me funny, Moll Dyer?” His face darkened as he wiped the touch of my lips from his mouth.

“Not at all James, I was...”

James pulled me into the shadows of the oak. He was just over eager, I thought, and a bit rough as boys tend to be, but how romantic is a stolen moonlight kiss? 

Clumsily, I tripped over his outstretched leg and fell. James jumped on top of me, pulling and yanking at the buttons of my bodice. My hands turned to fists as the fabric gave way! I thought of the many hours Mother spent sewing it, of the fine fabrics saved from better days. 

“James, that’s enough, stop it!”

I slapped at him, but he ignored me. I pushed him away with my knees, but his weight and strength proved too great. It felt like being pinned under a boulder! I bit his shoulder, and he shoved my head hard into the gravel. I felt his hands on my breasts as he rubbed a warm sticky fluid on me, and I felt myself drifting off, my senses dulled. I tried to focus on something else, anything else, besides what James was doing to me. My vision blurred, I noticed odd shapes and patterns in the fissures of the oak tree’s bark. One resembled a raven, intricate in detail as if touched by the chisels of a master woodcarver. 

I heard more cloth rip as James pushed himself forward. Can ice burn? I floated back to county Cork, to home, and into the false safety of darkness. My mind wandered far to escape, allowing me little recall, but of what I remember, I will not speak. 

When I returned to myself, I was alone. My dress was in ruins, covered in putrid fish blood and entrails, and his filthy seed. I never knew a fish to have so much blood! My hand still clenched a crushed red rose. I threw it at my feet, crushed it beneath my heel and spat on it. I walked home holding my dress together, and keeping to the shadows. I wept until dawn. 

By my own folly, I let James hurt me. He was a predator of the weak and foolish, and I was both.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three
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Mother warned me that men possess uncontrollable desires. Wasn’t it a Christian woman’s responsibility not to tempt them? Was what happened my fault then? Only a harlot would meet a strange man on those dark streets! I recalled undoing the top buttons of my dress, to lure him to me like a fisherman using bait. I gave James reason to question my virtue! 

No, no, no! Was James not himself a Christian? Did the accident of being born masculine relieve him of moral dictates? I wanted him to find me attractive it was true, but I didn’t want to be with him! I said no! It was not my fault. James was a bastard from hell! A loving God would not hold me accountable for what happened. He knew the guilty party, although I suspect James had a stronger affinity with the devil. High born blood provided no assurance of nobility.

I kept a watch for him through our cottage window. He was not in church the following Sunday, nor the next. I paused for a moment at the door of our church when first entering, fearful God might turn me to ash, but I proceeded safely, without incident. I didn’t know what I might say or do when I next faced him, although I considered a dozen different malicious scenes, and spent hours plotting my revenge. 

A woman’s reputation shatters easily, and I planned to tell no one what happened. In a matter of weeks, however, I missed my woman’s time. I was left with no recourse. I sat with our mother at the kitchen table, rubbing its wooden surface, and tracing my fingertips along its many cracks. I told her everything amid a blubbering of tears. 

“Moll, what have you done? What are we to do? Does this James love you? Has he spoken of marriage?”

Mother liked the answers to these questions as little as did I.

After our supper, Mother stood as we cleared the table.

“Children, please excuse yourselves, your father and I have something to discuss.”

I watched as they filed from the kitchen whispering to one another.

“You too, Moll.” Mother said.

I tried not to listen, but some words I could not help but hear. Everyone in the house heard “rape” and “bastard” shouted over and over again. My sweet little brother Patrick asked me what a whore might be, but I couldn’t summon the strength to think up even a small lie, so I said nothing. 

“Don’t cry Moll, I didn’t mean no harm!” He comforted me with a hug, the poor innocent lad. 

The slamming of the front door was like a slap in my face as my father stormed from the house. I feared the hinges would not hold! Did his anger burn at me or at James? It was the first time I felt frightened in my own home.

Uncle Sean returned from his evening walk, and Mother engaged him in a whispered conversation. I heard a chair slide across the floor, and Uncle said, “I’ll baste the little bastard’s arse and teach him a thing or two!” 

“Hush now, Sean! The children will hear. We will wait for Killian’s return.”

From the room I shared with my sisters, I sat with my hands folded until I heard Father stumble at the door, muttering obscenities under his breath.

“Where have you been, husband? We were worried.” Mother asked.

“Damn well you know, woman. I paid a visit to the home of this James.”

“Have you been drinking as well?”

“Aye, that I have, and who could blame a man?”

The kitchen door thumped closed, and their voices became muffled. I strained to hear as the other children slept the sleep of innocents. There was more talk of whores and bastards, and of money paid. Father’s voice got louder.

“Love... indeed, love is it? The lout could care less!” Then, Father spoke of my midnight walks in the streets! Under the circumstances, it should have been of small consequence, but I could only think of James betraying my trust yet again.

“Where did we go wrong?” Father wailed. “What are we to do?”

Uncle spoke in a whisper, perhaps to calm our father. He mentioned a great-aunt Nora, a name I never heard mentioned before. He asked about money, spoke of voyages, and the new life he was to begin. The New World was Uncle’s favorite subject, but it puzzled me that he spoke of such things at a time like this?

For a good hour, the three of them argued and plotted about “what was to be done about Moll.” Strain as I might, I could hear little, and I fell into a fitful sleep. I dreamt of being lost in a dark wood as evil things chased me. No matter how fast I ran, I could not outdistance them. I still felt them on my trail when a light knocking at my door jerked me awake. Mother spoke my name in a soft voice.

“Moll, please come out now.”  It seemed I was to be informed of my fate.

We sat at the table with the men. Father stared at the floor as if his head bore too much weight to lift it from his chest. His eyes were swollen, and his face colored the red of a bilberry bloom. He looked so old, so frail, and tears welled up in my eyes. 

“Moll, we have discussed this... this situation, and I spoke with Abel Rogers, the father of... that boy. The story James told us is far different from yours, as you might expect.”

“Did he deny what he did to me?” I asked.

“He did, said there was no truth to it at all. He confessed that he agreed to meet you at the fish cleaning tree, but swore he fell asleep and never ventured there. He also says you have been frequenting the docks most every night seeking male companionship! Is this true?” he asked.

“Father, I have taken walks at night, but I didn’t...”

My father broke into tears and a sob ripped from his chest. It was a sight and sound unfamiliar to me. All this pain I wrought!

“You are not the first young woman to find yourself in this situation, Moll.” Uncle soothed. “Nowadays, there are other avenues to consider however. Ways that will not paint you as a loose woman or bring shame to your family.”

“What is your advice, Uncle?” 

Uncle Sean glanced at mother and father, and continued when they did not.

“We discussed two possibilities. You have an aunt who lives in Whitegate, County Clare. She found herself in your situation many years ago. We need to ask, but I have every confidence in Aunt Nora taking you on until after...” 

“Thank you Uncle, but I do not wish to be beholden to anyone, especially a stranger. I’m a grown woman and...”

“Stranger? She’s my father’s sister!” Father shouted. “And a grown woman now- is that what you are?” He slammed his fists on the table, and Uncle’s clay pipe flew across the room, smashing to pieces on the floor. Mother stood as the babies began to wail.

“What is the second choice, Uncle?” I asked, with no strength in my trembling voice.

“The other choice is to sail with me to the New World on tomorrow’s tide.” 

“There is no third choice then? Can I not return to Kinsale? I can sell herbs, and I’m a fair seamstress as well. The men always rip their clothing on the docks.”

“No Moll,” our mother answered from the doorway, baby Aiden in her arms. “Think of your reputation and your family’s, and consider these wee ones. We decided these are the best choices for you and for everyone. Abel Rogers at least agreed to provide some funds to help you along. You must choose.”

My tongue caught in my throat and my mouth was as dry and crusty as week old bread. It was just as well, I didn’t know the words to say. I was torn between the anger coloring my face, and my love of family and home.  

“I’ll decide and be ready in the morning, no matter my decision.” I stood and turned to leave. I did not wish to look at, or speak to any of them.

“That’s a good idea, Moll.” Mother said, rubbing my shoulder. “It is a big decision, and not one to be taken lightly,” Mother’s tears followed my father’s lead, “but before you sleep, we need to have a woman to woman talk.”

“More talk?” I asked, but nodded.

“Moll, if you decide to sail with me, and I hope that you do, we need to be off at first light. Think of it as going on an adventure, the two of us. I know how dear County Cork is to your heart, but I also know you long to see more of the world.” Uncle Sean said.

Uncle’s words made me feel welcome, and I tried to smile, but I knew the look on my mother’s face. The left side of her lip curled, as the right side dropped and her brow knitted in distress. 

“What of our home, and our family?” I asked.

“I’ll not lie to you Moll. The colony of Maryland is far away. It requires nearly a year’s wages to make the crossing. I believe they will be all but lost to you.” Uncle looked down at his hands.

“I’ll decide tonight.” I bowed my head and followed my mother to her sewing room, the room forbidden to all of us as children. My mother never taught me anything but the simplest of stitches, although she enjoyed it so much. Anna never spoke of what happened when she and mother shared time there, as if it was some great secret I was unworthy to share. In the old country, when Mrs. Payne passed away, I hoped Mother would invite me to join their weekly sewing circle. Instead, Mother found a new friend, a Mrs. Boyle, to join them. Entry to her sewing room was a rite of passage for me. It meant Mother accepted me as a woman, and all it took was getting raped! 

“I have things to show you, Moll. I’ve been negligent in your education, but you know a lot more than you think. The threads just need to be pulled together.”

When the door of the dark room opened, the sweet spicy smell of drying plants massaged my nose. Unrecognizable, yet vaguely familiar symbols were painted on the walls. A world I didn’t know inhabited that room, but even more, what I learned opened the door to my Mother, a stranger to me. My family’s secrets were revealed. It was many hours before I went to bed, confused and exhausted.
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Chapter Four
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I tossed about on my bed, like a big codfish flopping on a pier. I wondered which way to throw my body, and was unable to make up my mind. What might the New World hold for me? Uncle seemed genuine in his offer to accompany him. Aunt Nora was a name I did not know. Was she a family outcast? Was Whitegate another prison in waiting? 

I peered out the window, and resolved to take one last walk. What was the worst that could happen now? Maybe I’d be ambushed for the change in my dress pockets and left dying in a ditch? It wouldn’t matter. 

All I loved was being ripped away from me. All that I was, denied me. My family deserted me, did not believe me, and cast me as a whore! They disowned me and tossed me to my fate. At least they’d have one less mouth to feed. Love and family were fleeting and expedient, was either worth the price we must pay?  

I walked with no planned destination in mind, other than a cleared head, but habit led me back to where it all started. I was horrified to see where my feet had carried me, but there was no denying the huge oak tree looming before me. I surveyed the area to ensure I was alone. I heard no footsteps, no sound of movement, and no shadows passed near. I rubbed the outline on the oak tree’s bark, surprised to see it did indeed look like a raven. I had thought it a welcomed distraction conjured by my tormented mind.  

I sat at the base of the old tree and cried. What was I to do? My chest squeezed and tightened until a painful sob burst free, then the tightness built up again, over and over until there were no tears left to shed. 

Dawn drew near, and my decision remained unresolved. I felt stupid and indecisive, but I knew nothing of Aunt Nora or Whitegate, and even less of America. Mother was right, the little ones deserved to grow up unblemished by my shame, but how was I to choose? A cold finger ran down my back. Was someone watching me?

“Dearest Moll, you came back for more, did you?”

I cringed against the tree’s trunk and turned to see James step from the shadows.

“What do you want, James Rogers? Haven’t you done enough already? Get out of my sight, you bastard!”

“Now Moll, name calling after all we’ve been to each other? How have you been? I heard you are going on a trip soon? You always wanted to travel, didn’t you?”

I turned my back on him and began to walk away, not too fast, or he might sense my fear. I’d not have him thinking me frightened by the likes of him, but the thumping of my heart sounded like a fisherman cleaning his anchor against his boat’s gunwales, and I was sure he heard it.

“Wait Moll, I won’t hurt you.” 

I didn’t answer, and continued my brisk walk. His steps moved faster behind me, and my head was snapped back by the hair as he reached me. I kicked at him and screamed, but again I found myself trapped under the canopy of that fateful tree.

“Stop it, damn it, James!” I slapped at his hands to free my hair.

“The boy has to be sure it took, doesn’t he?” James said in a whispered voice, and fumbled at the buttons on the front of my dress. I threw up my leg and kneed him in the groin. “Raamh!” He growled, and hunched over releasing me.

“I’m warning you. Stay away from me. I’ll not be your day’s catch!” 

James recovered, and smiled his most trusting, and loathsome smile. “You win, Moll.” He stuck out his hand to make peace, but I turned my face away from him. From the corner of my eye, I saw the swing of his fist. I tried to duck, but the impact caught the side of my head, and bursts of light distorted my vision. I fell to my knees. “Warning me, are you Moll? I know why you came here. Just quit pretending!”

My head whirled as I fought back, and something sharp pricked my hand. Its shape was familiar enough, and I bit my lip to restrain a smile as I slid it under me. James pinned my elbows under his knees and pulled again at the top of my dress. I heard buttons pop and felt myself exposed to the night air.  

“Help! You bastard! Someone help!” I looked toward the old oak hoping for a savior to appear beyond its trunk. The moonlight glowed on the raven figure with a peculiar light.

“Relax Moll, and it will be easier for you, but it’s fun for me either way.”

I bit my lip and forced my muscles to relax. “Do as you will.” I reached beneath me and grabbed the hilt.

My spittle landed on his cheek, and James shifted his weight to wipe it away. He drew back to strike me, and I twisted sideways and thrust upwards with the fisherman’s knife. The rusty old blade met no resistance as it glided into his flesh, as easy as gutting a fish. 

James squealed like a lamb at slaughter, and hot sticky blood filled my hand. I thought it strange, so unlike the cold watery entrails of a cod. A poppy colored stain bloomed between his legs. 

I moved as in a dream, but felt good, strong, in control. James’ eyes grew large and dim, much like a squid’s, unsure of what had happened. He looked down at himself, and understanding dawned.

“You bitch! Look what you did to the boy!” James yelled. He held the crotch of his breeches, stood and took a shaky step backwards. 

“”The boy”? It’s no better than you deserve! I hope you rot in hell.” I crawled backwards away from him.

James regained his balance, and stumbled towards me again. “Stay away from me James!” I warned, brandishing the blade. 

He lunged and I stepped to the left, but he snagged my collar. I heard another tear as I turned and swung the knife, slashing his face. James screamed and fell to his knees, unsure of which part of himself to hold onto. I turned and ran home... my decision made.
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Chapter Five
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It was either fate or divine providence that the merchant ship set sail for the Maryland colony that afternoon. The other children would not accompany us to the docks, so I said hasty goodbyes to them, and Father whisked me from our home.

Uncle said our ship was one of the finest vessels in all of England, although I knew little of this new place. Her name was the Mary Regina, and she carried four masts with square rigging. With multiple decks below, she carried 120 tons of cargo. Uncle seemed impressed describing her, but Father said she was just a foreign galleon, and little more than a low riding carrack built for speed. 

I glanced hastily at the shoreline, and the ever hungry seagulls while father inspected the ship’s lines, making sure the caulking was fresh. A young lad hawking newspapers announced the bloody murder of a young woman nearby. It seemed two lives had ended.

“Always remember where you came from Moll,” Father said as he hugged me goodbye. His eyes did not meet mine.

Mother embraced me in turn, and whispered, “you’ve learned what you need to know for now. Do not forget who and what you are. I know your heart is true, and we will meet again.” She held me at arm’s length, handed over two leather bound books, and favored me with a wink. “These are my mother’s memories and my own. You start your own story, and write it down
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