

[image: image]




Table of Contents

	Half Title Page

	Title Page

	Copyright Page

	Dedication

	Epigraphs

	November 1695

	Part I

	Winter 1662

	January 1664

	Summer 1665



	Part II

	Spring 1673

	Summer 1675

	Autumn 1675

	Winter 1675

	Spring 1676

	Summer 1676

	Autumn 1676

	Winter 1677

	Autumn 1677

	Summer 1678

	Autumn 1678

	Winter 1679

	Summer 1680

	Autumn 1680



	Part III

	Autumn 1684

	Spring 1685

	Summer 1685

	Autumn 1685

	Spring 1686

	Summer 1687

	Autumn 1687

	Autumn 1688

	Winter 1688



	Part IV

	Spring 1695

	Summer 1695

	Autumn 1695

	Virginia: Summer 1700



	Historical Note

	Acknowledgements







REBEL HEIRESS





Rebel Heiress

FIONA MOUNTAIN

[image: Lady_of_the_Butterflies_01.jpg]





This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author's and publisher's rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

ISBN 9781409051985

Version 1.0

www.randomhouse.co.uk





Published by Preface 2009

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Copyright © Fiona Mountain 2009

Butterfly image © Ian Pratt

Fiona Mountain has asserted her right to be identified as the author

of this work under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

This electronic book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher's prior consent in any form other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

First published in Great Britain in 2009 by Preface Publishing

1 Queen Anne's Gate 

London SW1H 9BT

An imprint of The Random House Group Limited

www.rbooks.co.uk

www.prefacepublishing.co.uk

Addresses for companies within The Random House Group Limited can be found at: 

www.randomhouse.co.uk

The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 9781409051985

Version 1.0





For Tim, Daniel, James, Gabriel and Kezia

Also in memory of my mother,

Muriel Swinburn





'You ask what is the use of butterflies? I reply to adorn the world and delight the eyes of men; to brighten the countryside like so many golden jewels. To contemplate their exquisite beauty and variety is to experience the truest pleasure. To gaze enquiringly at such elegance of colour and form devised by the ingenuity of nature and painted by her artist's pencil, is to acknowledge and adore the imprint of the art of God.'

John Ray, History of Insects, 1704

'If a man will begin with certainties, he shall end in doubts; but if he will be content to begin with doubts he shall end in certainties.'

Sir Francis Bacon, author, courtier and philosopher (1561–1656)





November 1695
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They say I am mad and perhaps it's true.

Look, can't you see? There are butterflies, bright orange butterflies, even though it's night, even though it's November. The black sky is filled with them. They are reflected in the dark floodwaters that lie over the wetlands. But, no, I realise in an instant that I am mistaken, of course. It is nothing but the glowing ashes of the Gunpowder Treason Night bonfire, flitting upwards in the smoke and the mist.

I hug my arms around myself inside my cloak. I try not to scream.

At the very time when I need all my wits about me, it is frightening to think I can't even depend upon myself, that my own mind, my own eyes, might betray me, even for a moment. This turbulent century that is nearly at an end has seen brother turn against brother and fathers take up arms against their own sons, but for my little family the treachery goes on.

I walk towards the end of the cobbled causeway that stretches straight and unhindered across the floodwater, all the way to Nailsea. The ground is sodden. The mud sucks at me and the sodden hem of my gown grabs and slaps at my ankles. My feet are so cold and wet I can hardly feel them. But there are far worse troubles than cold toes.

At first no one dares to meet my eyes. They regard me with superstitious fear, as if I were a will-o'-the-wisp. Tenant farmers, eelers, fishermen, wild-fowlers and sedge-cutters, they are all gathered here with their kin at the edge of the flooded fields, their faces ghoulish in the flickering flames. No one misses this annual festival of hatred, but in Tickenham this year it feels as if much of the hatred is turned upon me. My heart is beating too fast and my legs feel weak as reeds. But I keep my head held high. I keep on walking. Though I may only be slight, I am much stronger than people always assume. None shall see that I am afraid.

Fingers reach out to clutch at my cloak, others claw at my arm, at a windblown wisp of my hair. Alice Walker, once my little cookmaid, is the first to throw a rotten apple. It hits my shoulder and splatters. Surprisingly hard they are, apples, when turned into missiles. There is a dull pain and the sudden cloying smell of decay. Someone else spits and the disgusting gob lands on my cheek. I wipe it away with the palm of my hand and pretend not to care. These people were once my neighbours, servants and friends, my family, but now, instead of warm greetings, I hear only their insults, their whispered accusations:

'Papist!'

'Whore!'

'Witch!'

'Lunatic!'

I am none of those things, am I? How could a passion for small, bright-winged creatures have led to this? Just as it led me to James Petiver, the dearest friend any person could hope to have.

But it was another man who set passion burning within me more fiercely than all the fires that flame across England this night, who consumed me until I am nothing but a husk blowing on the wind. It is Richard Glanville, beautiful as a girl with his black curls and blue eyes, who brought me light in the darkness and warmth in the cold, in a way that no winter bonfire ever can. In my memory his caress is like the brush of a butterfly's wing upon my skin, upon my breasts and the secret places beneath my shift, but all such memories have turned to dust in the glare of what I have discovered.

What have you done, Richard? What have you done? Is it the flames of Hellfire that you conjured? My own Judas, did you betray me with a kiss?

Why?

I began keeping a journal to record my work. Though I don't presume it amounts to much, is of any great significance to the world of natural philosophy, James told me it was the best way to record my observations and to learn. I'm glad now that I've done it, for reasons I'd never have considered.

The time is coming when my voice may be silenced for good. God in Heaven, how has it come to this? It is well known that lust brings madness and desperation and ruin. But upon my oath, I never meant any harm.

All I ever wanted was to be happy, to love and to be loved, and for my life to count for something.

That is not madness, is it?





Part I





Winter 1662
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Thirty-three years earlier

I was woken in darkness by the joyful pealing of church bells. The church stood not a hundred yards from my chamber window, just across the barton wall, so the room was filled with the merry and insistent clamour. My head was filled with it, and my heart. It was the loveliest sound. I stuck out my hand to part the heavy crewel drapes that were drawn around the great bed-frame to keep out the icy winter draughts, but it was bright silvery moonlight that shone through the chink in the curtains at the window. Why ever were the bells ringing with such jubilation in the middle of the night? Then I remembered. It was Christmas morning. The bells were calling everyone to the pre-dawn Christmas service, everyone except my father and me. Christmas was to be celebrated across the whole of England again this year, in practically every household, except for a few of the staunchest Puritan ones, such as ours, where it was still forbidden, as it had been under Oliver Cromwell.

I dropped back against the pillows, fighting tears. I was nine years old, not a baby any more. I was too old to cry just because I could not have what I wanted. I knew that in any case, crying was a waste of time, would make no difference at all. With a little sigh I pulled the blankets up to my chin, wriggled down beneath them seeking non-existent warmth, and stared up at the dark outline of the bed-canopy. I should be counting my blessings rather than feeling sorry for myself. I was very privileged, after all. I lived in the manor house of Tickenham Court, with its medieval solar wing and dairy, its ancient cider orchards and teeming fishponds. My father owned all the land for miles around, over a thousand acres of furze and heath and fen meadow, or moors as they were called in Tickenham. I was far more fortunate than the village children, wasn't I? The children who at this very moment were clutching excitedly at their mothers' hands as they left their holly-bedecked cottages to make their way in their little boats over the flooded fields to church, with the prospect of a day of feasting on plum pottage and mince pies and music and games before them.

I laid my hand on my flat belly as it rumbled its own protest. In rejection of what my father saw as the evil gluttony of Christmas, I was to be made to fast all day. All day, and already I was hungry. If I were really lucky, there'd be a dish of eel stew tomorrow, bland and unspiced, according to Puritan preferences.

The bells chimed on, ringing out their tumult in the darkness, the high tinkling of the treble bell and the low boom of the tenor, and round again in a circle. It was as if they were summoning me, had an urgent message to impart. Oh, I did so want to go. We had a merry king on the throne of England now, a king who had thrown open the doors of the theatres again and restored the maypoles, much to my father's disgust. But I did so want to know what it was to be merry, to dance and sing and laugh and wear bright, pretty gowns and ribbons. Even just to see the candlelit church would be something. What harm could it do just to look? If God had gifted me with my irrepressible curiosity, surely He would forgive me for giving in to it now. Wouldn't He?

I pushed back the blankets, exhaling mist, bracing myself for the rush of icy air through my linen shift. But it was not the cold that made my fingers shake as I crouched by the stone fireplace to light a candle from the dying embers. I was afraid of going out in the dark on my own, wary too of the reception I would receive from the villagers. The serving girl had warned me that, since we shunned all their celebrations, my appearance at one might well be regarded with animosity, mistrust. But inquisitiveness eclipsed all else, as it always did for me. I was too impatient to put on my woollen dress and left my hair in its long, thick golden night-plait. Bare-footed I crept down the narrow spiral stone stairs that led from the solar to the great hall. I put on my mud-stained shoes and my hooded riding cloak. It was made from the thick red West Country cloth that was so traditional in Somersetshire that even my father did not balk at its bright colour.

My heart hammering fit to burst with a mixture of excitement and terror, I slipped out of the door and through the gate in the barton wall that led into the misty moonlit churchyard, stole silent as a ghost through the silvery lichen-encrusted gravestones, past those of my little sister and of my mother, both dead over a year now. I breathed deep of the cool air and listened to the honking and trilling of the swans and marsh birds feeding out on the floodplains, the beating of hundreds upon hundreds of wings. An owl hooted and the air was redolent with the familiar tang of marsh and peat and mist. Out on the vast dark water there was a straggling line of bobbing lanterns from the rowing boats carrying the worshippers to the service. They seemed to me like small stars travelling through the night to join with the great illumination that emanated from the wide-open door of the church of St Quiricus and Juliet, a holy golden light that blazed a welcome.

I peered tentatively round the carved oak doorway, not quite daring to let my feet cross the threshold, and gasped wide-eyed at the beauty and colour of it. There must have been a hundred candles or more, all around the altar and the pulpit and lining the nave and pews. There were garlands of rosemary and holly and fresh scented rushes strewn on the floor, and wicker baskets of marchpane sweets and sugarplums set out for the children. The fiddlers and drummers were waiting to begin the music and the players were already assembled at the front of the church, the kings with beautiful velvet cloaks trimmed with real ermine, the shepherds accompanied by real sheep. Two cows had been brought in, too, and a placid-looking donkey.

I felt a light tap on my shoulder and nearly jumped out of my skin. It was Thomas Knight, the dark-haired, dark-eyed son of a sedge-cutter. He was over a foot taller than me and three years older, twelve years to my nine, and for some reason I had never been able to fathom, he hated me. I wanted Thomas to like me, as all children want people to like them, I think, and I had made a consistent effort to be friendly and polite to him, even when sometimes what I really wanted to do was stick out my tongue at him. But it seemed to make no difference what I did. Except that now, there was the definite curve of a smile softening his long, swarthy face. I returned it gladly, but warily. 'Hello, Thomas,' I said.

'Merry Christmas, Miss Eleanor,' he said, with what I took, delightedly, to be complicity, acceptance.

'Merry Christmas to you too,' I replied. The forbidden greeting felt peculiar on my lips, beneficent as a charm, not like a sin at all.

'D'you think it so very evil then?' He nodded towards the gilded interior of the church.

'Oh, Thomas. I've never seen anything so lovely.'

'Here. I've got something for you.' People were walking towards the porch now and Thomas grabbed hold of my arm and pulled me round the side into the dark. I was not frightened, only surprised and very interested to see what it was that he had. He uncurled the palm of his big hand to reveal a little marchpane sweet, delicate as a rosebud, incongruous against his chapped and cold-reddened skin. My mouth watered, but even if it hadn't looked so delicious and appealing, I'd have wanted to take it, just because Thomas had been so kind and generous as to think to offer it to me. I hated to think how I might hurt his feelings if I rejected his gift.

He thrust the sweet impatiently towards my face. 'Well, go on then,' he said gruffly. 'What are you waiting for?'

Still I hesitated, then gave a small shake of my head. 'I thank you, Thomas. But I had better not.'

His expression suddenly changed. His deep-set dark eyes narrowed and there was a glint of challenge, of a slow-burning resentment. 'Not good enough for you, taking food from the hand of a sedge-cutter's son, is that it?'

I was mortified. 'Oh, Thomas, please don't think that. Please don't be offended. I am grateful, really I am.' With a child's fear of being seen to be different, I was almost ashamed to admit the real reason, yet it was preferable to having him think me haughty. 'It's just that I'm not supposed to eat anything at all today.'

'Who's going to know?' He said it in such a conniving, nasty way that all of a sudden I was no longer so concerned about upsetting him. I didn't like the feeling that I was being forced to do something against my will. I didn't want the sweet at all now anyway. 'Leave me be, Thomas,' I said quietly.

Susan Hort, one of the tenants' daughters, stepped out from behind a gravestone where she'd obviously been hiding and watching. 'Told you,' she scoffed. 'Told you you'd not get her to touch it. She's stubborn as a little ox, that one.'

Thomas shoved the sweet right up under my nose. 'Just one bite,' he said. 'You know you want to.' He glowered at me threateningly so that I felt a twinge of panic, but I would not give him the satisfaction of seeing it. 'Let me alone, Thomas,' I said with as much confidence as I could summon. 'I said I don't want it.'

I took a step back, but out of the corner of my eye I saw Susan Hort move behind me as if to trap me. Thomas thrust out his arm and forced the sweet against my mouth as though he were going to ram it through my closed lips. With a rush of rage and humiliation I batted his hand away so that the sweet went flying. Almost before I knew what was happening, Susan had grabbed my plaited hair and jerked me back, had me by the waist, trapping my arms at my sides. She was a sturdy country girl and easily tall enough to lift my feet off the ground. I twisted and squirmed but she held me all the tighter so I struck back with my boots at her shins.

'You vicious little rat!' She threw me to the ground where I fell, sprawled on the soggy grass. I saw the marchpane lying by a clump of sedges right beside my hand. Thomas saw it too and snatched it, and before I could get up he had sat himself down on top of my chest, turning me over and pinning me flat on my back on the damp, chill earth, the crushing weight of him making it hard for me to breathe. He gripped my jaw tightly between his roughened forefinger and thumb, and squeezed.

'Get up. Right now. Leave that child alone.' It was Mary Burges, the new rector's wife, and at the sound of her firm command Thomas reluctantly released me and scrambled to his feet as Susan fell back.

Mary was not much past twenty, but she had had five younger brothers and sisters, so she knew very well how to manage scrapping. She was bustling and plump and maternal, with a soft, round face and eyes as sweet as honey. I was always glad to see her, though never so much as now.

She offered her hand to help me up. 'Are you hurt, Eleanor?' she asked, concerned, bending to draw my cloak around me.

I shook my head, blushing. Bar a few scratches, it was only my pride that was wounded. I stood up straight and tried to be dignified, though there was mud on my shift and I could feel a wet smear of it on my cheek. Tendrils of my hair had sprung free and were falling down around my face. I smoothed them away, rubbed at my dirty cheek. I felt very foolish and embarrassed to be the cause of such a scuffle and over something as trifling as a sweetmeat.

'What do you think you were doing, the pair of you?' Mary said sternly to Thomas and Susan. 'And on Our Lord's birthday, a time of good will and peace.'

Thomas turned his sullen eyes on her and did not answer.

I licked at my lips and tasted the faintest trace of almond sweetness. 'It was nothing, Mistress Burges,' I said, wanting it over and done with now. 'Just a silly game.'

Mary glanced at me appreciatively. 'It seems little Eleanor here has enough good will for all three of you.' She fixed Thomas with a reproachful look, as if she knew him to be the main culprit. 'It didn't look like a game to me, but if you both apologise and run and take your seat in the pews, we'll say no more of it.'

Thomas glowered menacingly at me while he and Susan mumbled an apology of sorts and slunk away. I watched them scurry together into the bright church, where the fiddlers and drummers were starting to play. Only now did I realise that I was trembling.

'We'd better get you back to the house,' Mary said kindly. 'Before your father finds you're missing. Look at you, child. You're not even properly dressed.'

Someone came to close the church door and the emission of lovely, gilded light was abruptly shut off, leaving only the darkness and the cold moonlight. 'Why does Thomas hate me?' I asked. 'Is it just because we are Puritans?'

'That is no doubt part of it.' Mary put her hands on my shoulders and looked down into my face. 'But I expect it is not only that.'

'What, then?'

She smiled. 'Well, it does not help that you are such an unusual child. When people see you down on the moor, climbing trees for birds' eggs, pond-dipping and hunting under rocks for beetles and whatnot, they do not understand why a little girl should take such an interest in such things – a little girl who will one day be their Lady of the Manor at that. Most people are very fond of you, for all your strange ways, on account of your sweet nature and kind heart. But that does not mean that gossip does not get passed around and exaggerated. One of the first things the kitchen boy told me when we came here was that you have a collection of animal skulls and bones in a little casket in your chamber.'

'Oh, but I do,' I admitted, my disappointment suddenly forgotten in a rush of enthusiasm. 'It is amazing what you find in owl pellets. I think the bones must belong to water voles or mice since they are the right size and owls hunt them. I have a dead grass snake and damselfly too, and all kinds of shells and feathers and fossils.'

'I am sure they would look very well in a curio cabinet,' Mary said. 'But in a little girl's bedchamber?'

'If I were a boy nobody would think it so strange, would they?'

She did not deny that. 'The trouble is that people fear what they do not understand, and all too often that kind of fear makes them hostile.'

My eyes widened. 'Thomas Knight and Susan are afraid of me?'

'A little, perhaps.'

It seemed extraordinary, unlikely, but not altogether unpleasing. I had never considered that I could be capable of frightening anyone. Then I remembered the flinty resentment in Thomas's eyes and I shuddered. 'No,' I said. 'There is more to it that that, some other reason he does not like me. I'm sure of it.'

'Well, it's not a problem you'll have with many lads in a few years' time,' Mary said, smiling down at me. 'No boy with eyes in his head will be able to do anything but fall in love with you then, since you are already so uncommonly pretty.' She stroked my cheek with the back of one finger. 'Even with dirt on your face.'

'Thank you,' I said politely as we started walking together, but I was sure she was only trying to cheer me. My father's wish to protect me from the depravity of the world had not stopped me glimpsing the tall and curvaceous Digby girls from Clevedon Court or the Smythe sisters from Ashton Court. I saw them riding out to suppers at their fathers' mansions and sometimes to Bristol, in their ringlets and ribbons and gowns of satin and brocade. Though I did not possess a single looking glass, I'd seen my reflection in the water and in windowpanes plenty of times. I knew that my hair was thick and fair and my eyes were large and wide-set and blue as cornflowers, but my skin was not marble white like those other girls'. It was honey-coloured from being so much outside, and rather than having a long straight nose to look down, mine was small and turned up very slightly at the end, like an infant's. And there was something else. 'I am so small,' I said to Mary despondently.

'You are indeed,' she agreed. 'You are as delicately delightful as a pixie.'

I pulled a face, not at all sure of the appeal of that.

Mary laughed. 'You are a dear child and I am glad you are so humble.' She fell silent for a moment, then went on in a less confident tone, 'Your father strives after humility above all else, and so far it has served him well. He commands respect and affection, despite being such a zealot. But I do fear for him, and for you, if ever he gives in to the pressure he is under to drain these wetlands. If the people are hostile to you now, a move like that will stir up no end of trouble.'

'Oh, he'll not do it,' I said confidently. 'Tickenham Court was my mother's. He'd want it to stay just the way she left it.'

'I'd not be so sure about that.'


One thing I was entirely sure of was that I would not escape the severest punishment if my father found out where I'd been. I had intended to be back long before he woke for morning prayers and so drew back into Mary's shadow when I saw him waiting for me in the gloom by the cavernous stone fireplace in the great hall, beneath the impressive display of armoury. I trembled a little as he came to loom over me in the flickering torchlight, taking in my muddy cloak and state of undress in one scornful glance. His frugal suppers of a single egg and draught of small beer had always kept him lean but now grief for my mother and my sister, coupled with long bouts of penitence and fasting for the punishment of their deaths, had made him gaunt. His craggy face, with its long, aquiline nose and strong jaw, had lost nothing of its power and authority, though. In his black coat with starched square white collar worn over it he was imposing as ever. He was every inch Major William Goodricke of the Parliamentarian army, Cromwell's formidable warrior.

But he was all I had in the world now and I loved him above anything. I was truly sorry for displeasing him, knew that what I had done was wrong. It was just that it had not felt so wrong, and in my heart I could not regret it. Life could be so confusing sometimes.

'You should be ashamed of yourself, Eleanor,' he said.

I hung my head only half in repentance, but also so that he would not see the lack of contrition in my eyes

Mary Burges tightened her arm protectively around my shoulders and drew me into her skirts. 'On the contrary, you should be very proud of your little daughter, sir. She showed great courage and strength of will this day.'

I stole a glance at my father and relaxed a bit as I caught his expression of faint relief and pleasure.

'I am glad to hear it,' he said, as if he would have expected no less from me.

'Some of the village children had dared each other to make her eat marchpane,' Mary explained. 'But Eleanor refused so much as to touch it, even when they had her pinioned on the ground. There's not many a child would not give in to such taunting and temptation.'

My father harrumphed as he addressed me. 'Who was it?'

'Thomas and Susan, Papa. But they said they were sorry,' I added quickly. 'They didn't mean anything by it.'

I desperately didn't want my father to cause more trouble with their families. Puritans could be as harsh and unforgiving as their God sometimes, and after what I had seen, and what Mary had told me, I wasn't at all sure we could afford to be.

The Somersetshire nobility, along with most of the people hereabouts, had been Royalist during the Civil War and now Anglicanism was increasingly the religion of the gentry, so for one reason or another our own class had largely disowned us. And every member of our household, every one of our neighbours and servants who were made to attend the secret Puritan prayer meetings in our great hall, saw their lord's empty pew during church services, knew that my father's deliberate absence from church branded him a recusant, still a capital crime. It would take only one person to denounce him to the court or the bishop to render him liable for fines and penalties, to send him to gaol, or worse. So far his fairness and the esteem in which he was held locally had secured his safety, my safety, and enabled him to continue to stay true to his conscience and practise his beliefs in private. I did not want him to demand that Thomas Knight be punished. We had already set ourselves far enough apart from the rest of this little community. There seemed nothing to be gained from drawing more attention to the fact that we were different.

My father reached out and took me by the arm. 'I thank you for bringing her back,' he said brusquely, dismissively.

Mary gave me an encouraging smile as she turned to leave.

'I only went to watch, Papa,' I said when we were alone. 'I just wanted to see what it was like.'

'And did you like what you saw?'

I hesitated, not wanting to appear defiant but feeling too passionate to lie, even if it might spare me much trouble. 'I liked it very much,' I said. 'Oh, Papa, it was so lovely, and so holy. Not sinful at all. If you would only go and see for yourself then I know you'd . . .'

'I am going nowhere, child,' he said stonily. 'And neither are you for a good while. It is not those village children who need to be taught a lesson, I think, but you.'

He took me by the arm and led me back up the narrow stone stairs to my chamber. Fear tightened my throat when he put his hand in his pocket and produced a large key. I'd have preferred to have my hands or backside whipped, really I would. Anything was better than being locked up. I hated being inside for any length of time. I needed open air and space and the sky above me and freedom to roam. Even in the winter, when I had to go everywhere by boat and there were weeks and weeks of rain and mist and ice, I loved to be outside, lived to be outside. I had a strange terror of doors and walls, of locks and keys. Of being confined.

'You'll stay in this room until this day is done,' my father said. 'And if you have any sense, you will spend much of that time on your knees praying for forgiveness for your disobedience.' He turned to go, his hand on the door latch.

'Why is it so wrong to celebrate the birth of Jesus?' I asked quickly.

My father turned back to me, as I had known he would. 'You should not need me to tell you, child,' he said, exasperated but patient, always ready to answer my questions and explain. 'The Bible does not tell us to observe Christ's birthday. Christmas is just an excuse for debauchery, a commemoration of the Catholic idol of the Mass.' He took a deep breath and I saw the dangerous glint of fanaticism in his eyes. 'We must be on ever more constant guard now the King has placed a Catholic Queen on the throne of England. The danger from Rome is present now more than ever. The hand of the Jesuit is still too much amongst us.'

  The questions were pushing against my lips and I had no choice 
    but to ask them. 'Most Puritan ministers call themselves Protestants now,' 
    I persisted, my mouth drying at my own audacity. 'Why can't we be Protestants? 
    Why must we always be different, always excluded?' I gulped in a breath. 'What's 
    the harm in lighting up midwinter with a church full of candles?'

I braced myself for my father's rage but instead he regarded me with deep sorrow, as if I was the greatest disappointment to him. More than that even – as if he feared that all the time he had spent answering my questions and explaining his doctrines had been wasted. He looked at me as if he feared for my immortal soul. I was appalled to see there were tears in his eyes. I had never seen my father cry, not even when my mother and my sister died.

I ran to him and threw my arms around his legs. 'Oh, Papa, I'm sorry. Please don't be upset. I'll try to be good from now on, I promise.'

He uncoiled my arms and held me gently away from him. 'Little one,' he said with great weariness. 'Will you never learn? The only light we need is the light of the Lord.'

With that he turned away, picked up the candle and left me, closing the low, studded door behind him. I heard the key turn with a grating click in the rusty lock. My chest tightened. I felt as if I couldn't breathe, as if all the air was being pressed out of my lungs and I was sure that I was going to faint. I forced myself to resist the urge to rush at the door and hammer on it until my fists were bruised and bleeding. I knew it would do no good, only make matters worse. I was expected to accept my punishment meekly and with penitence, no matter how frightening it was, no matter how unjust I believed it to be. What was the use in trying to be virtuous? I might as well have eaten that marchpane, since I was being punished anyway.

I went to sit quietly on the edge of the high bed, picked up my poppet doll and hugged it. I took deep breaths, tried to think calm thoughts, to imagine myself somewhere else. It was a trick I had practised ever since my mother's death, to take myself back in time to another place, a happier, better place. If I concentrated hard I could see her kind and radiant smile quite clearly, as if she was still with me. Almost.

Dawn had only just broken but it would be a short day, would be pitch dark again in just a few hours, and I had no candle. I had always been petrified of the dark, no matter how much I tried to rationalise the terror away. Eleanor Goodricke, I told myself very sternly now, how can you ever hope to be a natural philosopher if you are prey to such superstitious fears? But I did not dare turn my head towards the far corners of the chamber where strange-shaped shadows already lurked. If only I had a candle. But I knew there was no use calling for that either.

The only light we need is the light of the Lord.

I bit my lips against blasphemy but still my heart cried out: It is not enough for me.





January 1664
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Two years later

Thomas Knight's sister, Bess, was my new maid, and despite her brother's dislike of me, she and I had become fast friends.

'Hold still now,' she commanded, giving me an apple-cheeked smile that revealed the wide gap between her two top front teeth. 'Or the gentlemen visitors will take you for a little vagabond.'

I was so excited by the prospect of visitors that I didn't mind having to stand still for an age while Bess brushed and brushed at the hem of my plain, dark dress to rid it of the worst of the ever-present rim of mud stains. Made of wool, it could never be washed or it would shrink. I didn't mind either that Bess combed and combed at my long fair hair until it crackled with life and sparkled like spun gold, only for the great mass of it to be pinned and braided and tightly fastened away beneath a lace cap that was starched as crisp and white as my square collar.

I went to kneel up on the seat in the oriel window, my nose practically pressed against the uneven panes of leaded glass, keeping a look out over the ghostly waterland patterned with droves and causeways that rose above the submerged world. I was determined to be the first to see our guests, though the drifting mist had rendered even the nearby stables indistinct. It had been raining all night, was raining still, and the floodwaters were lapping at the barton wall now. We were half-marooned, accessible from the south only by the main causeway or by boat.

As my father chose to shield me from the world and all that was worldly, he allowed me to mix with only the most restricted society. I seldom saw a new face, seldom saw anyone but the servants who made up our wider family. I had hardly ever travelled beyond the confines of the estate, beyond the isolated village of Tickenham, had never even been to Bristol.

I didn't mind much, because I didn't know any different, but also because I loved Tickenham so that I could not in all honesty imagine myself away from it. Tickenham was a part of me, was who I was. I was Eleanor Goodricke of Tickenham Court. Since the day I was born I had imbibed the water from the springs and the cider from the apples in the orchard along with my mother's milk. What little flesh there was on my limbs was nourished by the fish from the rivers and the wildfowl from the wetlands. And Tickenham's moods, its spirit, reflected my own. The isolation and secrecy caused by the winter floods and mist echoed my own unusual need for seclusion, for time to myself, whilst the profusion and lushness of summer on the moor satisfied my deep and unquenchable yearning for colour and sunshine. Tickenham for me was the world and I did not want to be anywhere else. Though that did not mean I did not relish the chance to meet outsiders.

William Merrick, a Bristol merchant, had visited several times recently to talk to my father, about financial matters mostly, but never before had he brought anyone else with him. Eventually I saw them riding along the causeway. Mr Merrick was a barrel-chested and bulbous-nosed man who took great pains to hide his lack of refinement beneath immaculate clothes. He was a Puritan, supposedly, yet he could not help displaying his considerable wealth in a flash of silk brocade waistcoat, in subtle but obviously expensive rings, in the finest silk stockings. He sat, square-shouldered and square-jawed, on his dun mare as it trotted up the miry path past the rectory. Even the way he rode was brash. But it was the rider on a roan gelding who interested me, the tall, straight-backed gentleman from Suffolk.

I ran round to the cobbled stable yard then held back, suddenly struck by shyness as I watched them dismount amidst a scattering of chickens. They were both wearing long black cloaks and tall hats which shadowed their faces. Rain was dripping from the brims, I saw, by the time they'd walked the short distance to the door beneath the oriel.

With a look of distaste on his florid features, Mr Merrick wiped his highly polished beribboned shoes with a clump of straw. He lived in a smart new street in Bristol, by the docks, where the marshland had been nicely tamed, so he had little patience with mud and damp, or with anything with even the slightest tendency to disorderliness, such as me.

He wasted no time in introducing Edmund Ashfield, who shook my father's hand. It was an odd greeting, only used by true Parliamentarians. Then he turned to me and bowed, removing his hat. As he came up again, he smiled at me and my eyes widened in wonder. It was as if the mist had cleared to reveal a burst of sun, or else his entrance had been announced with a fanfare of trumpets. His short-cut hair was thick and wavy, and of the brightest copper colour I'd ever seen. When he straightened, I took in just how very tall and broad-shouldered he was. He had clear grey eyes, an open, ready smile, and his nose and cheeks were sprinkled with pale gold freckles. He was as different from the rustic Tickenham boys as it was possible to be. He shone. He lit up the austere stone-walled hall like a sunbeam, and seemed to me like a knight in gleaming armour who had stepped straight from the pages of a romance.

Still beaming warmly at my father and me, he clutched his hat in front of him in both hands and turned it round like spinning top. 'I beg your pardon for our late arrival. We had a slight skirmish with an uprooted tree on the high road and daren't venture round it on to the flooded fields, lest we be washed away or sink up to our waists in the bog. It's mightily hostile out there, I tell you. But this is a delightful place in which to wait out the siege.'

I wasn't in the least disheartened to hear that his manner of speech was not as unusual as his appearance. Overuse of military language was common amongst my father's few visitors, an inevitable consequence of the years when the chief topics of conversation had been Civil War and armoury and battle strategy. Just like me, Mr Ashfield must have a father who had fought for Cromwell.

'Didn't I tell you Major Goodricke had a pretty little daughter?' Mr Merrick interposed. He had never paid me even the scantest compliment before and it did not sound very sincere now. But I barely wondered at it. I barely noticed his cold and calculating smile, and for once did not pause to consider what he, ever the merchant, might be looking to trade this time. I did not think of him at all.

'I've been looking forward very much to coming here,' Edmund Ashfield said, with sincerity enough for both of them.

I silently cursed myself for being so tongue-tied. For what must be the first time in my life, I could think of absolutely nothing to say.

'Are you staying in Bristol for the winter, Mr Ashfield?' my father inquired.

'Oh, no, sir. I'm on my way home from the Twelfth Night celebrations in London.'

My eyes flew anxiously towards my father and I saw his bushy grey brows knit in a tight, disapproving scowl. My need to cover his displeasure and make Mr Ashfield feel entirely comfortable was so great that it helped me to find my voice at last. 'Have you been to London before, sir?' I asked.

He turned to me and gave me his full attention. 'I have, miss. Several times.'

I felt myself blush in the full warmth of his glorious smile, now miraculously directed solely at me. 'And is it very foul and wicked and full of thieves and cut-throats?' I asked.

'And many more things besides. Not all bad.' His eyes shone with such amusement that I could not help but smile back. I thought I had never seen a face so full of laughter. He looked like a person who was always happy, would never have a care in the world. A person who could never look dour or severe or Puritanical. He seemed made for Twelfth Night festivities, for capering and merrymaking, and, for me, the knowledge that he had come direct from such forbidden entertainments, from the great and wicked capital city, only served to add to his appeal.

'Have you seen the lions in the Tower?' I asked. 'What do they feed them?'

'Nosy little girls, I shouldn't wonder,' Mr Merrick said disapprovingly.

Mr Ashfield ignored that remark completely. 'I am afraid I have not been there at feeding time,' he answered, finding my question worthy of a considered reply. 'I shall make an effort to do so and report back, since it interests you.'

'Thank you, sir.'

'You are most welcome.'

I wondered who had been lucky enough to enjoy the Twelfth Night festivities in his company. 'Do you have family in London, Mr Ashfield?'

'Do hush, Eleanor,' my father chided. 'You mustn't interrogate our guest before he has even taken some refreshment.' He apologised on my behalf. 'My daughter is renowned for her curiosity.'

'I was there with a very good friend of mine,' Mr Ashfield said to me, and my heart melted because once again he'd taken the trouble to answer me. 'Another lad from Suffolk. Name of Richard Glanville.'

I saw my father tense.

'Ah, that young blade again,' Mr Merrick snorted. 'You mustn't judge a man by his friends,' he added hastily, with a glance at my father that was, astonishingly, almost nervous. 'Edmund's a very respectable fellow, aren't you? For all that you choose to mix with Cavaliers.'

My mouth fell open. I gaped at Edmund Ashfield whose allure had suddenly multiplied beyond all imagining with this new revelation. He actually knew a Cavalier! Was friends with a Cavalier! He might as well have admitted to supping with the King himself, or rather with the Devil. Which, in my father's eyes, amounted to exactly the same thing.

'Richard has never been anywhere near Whitehall Palace and he was born during the Commonwealth,' Edmund said very amiably. 'After the war was over.'

'Makes no difference,' Mr Merrick said, with another fawning glance at my father. 'He's the son of defiantly Royalist parents who mixed with the court in exile, which makes him as Cavalier as Rupert of the Rhine.'

'I'm surprised that an upstanding gentleman such as yourself would choose to fraternise with men of pleasure,' my father said critically.

'They are not half as debauched as we've been led to believe, you know.' Mr Ashfield smiled, his cordiality still totally unruffled.

'Come now,' my father said. 'You'll not tell me that the news of lewdness and perversion that reached us from Europe was all fabrication? The depravity of the public and private morals of Charles Stuart and his band was the scandal of the country – still is, now they've brought their vile wickedness to Whitehall. It was well reported how they abandoned themselves to their lusts, and drank and gambled, fornicated and committed adultery. How they committed these blackest of sins and saw none of them as any sin at all. These are men in contempt of all decency and religious observation. Or would you deny that they are a crowd of short-tempered quarrellers, violent heavy drinkers and murderous ruffians, who would brawl and duel to the death over so little as a game of tennis?'

Carried away by his own fervour, my father seemed entirely to have forgotten that I was standing there in wide-eyed enthralment, listening raptly to every word. Oh, I was used to hearing him rail against Cavaliers. In many ways they stirred up his moral indignation even more than did Catholics. But never before had he been so specific, and I was caught between utter fascination and an acute embarrassment that made me half wish I could fall into a hole and hide. I felt so dreadfully sorry for poor Mr Ashfield, though he did not appear at all affronted.

'I can't speak for all Royalists,' he said good-naturedly. 'But I assure you that Richard Glanville is possessed of great wit and courage and is one of the most cultured and charming young men I have ever had the pleasure to socialise with.'

'Cultured?' my father snorted. 'It is a culture of monstrous indulgence, drunken gaiety and sensual excess that our monarch and his circle cultivate and would wish to impose on this country. The sooner they all rot and decay in their own filth, the better. God forbid it brings us all to moral ruin first.'

There was an excruciating silence. 'I heard young Richard swims as though he were a fish, not a boy,' Mr Merrick interjected rather desperately. 'He'll have his pick of the new drainage channels and widened rivers next time he visits Ashfield land, eh?'

Fen drainage was Mr Merrick's favourite topic of conversation, one he unfailingly managed to bring up at every visit. It might have made me uneasy, after my conversation with Mary Burges, but I didn't much mind what the three of them talked about so long as they were not insulting poor Mr Ashfield and his friend. So long as I could listen to him and watch him and stay near him.

But it was not to be. 'I suggest we move into the parlour for some coffee,' my father said brusquely, remembering his manners at last. 'Eleanor,' he said to me, 'find Bess, would you, and ask her to send a pot through to us.'

I wished I knew why Mr Merrick was honoured with the great luxury of coffee every time he visited, but I was very glad Mr Ashfield was to be given the best that we had, would not begrudge him anything at all.

He went with the others towards the oak-panelled parlour, and when I took a step to follow, my father halted me with one of his sharp looks. I actually shivered, as if, deprived of the nearness of Edmund Ashfield's bright hair and sunny smile, I was being cast back out into shadows and darkness. I lingered like a little phantom beneath the vaulted roof in the empty hall as he took the seat of honour in a carved oak chair that was drawn up beside the fire, while the wind boomed outside like distant cannon-fire and the rain peppered the windowpanes like tiny arrows. The flames behind him were pale in comparison, only served to make him appear all the more burnished and gleaming. He had all the glorious grandeur of autumn, a blaze of red and gold that defied the closeness of winter.

He was talking of the windmills that were used in his home county to drive back the water. 'There's clearly a great advantage to be gained from combating the floods and claiming the territory for lush meadows in their stead,' he said mildly.

'You tell him, Edmund my boy,' William Merrick said heartily. 'For he'll not listen to me.'

'On the contrary, William,' my father replied. 'I listen to you very carefully.'

'Yet you do not heed my advice. Even when it seems you have little choice.'

'There is always a choice.' My father added gravely, 'If we trust in God to provide.'

'And what if His way of provision is by way of reclaiming land from water?'

My father hesitated, as if to consider, and I held my breath as I waited for his reply. 'You know I have the gravest reservations about that, William. Your gentlemen adventurers are playing God, tampering with His creation, and not only is that wrong, it is also highly dangerous.'


The mist and rain had cleared when I stood with my father and watched our visitors ride on to Bristol beneath a glorious winter sunset that shimmered on the surrounding sheets of water. In the dusky light I could see, both inside and out, the translucence of my face reflected in the panes of grey-green leaded glass, and beyond the lapwings and redshanks and curlews wading in the shallows and the great herds of swans and wild geese out on the lake, gliding between the rows of half-submerged pollarded willows that were always an eerie sight, no matter how familiar.

Had Mary Burges been telling the truth when she said I was pretty? I wondered. Never had it seemed to matter so much before. But I wanted to be pretty enough to make a man like Edmund Ashfield fall in love with me when I grew up. Bess constantly complimented my gold hair and blue eyes, but it was their liveliness and brightness she said she liked, and I was not sure that gentlemen would like that at all. Ladies were supposed to be demure and docile and saintly, and I was none of those things.

'Will Mr Ashfield come here again?' I asked, making a great effort not to sound as forlorn as I felt.

'He'd not be unwelcome,' my father said, surprising me. 'An extremely likeable young fellow. I shall pray for him, that he is not ruined by his objectionable associations.'

'Do you even know Richard Glanville, Papa?' I asked, feeling a strange need to defend this man whom I had never met.

'I know of his family.' My father scowled. 'I know his type.'

'Men of pleasure.' I whispered it like a creed. At the age of eleven, my naive notion of pleasure extended not much beyond music and dancing and feasting, all that was forbidden to me and therefore infinitely fascinating and desirable. Was Edmund Ashfield a man of pleasure despite being a Parliamentarian? He must be, a little, to have such a friend.

'Young Edmund was probably not as persuasive as William Merrick had hoped he would be,' my father added. 'So maybe he'll be brought back again for another try, since it seems Merrick will use any ploy to try to convince me that we are sitting on a fortune and that our drained fields could become the richest pastureland in all of England.'

I loved it when my father talked to me as if I was an adult rather than a child, as he had taken to doing more and more recently. But I remembered Mr Merrick's opportunistic smile, predatory as a vulture, and even the small surge of joy I'd experienced at the prospect of seeing Edmund Ashfield again was marred by the notion of it being for Mr Merrick's benefit.

He had even turned being a Puritan dissenter to his own advantage. Barred from the professions, he'd made a great fortune as a merchant trading in tobacco and sugar. My father saw it as a sign of God's supreme approval that Mr Merrick's business ventures had flourished, and as a result generally relied whole-heartedly on his financial acumen and shrewdness. Seemingly not in this one instance, though.

'You disagree with him totally about drainage then, Papa?'

'If I had a shilling for all the failed schemes to drain Somersetshire, I'd have had no need to take out a mortgage with him, or even consider letting him act as my agent to embark on some such risky scheme here. But I can't deny that it's tempting . . . even making a small fortune would be useful to us now.' He stroked my hair. 'Don't look so alarmed, my little one. We're not facing ruin just yet.'

I was about to ask him what a mortgage was but I didn't get the chance.

'It's the war, of course,' he ran on. 'We're still suffering for maintaining a troop of horse rather than our land, and we've still not recouped the revenue that was forfeit to the new King for his pardon. But we will, given time, and at least our house is not a burnt-out shell like so many others. At least our fields do not lie abandoned and overgrown with weeds, even if they are underwater for half the year.'

'If we drained them, would we become very rich, then?'

Rich to me meant satin and silk and ribbons a-plenty. It meant diamonds and rubies. Although not for rich Puritans, of course.

'If only it was as easy as that,' my father sighed. 'What William Merrick conveniently omits to mention is the disorder and violence that erupted when attempts were made to drain the Fens, the mobs and riots led by Fenlanders who feared the destruction of their way of life. I would think long and hard before stirring up that kind of strife here. I have lived through enough years of war and discord to value being at peace with our neighbours.'

I knew better than to remind him that some of them, Bess's brother Thomas for one, were not so peaceably disposed towards us even now. He still looked at me with disdain and contempt whenever I met him on the moor.

My father smoothed a stray lock of hair off my brow, rested his big hand on top of my head, and I looked up into his craggy, kindly face which was dearer to me than any other. 'Running this estate is the gravest responsibility,' he said. 'It is your birthright, precious to us as the crown jewels to a royal heir. Tickenham Court has been in your mother's family for generations. I want to do what is right in her memory, and to safeguard it for you and your children. I am only a custodian here after all. This house is your future, your children's future.'

My mother gave birth to my sister and me late in life, so I had grown up knowing that there would be no sons to follow, and that one day the manor of Tickenham Court would be mine. I used to dream of being a grand and gracious lady of a grand and gracious mansion. But now I fully understood that what had to happen for me to attain this position was the last thing I wanted. I moved closer to my father and slipped my hand into his as if to hold on to him. 'Don't speak of it, Papa,' I said quietly. 'I don't want you to die.'

He gave my hand a little squeeze. 'I'm afraid there's no avoiding that, Eleanor. We may live in an age when physicians are constantly making new discoveries about the workings of the body, but not even they can shy away from the one inevitability of life: death. You must be ever mindful of that, living your life in such a way as to prepare yourself for entry into the Kingdom of Heaven.'

God help me and my rebellious heart, but I felt a sudden surge of defiance then that was like anger, like desperation. I did not want to listen to him any more, did not want to be dragged down into melancholy with him. I did not want to be mindful of death. I was eleven years old and I did not want to prepare myself for Heaven.

My sister had died of ague not a month after my mother, and to think of her now gave me such a dreadful sense of my own mortality, of death's nearness and its inevitability. I thought of all the delights of this life that little Margaret would never have the chance to experience, some of which I was not sure that even my mother ever experienced. Music and dancing. Singing and pretty clothes. Beauty and colour. Christmas and feasting. Love. I could not, would not, die until I had had a taste of those things. I had such a powerful yearning to taste them, such a yearning to be happy, that it made me feel like a chick trapped inside an egg. I knew that all that separated me from light and from life was the thinnest shell. If I could only shore up enough strength to break through and find my way out . . . Well, one day I would. Oh, I would. I felt the strength growing inside me all the time, a tough, unshakeable determination. For my sister's sake as well as my own, I was not going to die until I had truly lived.





Summer 1665
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A warm spring had turned into the most sweltering summer anyone could remember and today was yet another day of achingly bright blue skies. Knowing how I preferred to be outside, my father suggested that rather than have morning lessons in the parlour, we should have them out on the moors. 'We shall see what wonders of nature we can find to study,' he said, tucking my hand into the crook of his arm.

The moors always had a profound tranquillity in summer, but in the uncommon heat the pace of life there seemed to have grown even more restful. The air was heavy with the scent of meadowsweet and the meadows were a riot of colour, with orchids and yellow iris lining the ditches and silvery water-filled rhynes, and knapweed like exploding bright pink fireworks. Lazy Shorthorn cattle nibbled at the river's edge where mallards bobbed their heads beneath the surface. Even the Yeo flowed more sluggishly, dotted with water violets, parts of it growing stagnant with weeds.

We watched pond skaters and mayflies and water boatmen. I caught a stickleback and found the conical shell of a limpet to add to my collection. When my father, usually so hale and fit, had to pause to catch his breath, I assumed it was on account of the cloying humidity. 'Shall we go to the woods now and look for fungi, Papa?' I suggested. 'It will be cooler.'

'That is thoughtful of you, Eleanor. But I am not suffering from the heat,' he said. 'Not at all.'

We were by a bend in the riverbank, just upstream of where Susan Hort's father, John, was inspecting his wicker eel traps. I kicked off my shoes and went to dip my toes in the gurgling Yeo. A heron stood with a fish in its beak and I smiled to see an otter slip out of the reed bed and go for a swim. 'The river won't dry up completely, will it, Papa?' I asked.

He smacked his cheek where the gnats were biting again and I saw that his wrist was ringed with raised and angry-looking sores. 'Even if it does, there's always the spring water.'

Springs gushed up through the peat all across the land and it was thanks to them that, instead of remaining an island in the midst of a lake, our little estate was now a lush haven in a desert. The pastures were red-brown in places, not from dust and drought like elsewhere in the country, but from sorrel and herbs.

'We can count on the springs to water our beasts and crops,' my father added. 'We'll have eggs and fowl, beef, cheese and vegetables. Nobody will starve. We must thank the Lord that even if it does not rain for months yet, we will be spared here.'

'You said the same thing when we heard there was plague in London, sir,' John Hort grunted over his shoulder, then turned to face us with a slippery eel writhing in his huge hands. 'Those first two cases in St Giles . . . are you still so sure we're safe? They say it's spreading towards the City. What stops it from spreading west?'

My father clutched his leather jerkin tighter around his shoulders and I realised with a stab of alarm that he'd been wearing it all morning, despite the sweltering heat, despite its being the hottest month anyone could remember. I noticed also that his hand shook slightly, and it sent tremors reverberating through my own body.

It was my turn now to fend off the mosquitoes. I slapped them away as if I could slap away the threat of disease. There was nothing at all to fear, was there? London was miles and miles away. As we walked back towards the garden, scores of butterflies criss-crossing our path, it might have been another world. I turned a cartwheel in the grass, skipped off determinedly through the long sedges, the activity and the prettiness of the bright wings helping me to forget the trembling of my father's hand. My own brushed the top of the long grass stems and a little multi-coloured cloud of butterflies swirled around my dark skirts and my head, like living flowers broken free from their stems.

In the walled garden I stopped to watch two of sulphur yellow playing together over the flowerbeds, fresh and rich as new-churned butter. Butter-flies indeed.

I felt my




  




  




















































  



































































  


























































  




























  






























OPS/images/Lady_of_the_Butterflies_F1.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Rebel Heiress
Fiona Mountain






OPS/images/Lady_of_the_Butterflies_02.jpg





OPS/images/Lady_of_the_Butterflies_01.jpg





