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Аннотация
Ring of Flowers is a Novella (only 46 pages) and is a companion piece to the full length novel The Calypso Directive, written by the same author…
In 1665, in the Derbyshire village of Eyam, the tailor, George Vicars orders a bolt of fabric from London to make a wedding dress for his betrothed daughter, Kathryn. To escape her fate of marrying the town's wealthiest and most odious bachelor, she elopes with her true love, farmhand Paul Foster. Kathryn's departure is fortuitous, because when the fabric is delivered, the parcel is infested with fleas carrying bubonic plague. First bitten and first to die, George Vicars' misfortune becomes the community's death sentence when the town Rector boldly imposes a quarantine on all Eyam residents. Months later, expecting a child, the newlyweds return home to find their world turned upside down. Once inside the township, they are forbidden to leave and Kathryn is forced to give birth in quarantine. Under the shadow plague, and against all odds, Will Foster's paternal ancestor is born… with a genetic mutation that will change the world 345 years later.
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From the Author

Note to the reader: Ring of Flowers was originally a historical subplot that wove throughout The Calypso Directive. At first blush, it was meant to be an origin story for my protagonist Will Foster. Also, I had hoped for it to function allegorically, reinforcing two of the novel's main themes: (1) the costs associated with the morality of serving the "greatest good for the greatest number of people", and (2) the hardship of being forced to choose between a path of self sacrifice and one of self-interest. As the backstory blossomed to 40+ pages, it became clear to both me and my editor that this tragic love story deserved to be a stand alone novella. I hope you enjoy it, and if you do, please consider reading about Paul and Kathryn's progeny, Will Foster, in the 21st century thriller: The Calypso Directive (available on Amazon in hardback and Kindle editions).



CHAPTER 1

Eyam, England
August, 1665
Ethan Cromwell walked with purpose, like men with testosterone-laden agendas typically do. In three days’ time, he would propose to Kathryn Vicars, the most beautiful girl in the Derbyshire village of Eyam. No matter that she was the seventeen-year-old daughter of a lowly tailor, with no dowry to speak of. For Cromwell, she was desire incarnate. If he could combine all of the most delightful experiences from each of his five senses, and flood his brain with that pleasure in a single instant, the cumulative bliss would still fall short of how he imagined it would be to ravage her.
Cromwell rapped vigorously with gloved knuckles on the wooden door of George Vicars’ modest stone cottage. Inside, he heard the unmistakable cacophony of a stack of pots and pans accidentally knocked to the floor. This calamity was followed by an unholy expletive, and then the sound of shuffling boots.
“I’ll be right there … just a second.”
“Vicars! What on Earth are you doing in there? I don’t have time to wait for your fumbling and bumbling,” Cromwell barked. He raised his fist to pound again, but the door flew open instead. George Vicars, Eyam’s only tailor, stood in the doorway with a flushed face and eyeglasses sliding down the bridge of his nose. He pushed the spectacles back up to their rightful perch with a long, delicate index finger. Although he was thirty-nine years of age, his wrinkle-free, freckled complexion and full head of reddish-brown hair made him look like a man ten years younger.
“Good afternoon, Mister Cromwell. Please do come in,” said Vicars.
Cromwell stepped across the threshold and surveyed the tailor’s shop with smug disinterest. The expression, when combined with Cromwell’s meaty jowls and broad flat nose, made him look to Vicars like a bipedal Bull Mastiff, in expensive clothes.
“Vicars, have you finished with my breeches?”
“Yes, of course. I finished them in the Rhinegraves style as you requested, very loose in the thighs with both black ribbon and white lace at the knee. Let me fetch them for you.”
Vicars scurried around Cromwell, who was blocking the main walking path through the tailor’s shop with his considerable girth, and hurried over to a simple wardrobe constructed of unfinished English pine. He opened the right-hand door and retrieved a pair of breeches.
Cromwell rolled his eyes. “Vicars, those are not my breeches. Look at the tag, for heavens’ sake.”
A paper note fixed to the waistline seam read “Earl of Devonshire” in black ink. Vicars mumbled an apology and hurried back to the wardrobe.
“Here you go, sir. These are your proper breeches. Would you like to try them for fit?”
“I don’t have time. I’m a very busy man, you know. Besides, if you did your job right, tailor, then there should be no need,” Cromwell said, taking the breeches in hand. He paused for a moment to eye the tailor. After reaching some unspoken conclusion, he turned up his nose and continued. “I’m off to London this afternoon to buy an engagement ring for Kathryn. I will propose to her when I return, on Friday evening. I will send my carriage to fetch her at four o’clock sharp. Make sure that she is ready and dressed her finest.”
“Yes, Mr. Cromwell, you can count on me. Oh, before you go, I have something special I want to show you.”
Vicars was a man of modest means. As a tailor, he would never be anything but a man of modest means. When Cromwell had asked for his daughter’s hand, Vicars had no money or land to give as a dowry. Cromwell was of noble birthright and did not need either of these things, but that didn’t change the fact that a dowry was expected. So Vicars had offered the only thing he could, his services as a tailor. In place of a traditional dowry, Vicars had extended to Cromwell a lifetime of free tailoring. Cromwell had snickered at this gift, but accepted it. While he would never admit it, Cromwell quite liked the idea of this gift. His ever-increasing waistline required the frequent loosening of nearly all of his garments.
Vicars was no fool; he knew exactly why Cromwell wished to marry his daughter. He decided that his real wedding present would be Kathryn’s wedding dress. He would pour all his skill, and all his soul, into crafting a wedding dress worthy of Kathryn. A dress more beautiful than any the village of Eyam had ever seen, or would hope to see again.
From a rectangular wooden chest under a window, Vicars retrieved a bolt of fabric, measuring one yard long, by one-half yard wide, by one-eighth yard thick. The exterior of the parcel was wrapped in brown burlap and secured with twine.
“Here ‘tis,” Vicars said, holding up the package for Cromwell to see. “Direct from London. The finest white linen and lace that money can buy. Only the best for our Kathryn on her wedding day. Isn’t that right, Mr. Cromwell? This wedding dress will be my crowning achievement as a tailor. The finest dress anyone in the County has ever seen.”
“It looks to be damp,” Cromwell interrupted.
Vicars frowned. “I’m sure that’s just the wrapping. Not to worry.”
Vicars cut the twine with a small paring knife and unwrapped the burlap. Cromwell was right. The linen inside was wet. Not dripping wet, but clearly it had been soaked through during the carriage transit from London to Eyam.
“Oh, damn it, Vicars. You bumbler. It’s ruined!” Cromwell chastened, as he stepped in for a closer look.
“Not to worry, Mister Cromwell. I’ll just unwind the material and let it dry by the fire. Tomorrow ‘twill be as good as new,” Vicars replied.
Cromwell scowled and watched with growing agitation as Vicars began to unwind the bolt of fabric.
“It’s ruined, Vicars. Look there, the mildew has already set in. I see black spots. They’re everywhere.”
Vicars bent down and squinted to inspect the damage. The black dots were not mildew stains. He was certain of this because … they were moving.
Fleas!
The fabric was infested with black fleas. One of the little creatures sprang up, struck Vicars in the forehead right between the eyes and bounced off.
“Filthy vermin!” Cromwell bellowed. How something as perfect as Kathryn Vicars could have sprung from George Vicars’ loins was beyond comprehension, Cromwell thought.
Vicars shrank. The color drained from his face. It had cost him three months’ wages to procure linen and lace of this exquisite quality. There was no return policy on such things, and he could not afford a second purchase. He contemplated what to do, but no ideas came to him.
Then, as if on cue, all the fleas began springing up from the folds of the fabric. They hopped in every direction, dispersing quickly and wildly, each tiny parasite voraciously seeking its next blood meal. Vicars felt a prick on the back of his neck — an introductory bite — and smacked the spot with his palm.
Cromwell retreated toward the door, slapping wildly at his forearms and thighs as he did. Vicars grabbed the bolt of linen and followed him.
“In God’s name, Vicars, what are you doing?”
“Escorting my uninvited house guests outside. These little buggers are impossible to catch. I need to shake out the fabric before I dry it, or the whole cottage will be infested for months.”
Cromwell kept moving away from Vicars and did not stop until he was standing on the dusty cobblestones in the middle of Church Street. He watched with grim dissatisfaction as Vicars waved and shook the expensive fabric the way one shakes out a dirty doormat. Vicars took his time, unfurling yard after yard, and he did not stop until all the material had been thoroughly agitated.
The sound of wild, unabashed laughter — a girl’s laughter— caught both their attention. From around the corner of the church, Kathryn Vicars appeared, wearing a pale yellow summer dress. She was barefoot; her shining, gold-spun hair was untied and bouncing in waves as she ran. She clutched a mop of wildflowers in her left hand, her sandals in her right, and was looking over her shoulder giggling as eighteen-year-old Paul Foster chased after her. Paul was laughing too, but he stopped abruptly when he spied Ethan Cromwell and George Vicars.
Kathryn, who was still not looking where she was going, saw the expression on Paul’s face morph from delight to dread. Something was wrong. Her heart sank. Then, she ran into something big, and squishy, and unyielding. She bounced back and would have fallen down hard on her backside if two powerful hands had not grabbed her by the arms. She looked up and found the disapproving eyes of Ethan Cromwell staring down at her. He maintained his grip on her for a moment longer than was necessary before releasing her. Then, his frown changed into a furtive smile, which caused a sudden chill to run down her spine.
“Mister Cromwell! Please accept my sincerest apologies. I’m so clumsy,” Kathryn said, her eyes lowered and fixed on her bare dusty feet.
“Out for a bit of exercise I see. Very spirited of you.”
He looked beyond Kathryn’s bowed head. His gaze settled on young Paul Foster, who was frozen dead in his tracks twenty yards away. Cromwell took note of Paul’s muscular, tanned arms — arms well-conditioned from sixty-hour weeks of hard labor in his father’s fields. A jealous ember ignited in Cromwell’s chest, in what felt like a spot just beneath his heart. Then he looked at the tailor.
It was only a single glance, but in that glance Cromwell spoke volumes. And Vicars, whose eyes were obediently fixed on Cromwell, understood the silent diatribe with perfect clarity: Get control of your daughter. This childish romance ends today. If I catch her with the boy again, I’ll seize his father’s farm, fields, and livestock. I’ll make sure no one will hire anybody with the surname Foster from here to London. As for you, Vicars, if you want your daughter to become a Cromwell, you better teach her how to behave as a proper lady should.
“I’m off to London for a couple of days. I have a bit of jewelry shopping to do. Kathryn, you look beautiful today,” Cromwell announced cheerfully. Then to Vicars he added, “Remember what we talked about.”
The tailor smiled and waved, but uttered no reply.
“Kathryn, daughter, why don’t you come and give your papa a hand. Say goodbye to Mr. Cromwell and the Foster boy,” said Vicars.
“Good day, Mister Cromwell. Safe travels to London,” she said to Cromwell, who nodded, turned on his heels, and strutted off down Church Street. She waved at Paul, let her eyes linger on him for a prolonged wistful second, and then headed grudgingly toward the cottage.
“Let’s go inside, Kathryn,” Vicars said, motioning to the open door of the cottage. “I have something important to discuss with you. It’s time that we talk about your future.”
Kathryn frowned. She already knew what her father was going to say to her … the whole town knew what was ordained for Kathryn Vicars. What Ethan Cromwell wanted, Ethan Cromwell got. Her lower lip quivered.
“Okay, Papa.”
Vicars offered her a tender, fatherly smile, but she did not notice. As he followed her inside, he scratched at the back of his neck, where an angry, tiny welt had risen. Inside, millions of Yersinia pestis bacteria were already beginning to multiply and spread throughout his bloodstream. Unbeknownst to George Vicars, his daughter, and the other four hundred residents of Eyam, Death had arrived in a parcel of linen and lace from London.



CHAPTER 2

Kathryn Vicars sat at the dining table half-listening to her father and wholly feeling sorry for herself. She sat with slightly hunched posture in an armless wooden chair, her arms crossed and folded tightly under her bosom, her legs together, ankles crossed and tucked beneath her seat. She rocked rhythmically, as if trying to soothe herself to the melody of some silent lullaby. What her father was asking of her was unfair. More than that, it was a horrible, cruel, eternal penance. A lifetime’s subservience to Ethan Cromwell was more than anyone should have to bear. The thought of his hands on her made her skin crawl, worse than if a thousand millipedes were swarming all over her with their hundred million tiny pincer feet. If her mother were still alive, she would never have supported such a union. If her mother were alive, her father would still possess the courage to stand up to men like Ethan Cromwell. She decided to send a stinging barb flying in her father’s direction; one she knew would draw blood.
“If mother were alive, she would be ashamed of you, Papa! She would tell you that you are being selfish and weak, and that just because a man is rich in the pocketbook does not mean he is rich in the soul.” She had barely articulated the last word before she burst into tears. “Why would you do this to me, Papa? Why? Why!” she added between choking sobs.
Vicars stood frozen — staring down at his weeping child — bereft of words. The funny thing was, he had rehearsed this play a thousand times in his head. In his version of the script, this scene did not exist. In his version, Kathryn listened quietly to his fine phrases and fatherly wisdom. She recognized that marrying Cromwell was in her best interest, and while she didn’t understand it now, she knew it was the right decision because she trusted her Papa. She smiled and blushed when he called her feelings for Paul Foster a meaningless schoolgirl crush. She nodded approvingly when he promised her that she would learn to love Ethan Cromwell, despite the twenty-three-year difference in age. His script, however, was disintegrating before his eyes, like an inked papyrus in the pouring rain.
He walked over to his writing desk and pulled open its only drawer. From within, he took a small, leather-bound book. He shut the drawer and walked back to the dining table with the book raised so Kathryn could see it clearly. He tried again, this time saying, “Now sweetheart, I know you think you have feelings for the Foster boy, but we both know there is no future in—”
“MY DIARY!”
Kathryn shot up from her chair as if the seat had suddenly burst into flames. She closed the distance between them and snatched the diary out of his hand before he had time to blink.
“I cannot believe you read my diary!” she shouted.
He tried to lay a conciliatory hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off and turned her back on him.
“I’m sorry about that, Kathryn, but I meant to know how you feel about the boy. I can tell from what you’ve written that Paul Foster is nothing more than a summertime romance. You are suffering from infatuation, is all.”
“Infatuation?” she retorted. “At least I can take satisfaction in knowing that while you may have read my diary, you paid no attention to the words. What Paul and I have is not infatuation. I love him, Papa. And he loves me.”
“Even if that were true, you must accept that there’s no future in marrying a boy like that.”
“A boy like what? A farmer? Is that so much worse than a tailor, Papa? I love him. To say there is no future in marrying Paul is to say that there is no future in love itself.”
“That’s not what I meant, Kathryn. What you need to understand is that love is part of marriage. You will grow to love the man who you marry, whoever he may be, regardless of your feelings before the wedding. You will grow to love Mr. Cromwell,” he said, with less conviction in his voice than he had hoped for.
Kathryn was ready for this jab, ducked it, and punched back. “Oh, is that so? Did you have to grow to love mother? Did she have to grow to love you? The answer is no. Mother told me a hundred times the story of how the two of you met, fell in love, and got married. You asked for her hand because you loved her. She said yes because she loved you. Your marriage was neither arranged, nor forbidden, by either of your parents.”
“That’s different. Both our families were poor. We didn’t have an opportunity like you have.”
“How would you have felt if Mother’s father had ordered her to marry someone else just because he was rich?”
“I would not have liked it, but I would have accepted it. I would have been happy knowing she was getting an opportunity to live a life better than the one I could have provided for her.”
“That’s a lie and you know it, Papa.”
She stood, ran up the wooden stairs to her attic bedroom, and slammed the door. The window that faced the church was open. Of the two windows in her room, this window could be accessed from the sloping roof at the rear of the cottage. Paul Foster had figured that out all by himself, and had taken to regularly sneaking in to see her. She did a quick survey of the room, hoping her beau was hiding in the corner waiting to envelop her in his arms, but the room was empty. Then she saw it. A single daisy weighed down a hand-scrawled note on her pillow. She picked up the note and read it.
Cucklett Delf at Sundown. Yours Forever. P

She held the daisy to her lips and kissed each of the ivory colored petals. Paul had plucked it from the grassy meadow basin of Cucklett Delf, their secret meeting place on the outskirts of town. No matter what her father said, she refused to marry Ethan Cromwell. She would run away with Paul if she had to. In all her seventeen years, she had never traveled further than the outskirts of Eyam, and she did not own a valet or a knapsack. Improvising, she selected a very particular dress from her standing wardrobe and knotted it at the waist. She opened the skirt bottom to form a compartment and started packing those items she estimated to be essential for travel— a change of undergarments, socks, a heavy woolen sweater, her hair brush, a necklace given to her by her mother, her favorite dress, her diary — and threw them all inside. She then cut the ribbon that was sewn into loops along the bottom of the dress and pulled both ends. The ribbon worked like a drawstring and cinched the skirt part of the dress closed, forming a pouch. She then knotted the ribbon, and flung the loose arms of the dress over her shoulders and around her neck. She tied the ends of the sleeves together and walked around her tiny room with the impromptu knapsack bouncing between her shoulder blades.
She surveyed her bedroom one final time, climbed out the open back window, and as quietly as she could, crept down the sloping shingled roof. She lowered herself down carefully from the eave onto the lawn and set off at a brisk pace toward Cucklett Delf.
* * *
In the tailor shop below, Vicars paced. He made two approaches toward the attic stairs, but aborted both times before his foot connected with the first step. He chastised himself for being such a coward. A coward for not standing up to Cromwell. A coward for not marching up those stairs and comforting his daughter. Kathryn had been right about one thing. If Mary Vicars were still alive, she would not permit her daughter to marry Ethan Cromwell, not for all the wealth of England. His wife had been a believer in what she called the five principles of life: Love, Honor, Truth, Courage, and Faith. The most important of these principles was Love, she said. Nowhere on her list were Ethan Cromwell’s defining attributes: Wealth, Title, and Power. What attributes young Paul Foster possessed, he did not know, for he had never given the boy a chance. Since the day Ethan Cromwell had informed him he intended to take his daughter’s hand in marriage, Vicars had paid little mind to anything other than Ethan Cromwell.
He put on some water for tea.
After a nice cup of tea, he would talk with Kathryn. With a clear head, he was certain she would come to see the merits of marrying Cromwell.
And so, George Vicars sat alone.
Waiting.
Incubating.



CHAPTER 3

Kathryn waded through the knee-high wild grasses of Cucklett Delf, alternately humming and singing a simple song and verse of her own composition. Earlier that day, when she had been out gallivanting with Paul, the late August sun had been uncomfortably hot. Now that the sun had fallen to the horizon, its long rays had lost their intensity. A northeast breeze kissed her cheeks and flowed in and around the V-shaped neckline of her dress, cooling her skin. She felt emboldened, and for the first time in her life, she was a woman in control of her own destiny.
She did not care if her father was worried or angry. She was angry with him. Furious, in fact. She would do whatever was necessary to escape Ethan Cromwell, even if that meant running away. With or without her father’s blessing, she would marry Paul Foster.
Eventually, she grew tired of traipsing through the tall, scratchy grass and decided to sit and wait for Paul. Cucklett Delf was a natural bowl-shaped amphitheater formed by the intersection of a meadow and a semicircular tree-lined ridge. She marched up the western sloping hill and settled in under the stout branches of an ancient English elm where she and Paul would regularly come to kiss and cuddle. She doffed her improvised knapsack and set it on the grass beside her. She sighed. Where was Paul? The sun was setting, and in thirty minutes it would be dark. In her haste to run away, she had forgotten to bring a lantern. Her stomach growled. She had forgotten food as well! Not to worry, Paul would arrive soon and that was all that mattered. Together, they could face any obstacle.
Her thoughts meandered from Paul in the present, to the future they would make together. She subconsciously laid a hand on her belly. How many children would they have? She contemplated baby names. For a daughter, she favored Elizabeth, and also Francine. For a boy, William was her first choice. Maybe George. Both were proud and kingly names. Papa would be so honored to have a namesake! A sudden and surprising pang of guilt washed over her. Since her mother died, not a day had passed without a kiss goodnight from her Papa. This night would be the first of many, and the thought suddenly made her sad. She loved her father, and despite his clumsy attempts to express himself, it was obvious his love for her was unconditional. She knew that in his heart, he believed that arranging her marriage to Cromwell was his duty. It was a father’s way to elevate and safeguard his only child. This was the cool and pragmatic logic of a middle-aged tailor, long since widowed, with no dowry to speak of. The more she thought on the matter, the more she began to understand his point of view. Nonetheless, Kathryn was not in the same place as her father. She was young, and vibrant, and hopelessly romantic. Like a cold metal candlesnuffer lowered onto a glowing flame, marriage to Cromwell would extinguish her spirit. She would wither and die inside. She would miss her Papa. Terribly. But she knew what she must do.
Hugging her knees tightly, she began to cry.
A warm, heavy arm enveloped her upper back and shoulders, and she heard the grass shift as Paul settled in beside her. She looked up at him, and met his gaze. He flashed her an easy, confident smile. With his other hand, he wiped the tears from her cheeks. Her composure returned in his presence, and she wondered how she could manage a life without him.
“Did you miss me so much, Lady Kathryn?” he teased.
“Oh Paul,” she gushed, and then kissed his mouth fiercely.
After their embrace, he nudged her makeshift knapsack with his foot. “What is this?”
“All my worldly possessions.”
He took both her hands in his. “Kathryn, what’s going on?”
“I’m running away.”
“Running away? What are you talking about, Kathryn?” For an instant, Paul looked at her bewildered and confused, before the obvious dawned on him. “It’s Cromwell … isn’t it?”
“Yes. The rumors are true. It’s been arranged; I am to wed Mr. Cromwell. Papa said Mr. Cromwell intends to propose to me in three days, when he returns from London. So, I must leave now.”
“Where will you go?”
“I don’t know. But … I was hoping you would come with me.”
“Of course I’m coming with you.”
She blushed, but he could not see this because the sun had dipped below the horizon, and the gloaming had taken them.
“Oh, Paul. I knew you’d say yes.”
Then, epiphany struck him. “Wait a minute. We don’t need to run away. You can stay with me, at the farm. We have plenty of room.”
Her brow furrowed. “No, Paul. Papa and Mr. Cromwell are not stupid. The first place they’ll look for me is at your house. I must altogether leave Eyam.”
“You’re right,” he said, rubbing his chin. “So we leave Eyam tonight?”
She nodded.
She had been thinking about running away for hours, but Paul had just begun to consider the implications. She knew that in the passion of the moment, he was forgetting something, something so important that he might resent her later if she did not mention it to him now. She did not want to do it, but if they were going to be together, then they needed to trust and support each other.
“What about the harvest? You’ve been talking about it for weeks,” she said, tentatively. “Are you sure you can leave?”
His mind raced. The harvest! He had completely forgotten about that. Paul was the eldest son in a family of seven. The mantra of duty and responsibility had been pounded into his head by his father from the time he was six years old. If he ran away with Kathryn, he would feel like a traitor to his family. On the other hand, if he abandoned her, he would feel like a traitor to love. His heart pounded. His feelings for Kathryn were ferocious. All-consuming. He knew the answer before the question was even posed.
“I will die if you marry Cromwell,” he said, his voice cracking, “and I will die if you leave Eyam without me. Father will be angry at my leaving, but my brothers will help him bring in the harvest. My duty is to you now.”
“And my devotion is to you.”
He dropped down on one knee. He plucked a wildflower from the grass and stripped off the leaves. With care, he bent the taut stem into a loop, and then wove the remainder repeatedly around itself, creating a rope-like twist. When he was finished, a violet flower sat atop an impromptu engagement ring.
Taking her by the hand, he said, “Kathryn Vicars, I love you, and I want to be your husband. Will you marry me?”
“Yes. Most positively, definitely yes!”
He slipped the wildflower ring onto her finger. She lifted his hand, motioning him to stand. They kissed in the twilight, held each other tight, and then kissed some more. It was Kathryn who broke away first.
“What do we do next?”
“We leave tonight, and we don’t look back. You wait here. I’m going back to the farm to fetch some clothes and ‘borrow’ one of father’s mares. We’ll take the road to Chesterfield; I know it well enough to travel in the dark. I have kin there, a bachelor uncle on my mother’s side who has no love for my father. Hopefully, he will let us stay a couple of days and not report our elopement to my mother. If we’re lucky, I can work for him in his tavern. If not, I can travel to Sheffield and look for an apprenticeship there. The rector in Sheffield can make our union legal, as well.”
She buried her face in his chest and squeezed him hard.
“Hurry, my love. Don’t make me wait one second extra to start our life together.”
“Not one extra second,” he replied, blowing her a kiss.
“Don’t forget to bring a lantern,” she called after him as he set off. “It’s dark.”
“I will.”
“And some food. I’m famished.”
“Yes, I’ll bring food.”
“Money, Paul. Don’t forget money,” she added, giggling.
“And shoes, and britches, and a saddle for the horse … Not to worry. I’ll pack everything we need. I love you, my bride.”
“I love you … husband.”



CHAPTER 4

Eyam, England
September 1665
Rector William Mompesson knocked on the door to George Vicars’ cottage. After hearing no reply, he knocked again. No reply. Something strange was afoot, the young clergyman thought. The tailor had come to him three nights ago, reporting that his seventeen-year-old daughter, Kathryn, had gone missing. But in the days since, he had neither seen nor heard from Vicars. It was Mompesson who had organized the search party the night of Kathryn’s disappearance, calling upon eight of the town’s most able-bodied and reliable young men. Using lanterns and horses, they had combed the village and surrounding countryside for Kathryn. To Mompesson’s chagrin, and Vicars’ dismay, they had returned from the mission empty-handed. It was not until the next afternoon that the mystery of Katherine’s disappearance had been solved. Henry Foster had ridden into town to report that his eldest son, Paul, had disappeared the previous night as well. Foster had also divulged that one of his grey mares had gone missing — a mare that Paul was particularly fond of. Having witnessed the two young lovers together many a summer afternoon, it had taken the young rector all of five seconds to put the pieces together.
Henry Foster’s reaction to the news of the elopement had been to smirk, shake the rector’s hand, and request that if any word of the children’s whereabouts reached Mompesson, to please send for him at the Foster farm. George Vicars’ reaction had been to take the Lord’s name in vain, curse the name Paul Foster, and then offer a flustered and dismal apology to the rector for his expletives. Vicars then beseeched Mompesson to send the previous night’s search party further afield and to continue searching until his daughter was found and brought home safely to him. Vicars went on to say that Ethan Cromwell would be none too pleased, and the entire foolish business needed to be resolved before Cromwell returned from London in two days’ time. At least, this is what Vicars attempted to communicate amidst a furious and frothy coughing fit that spanned their entire conversation. The tailor’s hair was drenched with sweat and plastered to his forehead. The freckles on his normally cheerful face were drowned by a fever-red complexion. Mompesson pardoned the tailor’s ill temper without taking offense. Clearly the man was under considerable stress; everyone in town was aware of Ethan Cromwell’s intention to marry Kathryn Vicars. Everyone in town was equally aware of Cromwell’s hot and venomous temper. Evidently, the previous night’s search had taken its toll on Vicars, because he had come down with what appeared to be a dreadful case of flu. Mompesson had instructed Vicars to strip down to his knickers, drink a large glass of water, and go straight to bed. Vicars had nodded, turned, and dragged himself toward his bedroom, without bothering to shut the door to his cottage. The rector had wished him a good night’s sleep and told him not to worry — they would find Kathryn and bring her home to him before the morrow.
That was two days ago.
Mompesson opened the cottage door and was immediately hit with a wave of rank, humid air. All the curtains inside were drawn. He crossed the threshold and stepped inside. Flies buzzed with agitation at his intrusion, but then quickly settled back on the filthy plates and cups strewn about the cottage. Mompesson shivered, despite the sweltering heat. He swallowed, and resisted the childish urge to turn and run away as fast as he could.
“Mr. Vicars?”
He pulled back one of the curtains, illuminating the main room of the cottage with a shaft of warm yellow sunlight.
“Mr. Vicars?” he called again, louder. “It’s Rector Mompesson. I’ve not seen you out and about for a couple days … I’ve come to check if you’re well … Hello?”
Silence.
The door to Vicars’ bedroom was closed. The door had no knob or latch, only a triangular iron pull. Mompesson grasped it with two fingers and tentatively pulled the door open. The stench was unbearable. Ten times the pungency of what he had smelled upon entering the main cottage. He gagged involuntarily. A bedpan, over-flowing with bloody vomit and diarrhea, sat on the floor. Dozens of flies buzzed and crawled on and about the putrid excrement. Mompesson pulled his handkerchief from his pocket, crushed it into a wad in his palm, and then pressed it tightly against his nose and mouth. Then, he saw Vicars. No, not Vicars. A monster. Sprawled in bed, eight feet away, was a thing that bore only the faintest resemblance to the tailor Mompesson knew. A pulsing bubo, the size and color of a large plum, protruded from the side of the tailor’s neck. Violet, blood-filled patches blotted his grey-yellow skin. The ends of his nose and fingertips had begun to blacken from gangrene, indicating that the bacteria concentration in Vicars’ bloodstream was so high that his system had turned septic.
“Mompes … son?” Vicars mumbled, waking from his delirium.
“Yes, Mr. Vicars. I am here,” the rector replied, making no move to approach the bed.
“What’s … happening … to me?” Vicars asked, in labored, wheezing gasps.
Although the young rector had never seen anyone infected with the bubonic plague, he was an educated man. He also made it his business to stay current with the news of the times, and the news was that plague had already claimed thirty thousand souls in London over the summer months. Now, Death had come to Eyam, and its bloodshot gaze was fixed squarely on him.
“There is no good way to say this, George, but you are dying. You have caught the Black Death,” Mompesson said through his handkerchief.
Vicars groaned and began to weep. This emotional upwelling triggered a horrific coughing fit that violently shook his entire body. He hacked bloody sputum haphazardly all over his chest and soiled bed sheets. The pain he felt was so menacing, so acute, that Vicars was not even aware of this repulsive display, nor the fact that he had lost control of all of his bodily functions.
Mompesson took several steps backward. He knew the disease was spread by contact, and he understood plague’s contagious nature. His mind raced, shifting from the events of the present, to a bleak and terrifying future. He had to take preventive measures. There would be panic; there would be fear. Since his tenure in Eyam as rector had not encompassed even one year’s time, there would be those who challenged his decisions, and his authority. He could not afford to worry about that now. Without swift and decisive action, the scourge would spread. Like a wildfire across dry, sun-baked earth, the Black Plague would consume everyone in its path. To save the neighboring villages of the Derbyshire, he would impose a quarantine. The citizens of Eyam must make a stand. Together and alone.
“Come closer,” Vicars whimpered.
“I cannot.”
“Help me.”
“Your fate rests in God’s hands now. Pray with me, brother,” Mompesson said. He bowed his head. “May the Lord forgive thee thy trespasses in life, and remember instead the times thou showed kindness, prudence, and generosity. May the Lord bless thee, takest thee into his arms, and welcome thee into his eternal kingdom of peace and love. Amen.”
The room was silent for several long seconds, then Vicars spoke in choking gasps.
“Tell Kathryn that … I love her. She has my blessing … to marry whom she will. Love is all that matters. On the dining table … you’ll find a letter … please give it to her.”
Tears pooled in the corners of Mompesson’s eyes.
“I will give her your message and the letter. You have my word. Rest now, George. You have made peace with God.”
Mompesson shut the bedroom door and crossed himself. He grabbed the wax-sealed letter on Vicars’ dining table, tucked it in his coat breast pocket, and with great haste ran from the tailor’s cottage.
First, he would bathe. Then, burn his clothes.
And after … there was much to do.



CHAPTER 5

Eyam, England
November 1665
“I’m so nervous, Paul,” Kathryn said, in a diminutive voice, barely audible over the grind of the carriage wheels on dirt and pebbles. “What if Papa won’t speak to me?”
“Of course he’ll speak to you. You’re his only daughter, and he adores you. Besides, what choice does he have? He can’t stay angry at us forever,” Paul said, feigning confidence. But he was nervous too. His thoughts were consumed by what his own father would say. He had abandoned the family right before the autumn harvest; they would be angry and disappointed with him. Luckily, Fosters were not opposed to forgiveness, provided that sufficient supplication was involved. He wouldn’t be surprised if he and Kathryn were forced to sleep in the barn for a fortnight as punishment.
“I hope you’re right,” she said, wringing her hands. “How do you think he’ll take the news that we’re married?”
“I’m sure he suspects as much. He will have made peace with the idea by now. And Cromwell too.”
She smiled a tenuous smile, but said nothing else.
Paul guided the carriage horse — the mare he had borrowed from his father’s stable — into town and onto Church Street.
“Paul, what is going on?” she asked gravely, pointing to a bright red cross painted on the wooden door of the Hancock cottage, as the carriage rolled past.
He shook his head. “I don’t know. Look, there’s another … on the cottage across the street.”
She gripped his hand. A bitter November wind snapped at their cheeks and caused their eyes to tear. The overcast sky, grey and nebulous, reinforced the listless, somber atmosphere that hung over the village. The Eyam they held fondly in memory — the one from that sunny day in August — was like a sparkling diamond that someone had tossed to the bottom of a murky lake. Dread crept into their minds.
When they reached the Vicars’ cottage, Kathryn gasped.
A red cross emblazoned the front door.
Paul hopped down from his perch, and extended his hand to Kathryn, helping her down from the bench seat. He gave the grey mare a pat on the neck, and then he escorted her to the door. He knocked. After thirty seconds elapsed with no reply, he knocked again.
“Papa! Papa, it’s me, Kathryn. Please open the door!” she bellowed. Then, with her jaw clenched, she pushed past Paul, intent on barreling into the door. He caught her by the wrist and stopped her dead in her tracks. She glared at him, taken aback by the power of his grip.
“No, Kathryn. We dare not open this door,” he scolded.
“But Papa!” she cried.
“Your father is not inside. That much I’m certain of. We should go to the farm. My parents can tell us what is going on.”
“Okay,” she whimpered. “But Paul … I’m scared.”
* * *
Alice Foster had prepared for this moment, but now that the moment was upon her, she fumbled the delivery of her speech.
“You see, Kathryn, your father didn’t know … er, what I mean to say … ’twas not his fault that he brought the Plague from London. He fell ill so swiftly. Had we known where you and Paul had gone, Henry would have sent word … but, of course, there is nothing you could have done.”
“What are you saying, Mrs. Foster? What happened to my father?”
Alice bowed her head; she did not meet Kathryn’s eyes. “Your father is with our Holy Father in Heaven.”
“Oh no! Papa … Papa,” Kathryn wailed.
Paul held her and tenderly stroked the back of her head as she sobbed and trembled in his arms. Alice looked on with wet eyes. As a mother of five children, she was an expert at mending things. Scraped knees, torn britches, sibling feuds — such calamities all fell within her motherly domain. This tragedy, however, was uncharted territory for her. All she could do was watch in silence as her eldest son comforted the daughter-in-law she had officially met only five minutes ago.
Henry Foster ordered the younger children away to the loft so he and his wife could talk privately with the young runaways. He took a seat at the head of the family table next to Alice, while Paul and Kathryn sat on the opposite side. To Paul’s astonishment, the conversation did not unfold as he had expected it would. Neither parent chastened him for missing the harvest, nor for running away. His father did not even mention the theft of the mare. Instead, Henry and Alice welcomed them home and told them how relieved they were that the young couple had eloped to Chesterfield and stayed clear of the Plague.
After Paul and Kathryn related the details of their previous three months as newlyweds, Alice reciprocated by explaining what had transpired in Eyam during their absence. She explained how the village had searched for Kathryn the night she ran away, and of course, how the search party had returned empty-handed. She recounted the details of Rector Mompesson’s visit to George Vicars’ cottage three days later, his discovery that the Plague had reached Eyam, and of the tailor’s proclamation of love for his daughter. Then, taking Kathryn’s hand, she explained that Rector Mompesson had later told Henry that the tailor’s final act had been to give his blessing for Kathryn to marry Paul. This news caused Kathryn to brighten, clench Paul’s hand, and then burst into tears. Sobbing, Kathryn inquired after her father’s funeral service. Alice dutifully recounted the details of George Vicars’ burial and eulogy, which in turn caused her to weep. After both women had regained their composure, Alice admirably steered the conversation onto other town gossip. Henry Foster chuckled as Alice acted out the story of Ethan Cromwell’s visit to the Foster farm. With her chest puffed out and her nose held high, Alice imitated how the aristocrat had stomped about the house for ten minutes, yelling at Henry, and then at Alice, and then at Henry some more, about their insolent son, and how he would make them suffer the consequences if he learned Kathryn and Paul had done anything so foolish as to marry. When Kathryn inquired after Cromwell’s current state of mind, Henry Foster smirked and said simply, “As far as I imagine, the only thing on Ethan Cromwell’s mind is six feet of cold, hard earth.” Alice explained that the Plague had ravaged the Cromwell estate during the last two weeks of October, and that Cromwell had died the Friday before last. The conversation carried on for two hours, but the longer they talked, the more Paul’s mind gravitated toward a single thought. Plague. Fear took hold of him, and he erupted.
“Mother, if the Plague is afoot in Eyam, then it’s not safe here. For any of us! We all should leave. We should all go to Chesterfield.”
Alice turned to Henry.
“Son, I understand your fear, but we are safe here on the farm. Yes, Plague is afoot in the village proper, but on the farm we are isolated. We have practically everything we need stored in the cellar and the barn. Your mother and I have a plan. We are going to wait out the scourge. Let it run its course in the village through the winter. Come spring, we will reassess. Until then, no one in this family leaves the farm. Nobody goes into town. Alice is going to teach the children their school lessons at home. You and Kathryn are welcome to stay here through the winter. In fact, your mother and I welcome you to move back permanently. But if you decide to live here, then you will live under the house rules. That includes you too, Kathryn.”
“We’re not trying to be harsh. It is for everyone’s protection,” Alice added.
Paul looked back and forth between his parents apprehensively, probing for any signs of insincerity or false hope in their faces. He found none. Still, his gut told him that he and Kathryn should return to Chesterfield, back to his uncle’s house, where they had lodged the past three months. He would need to discuss the matter with Kathryn, in private.
Kathryn slumped in her chair. She had dark circles under her eyes and her skin was pale. “Mrs. Foster, you have been so kind welcoming me into your home, thank you. And thank you for telling me the story of my father’s final hours. The emotions of the day are weighing heavily on me — I mean no offense — but I would like to be alone.”
Paul escorted Kathryn to his old bedroom and returned sullen, five minutes later. Alice walked over to her son, threw her arms around him, and did not let go for a very long time.



CHAPTER 6

Eyam, England
Late November, 1665
Kathryn sat, huddled in a corner, shivering on a bed of straw. The tattered wool blanket wrapped around her did little to stave off the moist, bitter chill in the air. It was winter in Eyam, and the Foster barn where she was exiled was not heated. Gaps in the siding boards, shutters, and doors were exploited by the wind; drafty gusts nibbled incessantly at the tiny aura of heat her body was able to generate. If Paul did not return in five minutes’ time, she was resigned to huddle with the sheep. Oh, what she would give to be a sheep right now. They may be stupid, dirty creatures she thought, but at least they were warm in their fleeces.
She sneezed and wiped her nose on the corner of the blanket. She cursed the sneeze, and then she cursed Henry Foster. Yes, she had violated the house rules, but she felt no remorse for having done so. If time were somehow magically turned back, she would do it again. She opened the flap of her leather-bound diary, pulled out her father’s letter, and read it for the third time that morning. It had not been her intention to see Rector Mompesson; she hadn’t even known about the letter when she set out. Her only intention had been to visit Papa’s grave and pay her final respects. Plague or no Plague, was that not a daughter’s right?
She had needled Paul for hours until finally he relented and let her take the grey mare. Yes, she had broken the house rules by going into town, but it had not been her intention to interact with anyone. Her mission had been simple. Ride straight to her father’s grave, make her peace, and return directly to the farm. Of course, for her plan to have worked, the graveyard needed to be deserted. It had not been.
She replayed the previous day’s events in her mind:
Rector Mompesson spied her immediately when she arrived on the Foster’s grey mare. He was giving his daily blessings in the graveyard for the souls claimed by the Black Death thus far. He smiled at her and walked over to her father’s grave. She sat frozen in the saddle for a long moment, debating what to do. She was afraid to speak with Rector Mompesson, afraid of what he might say about her father. Afraid that his words might tear open the wound in her heart that had just stopped bleeding. For what seemed like an eternity, she ignored his repeated gestures for her to “come hither.” But Mompesson was unrelenting, and eventually she broke.
He maintained his distance from her, keenly sensing that his close proximity made her bristle. He greeted her, told her she looked well, and congratulated her on her marriage to Paul. She smiled nervously, and asked him to say a blessing for her father. He obliged, and to her surprise, his blessing moved her. She told him so, and the next thing she realized she was seated at the Mompesson family dining table with the rector and his wife. A well-stoked fire blazed in the corner and Mrs. Mompesson poured her a cup of hot tea. She sipped the tea, and took note that the warmth in her belly was the coziest feeling she’d had in long time. They exchanged pleasantries for several minutes, and then Rector Mompesson excused himself from the table. He returned a moment later with a wax-sealed letter in hand.
“Your father made me promise to give you this letter when you returned to Eyam. I have not opened it.” Mompesson slid the letter across the table to her. “Now my promise is fulfilled.”
She looked hesitantly at the rector and then at his wife.
“Kathryn, dear, the letter is meant for you. We have no expectation that you open it now, nor that you share your father’s words with us. Read the letter when the time is right for you,” Mrs. Mompesson said.
She nodded and tucked the letter away in her pocket. She finished her tea, thanked the rector and his wife, and excused herself. The couple bid her farewell, and Mompesson asked her to pass on kind regards to Henry and Alice Foster. She said that she would and took the dirt road back to the Foster farm. During the journey home, it began to rain. The temperature was above the freezing mark, but barely. By the time she arrived at the farm, she was soaked through and through, and nearly hypothermic. Paul spied her from the window, rushed to her aid, and carried her inside. Her skin was grey and her lips and nail beds a deep shade of purple. Alice promptly stripped off all her wet clothes, wrapped her head to toe in dry blankets, and ushered her fireside. It took twenty minutes before she stopped shivering. Across the room, Henry Foster hovered. Pacing. He waited until she was properly dressed and then he launched into his interrogation. Where had she gone? Who went with her? Who had she spoken to? Why had she broken the rules? She answered each of his questions truthfully. Both Paul and Alice took her side, balancing the feud. Henry’s anger eventually waned, and he said nothing more … that is until she sneezed right in the middle of the family supper.
Henry erupted in a fury the likes of which the Foster clan had never witnessed before. Kathryn melted and burst into tears. Paul shrunk in his seat, cowed. Even the normally sharp-tongued Alice retreated in silence. Henry ordered her to the barn, where she would be forced to stay until it was known whether she was infected with the Plague or not. Obediently, she and Paul moved to the barn. They slept that first night together in one of the empty stalls, Paul spooning her to keep her from going hypothermic again. Upon waking, Paul launched into a tirade about the injustice of his father’s punishment and marched off toward the house to argue for her exile to be rescinded.
He had not come back.
She sneezed and wondered if she had indeed caught the Plague. She wiped her nose and suddenly felt nauseous. She doubled over, hugging her stomach. Saliva flooded her mouth. An instant later, she vomited. She wretched until her stomach was empty, and she dry-heaved several times after, before the nausea finally waned. She inspected the ends of her long, dark blonde locks to see if her hair was wet and soiled. Relieved to find that it wasn’t, she pulled it back into a ponytail. She tried not to stare at the steaming pile of vomit on the straw next to her. She decided to write in her diary to take her mind off her frozen toes, her nauseous stomach, and the anger brewing at Paul for being absent for so long. She retrieved a jar of ink from her coat breast pocket, where she stowed it so it would not freeze. She opened her diary to a fresh page, dipped her feather pen, and began to write:
November 28, 1665
Dearest diary,
I am writing from inside a dreadful barn where I have spent all of last night and this morning. I am sneezing and shivering. I just emptied my angry stomach and feel no relief in the aftermath. Henry is convinced that I caught the Black Death when I rode into town to visit Papa’s grave yesterday. I spoke only with Rector Mompesson and his wife, and they were in good health and good spirits. I am distressed that cruel Henry may be right, but I have not wept about it. I am not strong of courage, so the only explanation of merit is that I have shed a lifetime’s worth of tears for Papa these last weeks, and I have no more tears left to weep.
I do not want to die.
Paul is brave. He slept in the barn with me, even though it might be the death of him. I love him for that. I do not know what the Plague feels like, but I can only imagine that something so dreadful would feel so much worse than this. I have been afflicted with nausea for several days now, even before I rode into town. Also, it has been nearly two months since I last bled. I have not told Paul or Mother Alice this. Time will decide my fate. Will I be dead within a fortnight, or am I to become a mother?




CHAPTER 7

Eyam, England
June 1666
It was the first day in over a week that Eyam had been without rain. The sun blazed bright in a blue and cloudless sky. A cool steady breeze rattled the lush green arbor foliage of Cucklett Delf. Waves of fragrant aroma — wafting from the petals of late-blooming English Bluebells — sweetened the country air. Woodlarks and nuthatches whistled and chirped happily, as they flittered from branch to branch and back again. By all accounts, it was the most beautiful spring day that Mother Nature could have gifted upon rural England. Rector William Mompesson looked down from the sky to focus on the faces of the village elders who were seated in the grass in a broad arc in front of him.
No one was smiling.
The subject of the meeting was not a surprise to any of the attendees. Mompesson had spoken to every person present on the matter individually, and privately, at some time during the previous two months. It was not something he could spring on the town and expect a calm, rational response. No, a proposal as radical as this needed to seep into a person’s consciousness slowly, until at last virtue triumphed over instinct. In the end, however, Mompesson felt it was the staunch support of his fellow clergyman, the Puritan Thomas Stanley, that had made the difference. Without a united front at the leadership level, dissension in the ranks would have been inevitable. Dissension begets schism, and schism gives way to conflict. Together, Mompesson and Stanley had kept the townspeople united and prevented the situation from spiraling out of control.
The meeting played itself out as Mompesson had imagined it would, with plenty of shouting and crying, but in the end, when he called for a vote, the show of hands ‘in favor’ of the motion comprised a supermajority of the representing body. It was now official. The town of Eyam was under strict, self-imposed quarantine. None of the residents were permitted to leave; outsiders were prohibited from entering. He had tried to enact quarantine protocols nine months earlier, after George Vicars’ death, but the town had resisted. The village elders believed they could minimize the spread of the scourge by limiting contact with infected families. They hoped that if sick families kept to themselves through the winter, the infirm would pass into God’s kingdom, and the strong would emerge into a healthy spring. But the plague returned in May with a vengeance, and after dozens of new cases, it was apparent to all that Mompesson’s quarantine was necessary.
Other measures to quell the spread of the scourge were enacted as well. Families were now responsible for burying their own dead. Public gatherings were prohibited — save official town meetings and church services. Worship was henceforth to be held at Cucklett Delf, in the outdoors, to minimize risk of communicable infection. Lastly, the schoolhouse was closed, and would remain so until the quarantine was lifted. The quarantine was, in no uncertain terms, a communal suicide pact. Eyam would sacrifice itself for the rest of the Derbyshire. The Plague had come, but it would not be allowed to leave.
Mompesson extended his hands to the crowd and addressed them.
“The pact each of you has made today is the most courageous, selfless, and Godlike act I’ve had the privilege to witness in my lifetime. By honoring the tenets of this quarantine, we not only protect and safeguard our neighbors, but also our countrymen at large, from the evil pestilence that has taken hold of our fair town. It is the responsible decision, the moral decision, and the same decision Christ made sixteen-hundred and sixty-six years ago: That we may die, so others can live. May God bless you and your families for all of eternity. Amen.”
“Amen,” said the crowd in somber unison.
He watched as friends and neighbors stood and began to take their leave. He nodded reverently whenever he happened to make eye contact. He felt the distinct weight of someone’s gaze upon him, and then spied Henry Foster staring at him. Henry had been one of the few who had not raised his hand in support of the quarantine. Mompesson didn’t blame him; he was aware of the situation at the Foster homestead. Kathryn Foster had given birth to a baby boy only three weeks ago, and even though the family had insulated itself from infection to date, Mompesson could read the fear in the man’s face. He was certain that Henry Foster’s plan had been to drive the young family back to Chesterfield as soon as both mother and child were strong enough to make the journey. With the quarantine in effect, that was no longer an option. The child would have to test fate with the rest of the townspeople and hope that Death’s gaze passed him by. Unfortunately, the Eyam plague was getting worse, instead of better.
What Henry Foster did not realize, nor anyone else in Eyam for that matter, was that Mompesson abhorred the idea of the quarantine. In his mind, the quarantine was a death sentence and he the executioner. His actions today had, in all probability, guaranteed his own demise, and he was not immune to fear. There were two Mompessons: William Mompesson, devoted husband and doting father; and Rector Mompesson, clergyman and de facto town leader.
In the eyes of the town, Rector Mompesson was an enlightened disciple of God, a virtuous man with an unwavering sense of duty. He was a lone oak in a forest of saplings. Behind closed doors, however, he operated according to a different set of principles. No matter the cost, he would safeguard the family he loved. Which is why, under the cover of darkness, he had loaded his two daughters into a carriage bound for Sheffield, two nights ago. He had begged his wife to accompany them, but she was as stubborn as a mule, and she refused to abandon her husband. Now, they could do nothing but pray their respective decisions would not make orphans of their daughters.
Mompesson crossed himself and nodded at Henry. Henry glared back for a long second, stepped up into the saddle of his grey mare, and trotted off in the direction of the Foster farm. Mompesson watched until horse and rider had faded from view, and he began the short walk back to the church. He was not worried about the Fosters breaking quarantine, even though the family had ample reason to. Henry Foster was as virtuous and stalwart as a man could hope to be. More than Mompesson knew himself to be.
* * *
Henry cursed as he rode. Everything was going wrong. Terribly, terribly wrong. During the previous fall, the scourge had claimed over ten percent of the village population. He and Alice had been convinced that if they could ride out the fall epidemic, the Plague would be snuffed out over the winter months. The winter had indeed been cold and harsh, and their theory seemed prescient. Only a handful of villagers died from November to April, but instead of disappearing in the spring, the Plague returned with a vengeance. Over fifty people had died in April and May, and additional deaths were expected in households with family members who had recently fallen ill. Isolating themselves at the farm had been a short-term strategy, designed to carry the family only into spring. They were running out of food and supplies at the farm; it would be impossible to sustain the family without future trade. He had planned to trade in Chesterfield, but the quarantine killed that plan.
He had all of the puzzle pieces laid out; the problem was that every time he tried to fit one in place, fate shook the puzzle board. If only the vote had been delayed a couple of weeks, his plan would have worked. Or, if Kathryn hadn’t had such a difficult labor, she would have been healed and able to travel before the vote. Or, if she hadn’t dilated early and been ordered on bed rest, then he could have driven the kids to Chesterfield to birth baby George there. Now, it was too late. The vote was taken. He had voted in the minority. Quarantine was in effect, and he had sworn an oath to uphold the decision. For the first time since last August, Henry Foster felt helpless. Hopeless.
Thanks to Rector Mompesson, his family was locked inside the cage with the beast … where it would devour them … one at a time.



CHAPTER 8

Eyam, England
August 1666
Kathryn closed her diary and held it tight against her bosom. Tears streamed down her face. She had just finished what she knew would be her final diary entry. Instead of writing about death and fear — the two demons waging war for control of her mind— she had written about life and love. Like her father before her, she had mustered the courage to memorialize her final goodbye to her only child in a letter. The only difference was that she chose to compose her letter as a diary entry. The concentration required to overcome the pain she was suffering had taken every fiber of her being. She was exhausted — so close to Death — and drifting in and out of consciousnesses.
For the first and only time her life, her body did not feel like her own. The communion between her flesh and her mind was disconnected. This body was a foreign, alien thing — sweating, wheezing, leaking, bleeding, and bulging — servant to some sadistic master. She was powerless to resist; the pain was all consuming. She was beginning to think that Death would be a pleasant relief. She heard the door squeak open downstairs and the sound of heavy footsteps. The men were back.
Paul pushed open the door to the their bedroom and walked to her bedside. His eyes were bloodshot and wet, and he had smudges of dirt on his trousers, hands, and cheeks. He sat on the bed and took her hand. He said nothing … just stared at her with forlorn eyes.
“Did you bury him?” she mumbled.
“Yes.”
“Your brother has found peace then.”
He nodded.
The sound of breaking glass echoed from downstairs. A moment later, she heard Henry Foster sobbing in deep, woeful bellows.
She tried to talk but instead coughed and wheezed until she hacked up a bloody mouthful of phlegm. She spat the vile glob into a bedpan that Paul had positioned under her chin. He set the bedpan down on the bedside table and wiped his bride’s forehead with a blood-stained cloth.
“You should stay away from me. I’m going to be the death of you, my love,” she managed in gasps.
He shook his head stoically. “I won’t get sick. I cared for my mother, my brother, and now you. The scourge does not hold sway over me. Father seems to be immune to it as well. It’s always been that way. Mother used to joke that father and I were such hearty stock that we have sap from an English Oak for blood.”
Her eyes rolled back in her sockets and she began to moan. He squeezed her hand and said her name repeatedly, panicking, but he could not snap her out of her fit. After what seemed like an eternity, her breathing steadied and she was able to focus on him again with glassy eyes.
“Paul. I want to see my baby. Bring him to me. Bring me my little George.”
He swallowed hard and wiped his eyes. “I can’t, Kathryn. Don’t you remember?” After Paul’s mother died, and Kathryn and his brother, Hector, began to show symptoms, Henry had ordered Paul’s sister, Penny, and remaining brother, Martin, to take baby George to Chesterfield. They had broken quarantine. “Don’t worry. Martin returned last night with the news. George is safe; my sister will care for him at Uncle’s house.”
She wailed with such anguish that he thought his heart would rip in two. It was the forlorn sound of a mother who just realized she would never see her child again. He stroked her sweaty, matted hair until she calmed. She sat quietly for a few minutes and then fixed her worried gaze on him.
“Where is my son? I want to hold my baby, Paul. I want to see my baby,” she begged.
He looked into her eyes. She was delirious. It was pointless to explain again. “I know you do, sweetheart. I know. Soon. I promise.”
Two hours later, her fever returned and she shook so violently that he was afraid her bones would rattle loose from the sockets. He piled every blanket and piece of clothing they owned on top of her until the tremors subsided.
“Open the shutters, please,” she asked him.
He did as she requested and a golden beam of sunshine emblazoned the room. She smiled.
“Paul, I don’t want to die here.”
“I know, sweetheart. I don’t want you to die either.”
“No,” she coughed. “I don’t want to die here.”
“Then where do you want to go?”
“Take me to Cucklett Delf. To our spot under the old elm tree.”
“When the time comes, I will. I promise.”
“Take me there now, Paul.”
* * *
Paul lifted his dying wife gingerly out of the open-air carriage, and carried her in his arms across the meadow of Cucklett Delf. He did not stop to rest until they reached the shade of the majestic English elm. Gently, he lowered her to the ground and helped her recline, with her back resting against his chest, and his back propped against the trunk of the tree. They sat in silence, together as one, listening to the birds and breeze. They watched the sun inch closer to the horizon. He kissed the top of her head again and again, telling her how much he loved her each time. At sunset, he picked a wildflower and stripped the leaves off. He bent the stem into a loop, and wove the remainder around itself. At the top of the impromptu ring sat a violet flower. Then, taking his wife’s trembling hand, he slipped the wildflower ring onto her ring finger, just as he had done nearly a year before.
In silence, and in peace, they watched the fire-red sun retire below the horizon, and he held her in his arms until the eternal night claimed her.



CHAPTER 9

Cucklett Delf,
Eyam, England
August 1672
Paul Foster chased his six-year-old son through the knee-high summer grass of Cucklett Delf. George howled with delight every time his father caught him by the waist, swept him off his feet, and spun him around. As soon as Paul set George on the ground, the boy would scamper away, and the game would begin anew. When Paul was winded, he beseeched his son to join him for a rest under the shade of the English elm on the hill. George whined in protest until at last he took a seat next to his father.
“What are you doing?” George asked.
“I’m making a ring.”
“A ring of flowers?”
“Yes.”
“Who are you making it for? Auntie Penny?”
“No. I’m making this for your mother.”
“But Father, Mama is in heaven. How are you going to give it to her?”
Paul smiled. “I’m going to leave it here, at our special place. Then, after we leave, she can come get it.”
George nodded. It was an entirely satisfactory plan to his six-year-old mind.
“What was Mama like?”
Paul turned to his son, surprised. It was the first time George had asked this question. Paul smiled and retrieved Kathryn’s leather-bound diary from his back pocket. It was time.
“Your mother was a beautiful person, not only on the outside, but especially on the inside.”
George liked this answer and hugged his father’s arm. He watched intently as his father paged through the diary.
“This was your mother’s diary. Before she went to heaven, she gave it to me, as a present.”
“Will you give it to me as a present?” “Yes. Someday, a long time from now, when it’s time for me to go to heaven, then I will.”
George nodded.
Finding the right spot in the diary, Paul draped the silk bookmark into the crease between pages. “George, would you like me to read the letter that your mother wrote to you, just before she went to heaven?”
The boy looked at his father with wonder. “Mama wrote me a letter?”
“Yes, a very special letter. Do you want me to read it?”
“Oh, yes,” George exclaimed, with high-pitched bravado.
August 14, 1666
To my dearest son,
It will be many years before you are old enough to read this, but when the day comes, I pray that you have room in your heart enough to love a mother you have never known. For my heart is so full of love, and swollen with pride, to have birthed a son as strong and fair as you. The three months since your birth have passed so quickly, and I am left aching for more time. My tears flow at the melancholy idea. But know this, I have cherished every moment with you, and you will occupy my every thought till my last waking breath.
From the first moment I felt you growing inside me, I have pondered your future. What nature of man will you be? Will you be caring and passionate like your father? Will you be proud and obstinate like your grandfather Henry, or will you be congenial and temperate like your grandmother Alice? Will you be strong like the Fosters or softer like the Vicars clan? Will you be devoted and humble like my father, your namesake, or will you be carefree and enchanting like my mother, Mary? No doubt you will possess little pieces of all the people I love, which brings me peace. I am left only wondering now what traits you will have received from me.
It is an impossible task to write in verse all the lessons of love and happiness that a mother would share with her only son, over the days, months, and years of a lifetime. So instead, I will pen only the most important:
Patience. Be patient with others, but especially with yourself. Life will try to rush you, but do not let it. An extra minute spent to watch the sun set, or to play with a rain drop as it trickles down the windowpane, or to hug your father before you’re off on your next adventure, is the very minute that makes life worth living.
Laughter. Laugh everyday, and as much as you can. Never at the expense of others, but rather, in communion with them. Life should never become so serious and dreadful that you cannot find it in your heart to laugh and to smile. Good people laugh. Loving people laugh. Happy people laugh.
Kindness. Be kind. Kindness seems an effort because it is in our nature sometimes to be lazy. So I beseech you my son, don’t be lazy and don’t discriminate when it comes to kindness. What is kindness? Kindness is please and thank you. Kindness is offering a hand when another cannot carry a burden. Kindness is never being cruel to animals. Kindness is unsolicited encouragement. Kindness is paying a compliment when you know someone needs it. Kindness is giving hope instead of advice.
Love. Love is the most important lesson of all. When you love, be sure to love unconditionally. What does that mean? It means … Love, without doling out judgment. Love, without levying constraints. Love, without expectation. Love, without fear of heartbreak. Love, without self-interest. Love, even when you’re angry. Love, like your father loves you. Love, like I love you now, with all my heart and soul. Know that it was your father’s and my love for one another that brought you into this world and our combined love for you that will see you through even your darkest of days. You will never be alone because you carry our love inside you.
Know that you had a mother named Kathryn, who carried you inside her. Know that you had a mother named Kathryn who birthed you and that she was the first person to kiss you, and hold you, and welcome you into this world. Know that you had a mother named Kathryn who named you after her father George Vicars, and that he would have been so proud to have had a grandson like you. Know that you had a mother named Kathryn with the same blue eyes as you. Know that you had a mother named Kathryn who married your father on a fine summer day, under an elm tree in Cucklett Delf, with a ring of flowers. Know that you have a mother named Kathryn who is watching over you right now, and who will be with you in spirit for all of eternity.
Love,
Your Mama,
Kathryn Vicars Foster




AUTHOR'S NOTE

Thank you for reading Ring of Flowers. If you downloaded this novella as a stand alone eBook, please consider continuing the adventure by reading the full length twenty-first-century thriller The Calypso Directive, available at your favorite bookstore or online retailer.
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