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To Stacy Lee Smith

Who makes being a father

the easiest task in the world!
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PART ONE

BEDFORD

1659

CHAPTER ONE

POWER IN THE BLOOD

“Catherine, there he isâ€”Matthew Winslow!”

The speaker, a short young woman with sharp features, grabbed at the arm of her companion. The pair had just turned off the narrow path that followed the curving coastline onto the main road leading up to the settlement.

Her companion, a tall, willowy girl of twenty, turned a pair of curious dark eyes on the horseman approaching from the other road. She wore a simple blue dress set off by a white collar, but its plain cut did not conceal her fine figure, and there was a boldness in her direct gaze that most young women of Plymouth did not possess.

“So that's the young dandy that's been interrupting your dreams, is it, Martha?”

“Catherine! If you ever breathe a wordâ€”!”

“Oh, don't worry,” the tall girl laughed. “Your secret's safe with me.” She gave the rider a closer look and tapped her chin slowly. With a light of speculation she murmured, “So this is the famous Matthew Winslow who's broken the hearts of half the young women in Plymouth!”

Martha suddenly giggled. “
Half?
Catherine, I don't think there's a maid in all Plymouth who hasn't set her cap for him!”

The taller girl gave an impatient shake of her head, and her lips tightened. “And his head is probably as big as that horse he's riding, I'd venture. Martha, he may be the answer to a maiden's prayer in this little place, but in Bostonâ€””

“Shhh! Here he comes!” Martha gave a tug at Catherine's
arm, then shook her head in wonder, saying in a whisper, “I knew he'd come! It's almost witchcraft the way he finds a pretty woman, Catherineâ€”you could blindfold him, and he'd still know.”

The two women had reached the dusty road that led up to the fort just as the object of their conversation arrived from the opposite direction. He looked up, saw the pair, then touched his horse with his spurs, driving the animal toward them. Wheeling the jet black stallion around, he dismounted with a motion so easy and fluid that he seemed to flow to the ground. The horse tried to throw his head up, but was held by an iron grip; the handsome rider swept his hat from his head, then bowed in a courtly gesture.

“A good day to you, Miss Martha.”

His words were directed to the shorter of the two, but Catherine Brent knew instantly that she was the object of his attention. It irritated her, for she felt like a quarry of some sortâ€”he the hunter and she the trophy he sought. As she heard Martha say, “This is my cousin, Catherine Brent, from Boston,” she gave Matthew Winslow a direct stare.

Her eyes scrutinized the young man before herâ€”tall, over six feet, with a shock of rich auburn hair. His face was bronzed, wedge-shaped, the wide mouth lifting at the corners as he smiled at her with a frank inspection. His ears were rather small, his nose straight, and there was a suggestion of tremendous strength in the corded neck and wide hands. He was wearing a red velvet coat and breeches, yellow waistcoat with ruby buttons, and shoes with gold buckles. The brown hat held under his arm, had a large yellow plume, and despite the summer heat he wore a cloak of dark maroon.

What a dandyâ€”a fop!
Catherine thought at first, but when she met his eyes, she was thrown off guard. He had the bluest eyes she had ever seenâ€”blue as the sky overhead, blue as the cornflowers growing beside the road. But the power in those eyes made her feel as if his gaze had
touched
her physically!

“I trust your stay will be a long one, Miss Brent,” he said in a deep, slightly husky voice.

In spite of herself, she felt her hand going out to him as he stepped forward and touched it with his lips. She suddenly hated herself for the thrill that swept through her. Snatching her hand back almost rudely, she said haughtily, “I fear there is little in this place to hold my attention, Mr. Winslow.”
That ought to put him in his place,
she thought with some satisfaction.

He was not crushed, however. On the contrary, he smiled. “Plymouth is a small place, as you say.” She felt the power of eyes laughing into hers. “But if you will permit me to call on youâ€”and on Miss Martha, of course,” he continued, “I would like to show you a side of Plymouth you've missed.”

Catherine opened her mouth to say, “There's nothing in this town that attracts me in the least.”

Instead, she said, “That would be very nice, Mr. Winslow.”

She hated herself for that response, and had the impulse to reverse her words, but Martha broke in, saying, “You can come tonight if you like, Mr. Winslow.”

He pulled his horse around, then swung into the saddle easily. “Nothing would please me better, but my uncle is arriving from England. I see his ship in the harbor there”â€”he motioned to a three-masted schooner at anchor in the bayâ€” ”and my parents will expect me to stay at home tonight and help welcome him.” He wheeled the horse around and gave a sudden smile, calling out as he left, “I'll be there tomorrow!”

“Insolent puppy!” Catherine said waspishly. Somehow she felt he had bested her, and she found herself wishing for tomorrow. She'd put him in his place!

Martha looked at her friend and smiled. “I know what it is, Catherine. You think he's too proud, and you'll give him a taste of humility. That's it, isn't it?”

“Whyâ€”!”

“You think that hasn't been tried?” Martha glanced up the hill as the black stallion grew smaller, then shook her head
with a smile of despair. “Isn't he the most handsome thing you ever sawâ€”proud or not?”

“Well ...” Catherine said grudgingly, “I will admit he's the most attractive minister I've ever seen.”

“Oh, he'll never be a minister! That's his parents' idea, not his,” Martha shrugged. “He's their only sonâ€”the last of the Winslow name, you see. His father, Reverend Gilbert Winslow, came over on the
Mayflower
and so did his mother. You know how it can be though, Catherine. Being a minister's son doesn't give a man a calling from the Lord.”

Catherine tapped her chin thoughtfully, then said with a gleam in her eyes, “Well, I'm looking forward to Mr. Winslow's call tomorrow.” She laughed suddenly and added, “Those blue eyes of hisâ€”they've got more of the devil in them than a minister ought to have.”

Edward Winslow caught sight of Gilbert and Humility standing in the front ranks of the crowd and raised his hand in response to their greetings. The long journey from England had stiffened his joints, and the monotonous diet had stripped some flesh from his bones, but he was still portly as he stepped out of the
Fortune's
small boat to the shores of Plymouth. He took a few steps, then began to sway, the earth seeming to reel beneath his feet. Gilbert rushed forward and grabbed him in a firm embrace, steadying him.

“Careful, Brother Edward!” the younger man said with a grin. “If you stagger like that, our sharp-eyed elder will think you've been lifting the bottle a bit too much!” There was a light of affection in Gilbert Winslow's cornflower blue eyes, and since hugging among relatives was not common in the family, he took the opportunity to give his brother a rough hug under the pretense of holding him steady.

Edward Winslow felt a warm glow, as he always did on seeing this younger brother of his. In the past the two of them had been estranged, but since that epic journey on the
Mayflower
and the first terrible winter endured together in
Plymouth Plantation, the two of them were extremely close. The long periods Edward had to spend in England in the service of the government were the harder to bear for his separation from Gilbert and his family.

Clapping Gilbert on the shoulder he said, “By heaven, it's good to set foot on solid ground!” Then he turned to Humility and put out his arms to embrace her. She, too, was his favorite, and he concealed his shock on seeing how poorly she looked. “Well, here's my favorite sister-in-law!” he said fondly, and as she came into his arms he noted that she had shrunk to almost nothing since he had sailed for England two years earlier. Her eyes were sunk back into her head, and there was only a faint trace of the rare beauty that had been the cause of several fights on board the
Mayflower.
Her complexion, which had always been radiant, was faded to a sallow color, and the once rich blonde hair was thin and dry, shot through with streaks of white.
Very sickâ€”Gilbert kept it from me,
Edward thought as he looked down on Humility.

“Well, well, come along,” Gilbert said quickly, noting the shocked look in Edward's eyes. “You must be starved after two months of biscuits packed with weevils, Edward. Humility began cooking as soon as the mast came in sight.”

“Lead me to it!” Edward cried, and the two men linked arms and started up from the beach to the settlement that crowned the low hill. As they reached the first street that ran parallel to the shoreline, Edward paused, looking at the neat cottages, each on a good-sized lot. The cold fingers of winter had not yet touched the land, and the thick grass that would be dry and gray in another month glowed with an emerald sheen that almost hurt his eyes. Taking in the white-sided houses with neatly thatched roofs, some of them half-timbered just as in an English village, Edward murmured, “Doesn't look much like it did when Captain Jones put us off the old
Mayflower
the first time, does it, Gilbert?”

“No. That wasâ€”let me seeâ€”thirty-nine years ago, was it?” Gilbert shook his head and said ruefully, “You know what I
said to Miles Standish that day, Edward? I said, â€˜Miles, this is as close to hell as I expect to find on this earth!' ”

“What did Captain Standish say?”
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