
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



Martha — The Vineyard Legend

© 2025 Maxwell Burnham

––––––––

[image: ]


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise — without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

First Edition, 2026

Published by Red Cliff Press

United States of America

ISBN: 979-8-9931578-0-1

♦ ♦ ♦

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


—Dedication—
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To the people of Noepe — the original “land between waters”, past, present, and future. To the Wampanoag, whose presence, language, and courage remain the heartbeat of the island.  To the eternal island spirit that shaped this legend, and to those who encouraged me to listen

♦ ♦ ♦
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—A Note to Readers—
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In this story you’ll see words from Wôpanâak, the language of the Wampanoag people.

They’re first seen in bold so you can spot them easily. Some mean simple things — like wetu (house) or namohs (fish). Others are names or chants that carry deeper meaning.

At the back of the book you’ll find a Glossary with pronunciations and translations. But don’t worry — you don’t have to stop and check every time. Like Martha, you’ll soon pick them up as you go.

Learning a few Wampanoag words is part of the adventure — a way of hearing the island’s original voice.

♦ ♦ ♦
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WuneeKeesoq, netomp
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(Good spirit, friend)

— Nokamoset

♦ ♦ ♦
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—Prologue—
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England – Autumn 1599

Elizabeth awoke with a jolt.  Something was  rustling in the hay nearby.  Shards of morning light cut through gaps in the barn roof above.  Two men were shouting at each other outside. One voice rose above the other, laced with venom, orders and threats.  Panicked and desperate, Elizabeth realized she must have slept past her chance to escape. She looked around for a possible way out.  Nothing.  She pressed deeper into the hay.  The stench of mold and cow dung burned at her throat. The straw scratched her arms and legs.

“Elizabeth Montgomery!” Her name sounded like a curse through one man’s clenched teeth. “A striking beauty of fifteen years, perhaps. Looks to be older. Chestnut hair. Bright blue eyes.  She wore a dress of green satin yesterday, but I wager she’ll be in rags by now, the spoiled wench.  She carries stolen treasures too — jewelry and coins enough to bribe fools like you. Have you seen her?”

Elizabeth froze. Lord Goodwin Morgrave.  She recognized his voice from her father's study. He was the ambitious young barrister sworn to enforce her marriage to some old crony by her father’s order.  A man whose death would double her father's fortune — only if she bore his offspring.  Elizabeth would rather die first.

Her chest clenched as the farmer muttered something she could barely hear. Then Morgrave’s voice sharpened, each word edged with iron.

“Harboring a fugitive will see you ruined! Do you understand, dullard? This girl belongs to me.  I will scour every cursed barn and byre in this county until she is dragged to heel!”

The farmer stammered, swearing on his mother's life that no girl had set foot on the farm but his own daughter. “I – I have no secrets. Search wherever you wish, sir. You will find nothing but the worthless clutter of a poor tenant farmer.”

Elizabeth backed deeper into the straw. She stifled a scream when she felt the sharp claws of a rat as it scurried across her hand. Her eyes burned from the dust and grime.

The barn door complained with a squeal when Morgrave threw it open. Elizabeth’s breath stopped.  The old floor shuddered with each step he took, “Miss Montgomery? — Your father misses you — Lizzie-Beth?  I mean you no harm, dear?” 

His shadow fell across the barn floor as he seized a pitchfork and drove it savagely into the mound of hay. The tines ripped inches from her ribs. She bit down on a cry, the iron taste of blood on her tongue. She dared not move an inch; straw cascading over her face. Again, the fork plunged, a foot from her shoulder. Again, a breath from her leg.

At last he snarled, hurled the fork at the farmer with a curse, and stormed out. The petrified farmer lingered for a moment, looking around his barn quizzically.  Then he chased after Morgrave pleading for mercy, knowing his life hung in the balance. Nothing good ever came from the notice of wealthy men. By the time he reached the lane, the ill-tempered barrister was already in his carriage, moving on to the next farm.

Elizabeth listened in silence before she sat up. Pigeons cooed from the rafters above.  A cow bellowed in a nearby pasture. Hunting dogs were howling in the distance. She looked down, dismayed.  Her beautiful dress was now a mess, covered in muck and detritus from the barn floor. She searched around for anything to change her appearance.  A tattered blanket hung on a stall door.  A few things hung on the wall nearby.  Her hands shook as she seized the farmer’s filthy work coat and britches from a peg. The stench made her gag. She quickly stripped off her torn dress and jammed it into a feed sack. She felt for the gold locket at her throat, cool against her skin, recalling the day her mother gave it to her. She stuffed dirt and straw into the coin purse at her waist to muzzle the clink of metal. In moments she was out the back, stumbling down a cow path, ragged clothes hanging loose, the sack slung over her shoulder.

♦ ♦ ♦
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The farmland gave way to the forest and overgrown fields. She kept to the shadows, darting from tree to tree. Once she glimpsed highwaymen in a rough camp ahead, their laughter loud and careless. She ducked through nettles, keeping low until they vanished. Her father’s world of parlors and music rooms seemed a lifetime away; now mud streaked her legs, thorns tore at her sleeves and her hair clung in damp tangles.

By midday she had reached the coast. A sharp salty wind bit at her cheeks, making her eyes water.  The uneven stone rubble made her stumble while mats of slimy seaweed threatened to toss her into the waves. Families ignored her struggle as they strolled along the strand, children laughing, fishermen hauling their catch — a beautiful sunny day for them. For her, every gull’s cry was an alarm, every voice seemed a threat.

In time, she neared a village with a giant stone wharf and a few ships lashed alongside. After climbing up from the shore, she slipped among a group of women mending nets in the shadows. They paid her no mind as she crouched close, pretending to untangle a knot of rope. Their chatter hid her for a moment, but she felt exposed. Too many eyes to describe this fair skinned girl no one had seen before.  She crept into a boathouse, the air thick with tar and salt. Her stomach growled.  For the first time since the barn she let her shoulders sag, her body quivering with exhaustion.

“Girl!”

She spun around. A grizzled old fisherman filled the doorway, nets slung over his arm, eyes narrowing at the sight of her. “What are you doing in here?”

Elizabeth bolted past him before he could take a step after her.

♦ ♦ ♦
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She burst into the chaos of the wharf — carts rumbling over cobbles, barrels rolling, gulls shrieking, sailors shouting. She pushed through fishmongers and porters, the stink of brine and guts filled her lungs. For one heartbeat she believed she was lost in the din, safe at last.

Then a sharp voice cut through it all.

Morgrave. Close by.

Her chest seized. Without thought she clambered into a wagon piled with barrels and crates.  She pressed herself flat as the dock-hands heaved it up the gangplank of a nearby ship. She trembled in the shadows, whispering to herself: He won’t follow me here. He's searching for a girl, not a sailor. Men around her shouted orders in Gaelic as the cart was eventually lowered deep into the cavernous hold. Elizabeth felt her tension release as the hatch above closed. 

A new strategy formed in her mind, the sun would set soon and she could escape in the darkness. By then, Morgrave would be miles away, mercilessly torturing some new farmer or fisherman in his fruitless search for her. Elizabeth dared to believe she had slipped free. She pulled a bit of canvas over her head and gave a sigh of relief. The rhythm of lapping waves and creaking timbers eventually lulled her to sleep despite the gnawing fear that she still might be caught.

Elizabeth awoke in darkness to the pitch and roll of a ship at sea. She felt a raw twisting sickness in her stomach pulling the emptiness to her throat as her head throbbed in pain. Was it the few oats she had scavenged on the run? She felt around for the feed bag near the barrels and boxes with a sudden panic. It was gone! Did she drop it as she hid on the cart? Her dress!  She patted the coin purse on her waist and felt for the locket at her neck, reassured they were still there.

Elizabeth peeked out from the canvas. The lower deck was stacked to the rafters with barrels marked in various languages. Light filtered down through a few open hatches fore and aft of her hiding place. She listened as the deck above thundered with bustling crew.  Gulls shrieked over a turbulent sea. The fright of an unknown destiny crawled into her thoughts. Stories of foreign lands and monstrous beasts made her heart race. The dream of his voice bellowed above them all. She put it out of her mind, and yet it seemed to echo back from above.

“Turn back immediately! By order of the King! I will not be carried off like this!” Morgrave shook the feed-bag with Elizabeth’s dress streaming in the wind like a flag, “By God, I will have that minx —”

The captain’s responded with a frustrated mix of Gaelic and English, absolute. “We are bound west, my lord. The tide takes us to the New World. You’ll see no English shore till spring.”

Elizabeth’s blood froze.

Morgrave had been forced aboard — and now the ocean lashed them together, hunter and quarry joined by the same fate. His fury rang across the deck, a vow she knew in her bones would haunt her to her grave.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Noepe Island — Summer 1624

Off the southern coast of New England there lies an island the old ones call Noepe — the land between the streams.  It rises from the sea like an echo of another world, shaped by winds, tides, and time.

The red clay cliffs of Aquinnah stand watch at the western edge, their layers worn like old stories.  Pines lean eastward from the salt-kissed hills.  Deer leave narrow paths in hidden meadows where the fox grapes cling to gnarled hedgerows.  Osprey wheel overhead while harbor seals blink up from glistening coves.  There is a rhythm on this island, deep and unspoken—older than the marks on ancient mariner’s maps.

In time, foreign sailors called it a vineyard, for the vast tangle of wild grapes from slope to shore.  But this name was not theirs to give.  Her name was calling—carried on the wind, whispered by the sea, and written in the heart of a girl whose spirit dwells there for all time . . .  

♦ ♦ ♦
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—Chapter 1—
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Nestled in a hollow of old-growth forest where the oaks grew wide and deeply rooted, a worn little cottage seemed almost hidden from time itself.  The path that led to it was narrow and overgrown, winding between sun-dappled stone walls and moss-thick trunks, until it opened with a hush into a clearing ringed by vines. Beth’s small garden was surrounded by a tangle of wild fox grapes that crept along the edges of the grove like a living fence, their leaves flickering green and gold in the shifting light. The air held a softness there, filtered through high branches and the faint perfume of crushed fruit and damp wood. A wooden cart leaned against a cedar post.  Sheep grazed together as their tails wagged contentedly.  Blue-glass bottles caught light in the windows. And above it all, the roof sloped like an old shoulder, patched with driftwood and cedar shakes, as if the house itself had grown from the earth beneath it. Here, hidden from the village road and protected by the quiet murmurs of forest and vine, Auntie Beth, known as “Elizabeth” many years ago, kept her thoughts — and her secrets — hidden. 

♦ ♦ ♦
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She sat on the wooden floor of the cottage, the dawn light slanting across the worn boards as she paused to dip a feather quill in a popôq shell inkwell. The diary lay open on a small box in her lap—its pages uneven, the leather cover softened by years and secrets. She wrote in careful script, the lines flowing with the elegance of a girl born into a life of refinement but aged by hardship.  She missed her youth back home in England, not too many years ago, though an age of harrowing experiences.

As she reached the end of her latest entry, an uneasy chill crept up her spine.  Was someone outside? She moved to hide the diary in its usual place—beneath the loose board under the hearth mat—but in her haste—fumbled. The book slipped and fell to the floor, open to a page near the beginning. She caught a glimpse of the entry recalled from her first storm-tossed voyage at sea.  Disturbing visions of life aboard that cursed ship haunted her memories; the scratched lines of ink ghostly in the weak morning light. And she read:

“It was a fortnight of roaring black water, a shrieking wind like no voice I’d heard before. The sea clawed at the hull around me. Somewhere above, a man with hair the color of fire and cruel gray eyes as cold as ice had boarded the vessel just after me. For weeks I barely escaped from him, constantly running day and night. He didn’t know I was aboard.  I had to stay hidden or be dragged back to my family’s estate.”

She remembered the way she had crouched below deck for days, paying the ship's boy with the last coins from her purse in exchange for bread and silence. When the silver ran out, she had reluctantly parted with a bracelet—the most precious thing that belonged to her mother. The boy took it greedily and left her begging for table scraps like a dog.

♦ ♦ ♦   
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A soft knock at the cottage door startled her. She closed the diary, slipped it into the box, and tucked it away under the hearth mat. A moment later, Pashanok—her love, her Wampanoag warrior—gave the gentle call of a whippoorwill.  A jolt of excitement surged through her as she opened the door. Broad-shouldered and lean from years on the water and in the hunt, his long black hair, loosely bound in a deerskin cord, fell across his back. A gold locket hung from his neck, her image inside—the only evidence of her lost beauty. His eyes, dark as wet clay, softened when they found her; the smallpox scars on her face were no barrier to his devotion.

"Where’s my girl?" he asked, his voice soft but edged with a look of concern.

Beth hesitated. “Tending to her vineyard . . . or out wandering like she always does . . . ”

His jaw tightened. “Did Môsi ask, or just go?”

She offered a wistful smile.  Beth sometimes forgot she was only twelve — not yet grown, not yet hardened by the world. “Martha’s strong like her father. And stubborn like her mother.”

Without another word, he stepped back into the wind and left to search for his girl—Môsi, their beloved daughter Martha. 

♦ ♦ ♦
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—Chapter 2—
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The sun had just cleared the eastern rim of the island when Martha slipped through the meadow, silently savoring the early morning hour. Dew clung to the grass in cold pearls that soaked her bare feet.  She loved the soft feeling between her toes on cool summer mornings. The path dipped into a hollow where the wind fell silent and the morning light turned gold and green, filtered through the trembling leaves.

Here, the wildness of the island gentled into a place she had made her own. A tumble of old stones, half-buried in moss, marked what might once have been a planting wall, laid long ago. She had cleared them enough to train her vines against the sheltering slope, weaving thin stakes and driftwood trellises to lift the curling tendrils into the sun. Grapes hung in loose green clusters, skins still hard— August-green, a month away from ripening. The air smelled of earth and leaves and the faint sweetness of blossoms somewhere beyond sight.

Martha had the wiry grace of a dancer or young deer.  She was athletic in a way that made her a match for her Wampanoag cousin Tobiasquash, though she’d never say so.  Her skin was a soft ruddy light brown, like the red cliffs of Aquinnah—with bright blue eyes and an inner vision that had grown clearer each season.  Her black wunnêgin hair leaped about in wild curls, though she kept it pulled back with a bit of purple yarn, letting only a few rebellious strands bounce free; it would flash a bit of red in the bright sunlight. Freckles danced across her nose and cheeks, a point of teasing from her cousins, but she bore them with pride. She had a habit of tucking flowers into her hair, and of eating wild berries as she walked through her vineyard.  The dress she wore most frequently was a favorite, though it had a curious history.  It once belonged to a wealthy couple’s only daughter who tragically died too young—a donation to the orphanage that Auntie Beth had reworked. Random stains were stitched over with embroidery by Martha herself: grapes, flowers, curling vines. Each design a living memory stitched into the cloth with her creative touch.

When Martha was nearly seven or eight years old, chasing after butterflies and a scolding jay, she found a hidden tangle of vines within the forest. Soon it became an enchanted place that beckoned to her in among the leaves, blossoms, and luscious fruit.  Her fear had melted away as she felt comforted by the solitude of this natural island within the island.  Eventually, Auntie Beth found her skipping along the path home, never knowing the silent bond Martha had formed here with Noepe.  Her entire life, body and soul, was grounded by the peace and tranquility of her special little vineyard.

Martha was constantly guarded by her dog — Argon, a muscular Mastiff mix with intelligent eyes and a trot that resembled a draft horse. No one was quite sure exactly what kind of dog he was, but Martha claimed he came from a trade ship bound for New Amsterdam. She’d first seen him as a pup near the wharf, nosing at a half-split barrel painted with a faded coat of arms — a gold beast rearing on its hind legs. The letters beneath curled like little waves: Compagnia di... Ar-gon. She had sounded it out under her breath, slow and careful, letting the strange but important-sounding word roll in her mouth. Argon. It seemed like the type of name a great foreign king might give to his bravest knight. He was a watcher like Martha, and seemed to understand her in a way people often didn’t.  His sensitive ears flicked toward every rustle in the brush.

Argon nosed along the wall, his coat catching the light in rusty-gold threads. He paused now and then to listen — ears tilting, nostrils flaring — before circling back to Martha’s side. She set down her basket and began her morning rounds, checking knots, pinching away the small shoots that stole strength from the fruiting stems. Her hands knew the work so well that her thoughts wandered, unbidden, to the sound of bees murmuring in the warm air.  

When the wild vines were trimmed into place and pesky weeds taken care of, Martha counted the clusters eager to ripen.  These would be too early for the harvest, but perfect for juice the villagers so often enjoyed.  She gathered her basket and gardening knife then sat for a moment on the stone wall where it warmed in the dappled sunlight.  

A shimmer caught her eye — no more than sunlight wavering through leaves — yet her breath slowed, her vision sharpened. The hum of bees deepened, the air thickened, and the hollow seemed to hold its breath. She saw, as if from a great distance, a figure: a girl in a coarse shift, head bent, arms drawn forward as though pulled by invisible currents. Dust swirled about her bare feet. Martha recognized her.  The African girl from the orphanage she called “Daisy”.

The girl’s face turned, just enough for their eyes to meet across the dreamy gulf that lay between them. Her mouth formed Martha’s name — or maybe only a cry.  The vision wavered, then broke apart like mist. Bees droned again; leaves flickered; the air moved. The specter of Daisy was gone.

Martha rose and stood for a long moment, hand on a grapevine, the rough bark grounding her. She did not ask herself if she’d imagined it — the island had its own ways of speaking. For a heartbeat, Martha still felt the orphanage walls pressing in on her, though she had never slept beneath its roof. She remembered the rows of narrow cots, the children’s faces flickering in and out of her memory like candle flames. Some had been taken away by families and never returned; others simply vanished, their absence spoken of only in whispers. Daisy had been the smallest of them, always with dreamy eyes too big for her face, and now here she was again—summoned to her mind from the shadows of that place.  The thought chilled Martha more than the vision itself.

She picked up her basket and moved on, Argon pacing her steps, the sound of his paws soft against the damp earth.

Before leaving, she crouched beside the old wall and tugged free a small wooden box hidden in the hollow. She opened it with care, adding the wampompeag beads she had found to her secret collection: a tarnished silver coin, loose pages from a book with faded illustrations, an osprey feather, and tiny wood carvings Tobiasquash had shaped for her. Beneath them lay a picture of Jesus, the dark eyes and outstretched arms calling to mind the painted crucifixion she once saw on Caroline’s wall.

As a child, the figure had filled her with fear — the nails, the blood, the twisted anguish too heavy for her to imagine. But now, staring at the worn page, something new stirred: not only the pain, but the sense that someone could choose such suffering out of love. She didn’t fully understand it, yet the thought pressed against her heart like a truth waiting to be known.

Closing the lid, she tucked the box back into its hiding place. Before leaving, she crouched beside the old wall, rolled a heavy stone into place and drew vines across the top, leaving no sign of the narrow footpath she alone knew.  

The path from her vineyard to the lane wound between stone walls overgrown with beach plum and wild rose. Martha kept one hand on Argon’s back as they walked, his fur still warm from the sunlit garden. The scent of crushed grape leaves clung to her skin, a reminder of the place she had left behind — the one place on the island that felt wholly her own, beyond the reach of judging minds.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Out on the open lane, the eyes of the world returned. Some belonged to people she knew, others to those who only thought they knew her. She was used to the glance that lingered a heartbeat too long, weighing whether she belonged to one side or the other: Wampanoag or European. It made her stand straighter without meaning to, as though her spine knew before her mind that she was both, and neither, and something else entirely.

Argon’s steady gait matched her own. He didn’t care which world claimed her. But he noticed moods the way other dogs noticed rabbits. Sometimes his ears twitched toward a sound she couldn’t yet hear; sometimes his shoulder brushed her hip like an anchor. He had done that even before the vineyard became hers.

She had learned that it was easier to let others decide what they thought she was — until they were wrong about something that mattered. Then she would speak, not loudly, but in a way that made them stop and listen. She didn’t call it leadership, and wouldn’t have recognized the word in herself if someone else had used it. To her, it was simply being true to herself in the most natural way.

♦ ♦ ♦
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The low hum of voices drifted from the meadow ahead — a rhythm of work song over the rustle of corn stalks being harvested. Martha’s pace slowed. The morning’s stillness had left her with the strange aftertaste of that vision in the garden, and the memory of Daisy’s face in it made her skin prickle.  Argon felt it too; his head came up, ears pricked.

As they neared a curve in the lane, a faint cloud of dust hung in the air, kicked up by the feet of those working the rows. She could already make out the silhouettes: bent backs, swaying arms, baskets swinging. The work was steady, almost graceful, until it wasn’t. 

Ahead, rows of cornfields stretched toward the edge of the forest, and among them, groups of enslaved field workers moved rhythmically in the morning light. The women and children bent low, husking or weeding. The men dragged crates toward a waiting cart

Martha’s chest tightened, but she kept walking, her eyes forward, Argon matched her stride — as if they both knew that stepping toward trouble too quickly would draw it closer.

She walked the edge of the lane, careful not to draw too much attention, but her eyes scanned the workers. She saw Daisy — in person now — just a bit younger than herself, her dark braids swinging as she worked. The two had shared whispered games at the orphanage in the past, exchanged a berry here, a flower there. Daisy looked up just long enough to spot her. She gave a sheepish little wave — quickly silenced by a barked command from the overseer.

Argon’s ears flattened.

A teenage boy, older and strong for his age, had lifted his head too long. The overseer, a red-faced man with a rawhide whip curled at his belt, stepped forward and barked, “You there — eyes down, boy!”

But it wasn’t the boy he moved toward — it was Martha.

“You! Girl! Get over here!” he yelled. “Let’s see if you’re so proud when you’ve done a day’s work!”

Argon growled  deep and menacing as he stepped between Martha and the path into the field. His hackles raised. The overseer paused mid-stride and reconsidered his actions.  He swiped a fly from his nose and coughed nervously.
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