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“Gentlemen, I understand there’s something going on here and in the village.” 

James looked up at me and Jacob straightened and folded his hands at his belt.

“Ah, my dear. Things are not as dark as they seem. All will work out in the end, I’m sure of it,” Jacob said.

“Sir, I am completely unaware of anything that’s happening. I’ve been out in the garden. Would you care to explain?”

“James will tell you all. I must return to the manor.”

“You won’t stay for dinner?”

“No. Thank you for the offer, but I’m sure my staff will want to hear the news.” He turned to James who stood behind the desk. “I’ll be in touch.”

“Thank you, Jacob, for letting us know. I’ll do some figures and see how things stand.”

Jacob left the library and I looked at my husband, and for the first time in many years, fear gripped my soul.

“James, what is happening?”

He held his hand out. “Come here, love.”

Dedication

To Mary Allen - my new/old friend. If it weren’t for emails you wouldn’t have called to discuss the Olympics. I’m so grateful for your support and connection over the years. Thank you.

Thank you to Jennifer Connor and Books to Go, Now for all the support and understanding over the years. 

Thank you Grace Augustine for your editing and recommending changes to book 1 and 2. Love you, friend. 
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1987

My name is Michael Whear and I’m the third son of James and Catherine Whear. It’s been several years since I released the first part of my parents’ story from journals my mother wrote for many years. She started them in 1920.

When my Mother and Father passed away in the 1970’s, my brothers, sister, and I went to Whear Hall to clean out personal items. We discovered one hundred and four journals hidden in an upper shelf in our mother’s bedroom closet. The rest of that weekend was spent reading entries aloud, and let me tell you, it was an eye opener. 

We loved our parents very much, but found there was quite a lot we didn’t know about them and their early life. They never told any of us where they’d met or anything about their first year together. I’m glad that we were all older when we came to learn their story.

My mother was a prolific writer and noted everything from which seeds worked best in the garden, the numbers of lambs dropped by the sheep, even the types of clothes she wore on particular days. When released, I wanted the focus to be on them and how their love withstood many trials and worries over the fifty-five years they were married. 

And now as we move on, I want to start with my mother’s final letter to us:

“My darling children. I’m writing this to you on January 2nd. I assume you have found my many journals. Before I explain about the scribbled pages, I want you to know some very important things. Your father and I loved all of you very much. You were our pride and joy every day of our lives. Your Father was a very strong man, but on the day each of you were born, I can honestly say, he shed many joyful tears. He never broke down much, but his dream of a family made him so happy. 

Nicholas, Jason, and Michael, you will always be our Three Musketeers. Your father and I had such fun watching you with your wooden swords, defending us from evil villains and azalea bushes. Although, I worried like crazy one of you would lose an eye! And Jason, there were many times when you worried me to no end with tree climbing and all of the adventures you went on. But in the end, you three came out unscathed. Now you are adults with worries of your own and I find myself less anxious than I did when you were young.

All of you represent the heart and soul of the Whear family now. You all have many gifts and such intelligence. I’m proud of the way you handle yourselves. Whether in science, education, the law, or writing ghost stories, you have all taken wonderful steps in your lives and your successes made your father and me stand taller and prouder than we ever thought possible. John, I do want to apologize for not using your partner when the will was amended. Your practice is very successful, but there were personal reasons for it. I hope you understand. 

Now, with regards to the journals, they began at the time just before I met your father. I started to keep them during my first marriage. I know you may be shocked to read this, but there are more surprises to come. 

There were many times, over the years, I’d thought about starting a bonfire in the back field and burning the journals. I also contemplated tearing some of the pages out, but in the end couldn’t bring myself to do either. The books go in date order and if you decide to read them, keep in mind the times in which your father and I lived. It was a different world when we started out. I hope you won’t be too shocked by our story. I believe in my heart that you should know the truth about how your father and I met, the little bit of turmoil we went through just to be together, and the joy we found in each other. 

There were many times one of you would ask how we met. I know we were vague with our answers, for which, I want to apologize. What occurred in the past, still lingered in our memories. Even though it brought us together, it was a difficult time. Your father and I never wanted to dwell on it.

We shared a great amount of love for each other and once we were together, it was for good, and nothing could make us part. Since your father’s death, I have ached for him. I have looked daily for his smile, his touch or kiss. I loved him with every part of my body and soul. His strength kept me lifted up and safe. Without him, I feel weak and frightened. I have a sense in my heart I will join him soon and, in a way, I can’t wait.

My darling children, I love you all and hope when you have finished the journals, you will continue to love each other and your families with the same joy your father and I shared. Hugs and kisses, Mother.”

It took some time for all of us to understand and accept what our parents went through. They’d made a life of love and happiness together. They gave us, their children, the same love and joy in abundance. I, for one, cannot look shockingly at their life. I am only glad that through the journals my five brothers and sister were able to piece together information we never knew. 

My brothers, Nick, Jason, Steven, Jonathan and Jacob and sister Stella had many dinners and discussed what we’d read in the journals. Many arguments broke out, but in the end we all agreed that our parents did what they could to be together and we couldn’t find any fault with their actions.

The hardest part was in my first book, but I’ve always felt it ended too quickly and didn’t give a full view of Catherine and James Whear, our parents. It took me several years to put it together and after many discussions with my siblings, I am finally working to complete their story. 

There are a few people that turn up, and since we’re coming in ten years after that last journal entry in 1921 from the first book, I think I should introduce them again. 

Stella Taylor started as our mother’s nanny but later took over as head housekeeper and friend to both our parents. 

Arthur worked as manager for our grandfather prior to our mother’s birth. He was a young man when he started and continued into his retirement. 

Susan was a cook at Layne Hall prior to our mother’s birth and also worked for them until her retirement. 

There are others, but too many to mention. When we had the memorial for Mother, we all were surprised at the number of people who showed up at the church. It meant so much to us to hear stories of the things our parents did for the community. 

I hope you will enjoy the rest of James and Catherine Whear’s story.
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October 25, 1929

Yesterday turned out to be a horrible day. It started out sunny and bright and I should have known something was amiss when I came in from the garden and Stella greeted me with a very stern look.

“Catherine, Jacob Mansfield arrived several hours ago and didn’t look pleased about anything. He barely said hello. He and James have been in the library all morning. I walked into the village a bit ago and people were acting strange. I’m not sure what is happening.”

I washed my hands at the kitchen sink and as I dried them, I turned to her. “I’ll just have to find out what all the mystery is about. Have no worries, Stella. We’ll get it sorted out.”

Going down the hall, I stood outside the doors to the library for a moment to gather my thoughts. I knocked on the door and as I entered the room, I saw Jacob leaning over my husband’s desk with his spectacles on and James sitting with his hands in his hair.

“Gentlemen, I understand there’s something going on here and in the village.” 

James looked up at me and I could tell it was hard for him to smile. Jacob straightened and folded his hands at his belt.

“Ah, my dear. Things are not as dark as they seem. All will work out in the end, I’m sure of it,” he said.

“Sir, I am completely unaware of anything that’s happening. I’ve been out in the garden. Would you care to explain?”

“James will tell you all. I must return to the manor.” Jacob began to put his jacket back on and took off his glasses.

“You won’t stay for dinner?”

“No. Thank you for the offer, but I’m sure my staff will want to hear the news.” He turned to James who stood behind the desk. “I’ll be in touch.”

“Thank you, Jacob, for letting us know. I’ll do some figures and see how things stand.”

Jacob left the library and I looked at my husband, and for the first time in many years, fear gripped my soul.

“James, what is happening?”

He moved around the desk and held his hand out. “Come here, love.”

I knew at that moment it was something very serious. If he joked with me, he’d call me Milady not love. 

I went to him and he leaned against the desk with his arms around me. 

“There’s been a very big financial crisis in the nation. Jacob said it’s being called a crash.” He sat in his chair and pulled me onto his lap. “Right now, the market is closed and according to Jacob will re-open on Monday, but it’s not looking good. Wheat prices have gone very low. We’re very fortunate that we’ve never invested in the market and since the estate is paid off, all we’ll have to worry about is taxes. But Catherine, things are going to be difficult for a time. Jacob said it’s a possible depression. We’ll have to cut some things back for now. I’m going to ride out to talk to Heck and the rest of the workers and find out what their plans are.”

“I still have that money from the wool sale ten years ago. If it would help in anyway...”

“Sweetheart, I’m not going to argue with you on that. It’s your money. Hold on to it for now and we’ll see where we are next week. Jacob and I went through the books and we should be okay with some cuts. I am concerned about Jacob and Mansfield Hall though. He was heavily invested. The manor is paid off, but he didn’t have much of a savings account.”

“He can always close up the manor and stay with us.”

James smiled. “You have such a big heart. You know he is too proud to ask for any kind of assistance, but I believe he can be made to see clearly.”

“Thank goodness for the garden. We’ve gotten quite a lot canned for the winter and perhaps I’ll see about some seeds to hold for the spring. At least we won’t starve.”

We spoke for a while longer and then Stella came in to tell us the children were ready for dinner. 

I don’t really understand things to do with the stock market but know we can make this work.

October 29, 1929

James went over the books all weekend and finally told me this morning everything seems to be going fairly well. The market for wheat was terrible today, but he feels we should do all right with the wool. We’ll just have to wait and see. He, again, said we’d have to be very careful with the money we have in the house, but if we watch our spending, we should be okay.

Also, Katie married a shop keeper in town last week and is no longer here at Whear. We weren’t aware she was planning a wedding. I miss her and Susan does, too. I spoke with Susan about finding someone to assist her, but she felt she could handle the kitchen alone, which is a good thing considering we’re watching spending. She said, also, Stella and I both spend so much time in this part of the house, and we assist her in many ways. I know she tried not to offend. 

After James went out to the field, I received a message from our doctor in the village. I went in a week ago to have a pregnancy test done. 

I made excuses and walked into the village to see him. It turns out I am pregnant, again. Of all the times not to get pregnant this is it. With the unknown about the future, I hope James isn’t angry with me.

We did have a little upset this afternoon. Since Susan has been away visiting her family up north, I’ve been doing quite a lot in the kitchen. Cooking has been such a joy. I’m not nearly as good as Susan, though. I asked Arthur to bring the wash tub in from the barn and did some wash this afternoon. James came in while I was toiling away and found me bent over the tub. Apparently, the site of my rear end was more than he could resist and before I knew it he stood behind me unbuttoning my slacks. I felt the zipper go down and his hands moved in, feeling around to the front of my pelvis. When his right fingers found their target, his left hand came up under my blouse and started teasing my breasts. 

My breath staggered in no time, and here I am in a helpless position. Just about the time I was ready to explode, I heard the back door open and our three older sons came walking into the kitchen. James stopped his movements but didn’t remove his hands. I would have lost my slacks if he had. The boys froze in the doorway and just stared at us. 

Nick, being the oldest, seemed to realize they needed to leave the room and grabbed Michael’s shirt pulling him toward the hallway. 

“Come on, guys. I think Mother and Father are having a discussion.”

After they’d gone into the hallway, I heard Jason ask, “Why did Father have his hand in Mother’s pants?”

James and I straightened up. I fastened my slacks and James went to the sink to wash his hands. He turned the tap off and faced me drying his hands with a towel. “Oh, dear,” he said.

“Milord,” I whispered. “No more sneak attacks in the kitchen. What if Stella had walked in?”

James started laughing but stopped when he saw I looked at him seriously. “I’ll speak with the boys. I’m not sure what I’ll say, but I’ll explain something to them.”

“Thank you.” I walked up next to him. Glancing down at the crotch of his pants, I arched my eyebrow. “We will have to deal with that later.”

He smiled. “Promise?”

“James...”

“Oh dear. We’re going to be serious.”

“Yes. I didn’t tell you, but two weeks ago I had some tests done in the village. I got the results today and I’m pregnant, again.” I pulled away from him and paced around the kitchen. “I know this isn’t the best time to have another child, but...”

“Catherine, there’s never a good or bad time. We’ll provide for this child just like we do for our three ragamuffins.” He walked toward me and cupped my cheeks in his palms. “We’re going to have another youngster to keep track of. It’s the first good news I’ve gotten in hours.”

James put his lips on mine and gave me a long, wonderful kiss.

June 5, 1930

A very strange letter arrived in the mail. I’d walked into the village to collect our deliveries and there was a letter address to Catherine Pieper. I no longer went by that name, nor had I for ten years. 

When I got home, I took the packet of letters into James and opened the one with my name. It was from my first husband’s sister, Claire Pieper, who now went by Benedict. She’d gotten married at some time.

The letter said she and her new husband would now like the title to Layne Hall. She wrote that since her brother was the legal owner at the time of his death, the ownership remained in their family.

“Catherine, what’s the matter?”

I looked at James who’d stood from his desk. I handed him the letter.

He read it and then shook his head. “This is preposterous. Didn’t she write a note after Marshall’s death saying she didn’t want anything to do with Layne or the debts incurred?”

“Yes.”

“Do you still have that letter?”

“It’s somewhere. I’ll have to look for it.”

“I’ll talk to Jacob and see what he thinks,” James said and sat. He held his hand out to me. “Sweetheart, come here.”

I must have worn a concerned look which caused James’s worry. Going around the desk, he helped me sit on his lap and put his arms around me.

“There’s no need to worry yourself. Since she said she didn’t want it, I don’t believe there is any way she could take the title from us. Jacob will know the best way to handle this.”

Trying to figure why this woman who I’d never met would suddenly want Layne Hall was more of a mystery to me than the stock market crash.

“My love, why is this bothering you so?” he asked.

“It’s been over ten years since Marshall passed and I never thought...no, I haven’t thought about it. This all seems so strange. Claire Pfeiffer didn’t even make the arrangements for his burial. Now it comes back to haunt us and I don’t know what to expect.”

“Sweetheart, we can’t know anything until it happens.” James kissed my knuckles.

“I know, but...”

“Catherine, let me finish. We’ll deal with it, together. I’ll be by your side and if this woman makes idle threats about Layne, we’ll have the resources to fight back.”

“What resources?”

“I think Jacob’s solicitor that handled the title being changed to us will be able to explain the legalities. In the meantime, we’ll need to find that letter she sent that showed no desire to take over that estate.”

“Fine.” I pushed up from his lap. “I’ll go see if I can find it. Call Jacob.”

“Hey, you’ve been working
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