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  It was a rainy Tuesday afternoon when God first spoke to Prosper Creale.  The smell of the last season’s thawing manure rose from the field around him, almost thick enough to see, and Prosper was pondering whether the mud that pulled at his boots would nourish the precious, hoarded seed stock, when he heard a clear, firm voice in his ear.

“Unto whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much required.”

Prosper whirled around, looking for whatever prankster had crept up on him to quote Scripture with no context.  He stood alone, surrounded by ten open acres or more of unplowed soil, broken up only by rivulets of water, refreshed by another band of rain that swept over the field toward him.  

His eyes narrowed, and a deep frown came over his face, creasing the early-developing lines between his eyebrows.  He had heard about people who heard voices from nowhere, and he didn’t particularly want to find himself in their company.

Still, the voice had been as distinct as though spoken from the pulpit of a meeting-house, and the statement had been akin to the sort of thing that the new preacher, Mister Garrettson, would have begun a meeting with.  

It hadn’t been Mister Garrettson’s voice, though, even if that worthy man could somehow have projected his words into Prosper’s ear.  Scowling again, he started to trudge back to the house, having come to the decision that he would have his field hands proceed with plowing and planting.

“You have been given much.  What will you render unto those who most deserve it?”

The voice was, if anything, even clearer now, and Prosper felt panic creeping over him as he cast about again in vain to discover its source.  He felt rising anger, too, at what seemed to him to be the voice’s mocking of his circumstances.  

If a stretch of muddy, reeking farmland marked him as having been given so much, then why was he struggling so to keep up with the expenses of eking out a living from the reluctant earth?  Rumors of war with the mother country had grown from the grumblings of men deep in their cups at the tavern into open conflict up in Massachusetts-Bay and on down into the colonies to the south of Maryland, but Prosper’s name had seemed to be a taunt even before that.

While other men around him had been fortunate in the article of acquiring good hands to work their land, Prosper had no more than three upon whom he could rely, and was weighed down with another dozen who had to be hectored into performing the most basic of their responsibilities.  

One of his boots nearly slid off his foot as he stepped out of a particularly sticky patch of mud, and he snorted to himself.  The land itself required his constant attention and wariness, lest it strip him even of his clothing.

No, the only thing he had been blessed with plenty of was children, each of them yet another mouth to feed at a table that was ever more crowded.

And now, it appeared, he was to lose his sanity, on top of everything else.  He shook his head, then, sharply remembering the testimony that the preacher Mister Garrettson had shared a month prior at a meeting called together by a neighbor.  

“One day, being at some distance from home, I encountered a zealous exhorter of the Methodists.  He asked me plainly if I were born again, and I told him that I had some reason to hope that I was.  The man asked me if I knew that my sins were forgiven.”

Mister Garrettson had paused to take a sip of water, then continued in a low, serious tone.  “I told the exhorter that I did not know that, nor did I expect that knowledge in this world.  The Methodist gave me a mournful look and told me that he perceived that I was on the broad road to hell, and that if I were to die in this state, I would be damned.”

The preacher looked out at the meeting, shaking his head in recalled wonder.  “I told this man that the Scripture tells us that the tree is known by its fruit, and that our Lord condemns rash judgment of our fellow man.  I demanded of him what he knew of my life that induced him to pass judgment on me in such a manner.  I did not wait for his answer, but said only that I pitied him, and turned my back on him.”

After taking another drink from his cup, Mister Garrettson continued, “However, I could not easily forget the words of that pious young man, for in fact, they were like spears running me through where I stood.  Even though I had heaped abuse on him for saying them, there was some part of me that recognized the truth in what he had said.”

The men around Prosper in the impromptu meeting-house sat as rapt as he was himself as they waited for the preacher to continue.

“I continued in this state until one day last June.  That blessed morning I shall never forget!  The prior night, I had gone to bed as usual, and slept until the break of day.  Just as I awoke, though, I was greatly alarmed to hear an awful voice, which said, ‘Awake, sinner, for you are not prepared to die.’  It was as loud as thunder, yet the panes of my window did not rattle.  This was the voice of our Lord, given directly into my ear, and audible to none other.”

Prosper considered this testimony now, as he stood in the muddy field, and wondered if he had been blessed with a similar experience.  He wasn’t sure that possibility was any less distressing than simply having his own mind play tricks on him.  Someone who had a direct encounter with God Himself could hardly claim that he had not been given much, after all, regardless of his worldly circumstances.

Whatever the case was, he still had a crop to get put in, and a family to feed.  The state of his sanity — and his soul, were that in question — must wait for another day.

He reached the house just as the rain stopped, and he shook his head again at the irony of it.  If the Lord were trying to speak to him, it seemed as though He could have chosen to be more gentle about it.  The impious thought made him frown at himself now, as he drew off his filthy boots at the door to avoid tracking more muck into the house.  

Hearing Prosper close the door, Kristine called out, “Mind that you get out of your wet things straight away, husband.  I’ve a warm cup ready for you, and your second-best shirt is hanging there dry by the door.”

The care that his wife’s preparations showed for him warmed Prosper’s heart, and he added a good helpmeet to the list of the many things he’d been given.

“I thank you, wife, and I will gladly come for that cup as soon as I am dry,” he called back to her, and busied himself with changing.  His breeches would need washing — no matter how carefully he walked, the mud of the fields inevitably seemed to reach out to spatter them — but his wet shirt looked as though it would be fine as soon as it was dry.

Gratefully, he slipped his head into the fresh shirt, its dry warmth enveloping him down to his knees, and padded in to the kitchen.  Kristine nodded to acknowledge his appearance, and motioned with her chin to the steaming cup on the table.

Lifting it to his mouth and sniffing it, Prosper was happy to detect that while it wasn’t a proper flip, it was still fortified with at least a splash of the whiskey he’d brought home to replace the ever more expensive rum he’d once favored.  The warmth of the drink flooded into his gut as he drank, and he smiled at his wife.  

“Even though I got myself rained upon, the visit to the field was worthwhile.  I will have Prince get the men out there tomorrow, if the weather permits.”

Kristine nodded absently, more focused on stirring the pot of stew she had over the fire than on the details of what her husband was telling her.  The twins seemed to be whispering secrets to one another where they sat in the next room, though they were supposed to be practicing their needlework.

“There is no danger of frost, naturally, though it is cold enough to still be unpleasant in the rain.  More importantly, I believe that the good dung that we secured from Wrangel last year has had enough time to age and provide sustenance to a new crop.”

He continued to describe to her how he intended to have the field plowed, and how much of his seed stores he would risk in the planting, but he could tell that her mind was otherwise occupied.

Abruptly, she said, “Tace is running a fever.”

Prosper answered dismissively, “Isn’t that what children do, when they’re not clearing out the root cellar or raising a fuss with the neighbor’s livestock?”  He glanced over at the girls, hopeful that they hadn’t taken offense, but they were still giggling behind their hands at some private amusement.

Kristine pursed her lips at him, and Prosper knew that he’d said the wrong thing.  He held up his hands to forestall her angry words.  “Is there aught that we can do for her?”

“I used the last of the feverfew on Phillip a fortnight ago.  Can you get me some more?”

Prosper sighed.  “I already owe Missus Grant more than three shillings for what we’ve needed this winter.  I do not know where we will get the money to satisfy the debt, but I will pay her a visit tomorrow.”

“Tace’s fever has been getting worse all day, husband.”

Prosper listened for the rain on the roof and heard nothing but some lingering dripping outside from the eaves.  He nodded and raised his cup.  “I will set out as soon as I’ve finished this.  Are my other breeches fit to wear, or should I put back on my muddy ones?”

“I’ll put your breeches up by the fire to warm them,” she replied.  “They’re likely cleaner than the ones you were wearing, and they’re certainly drier.”

He nodded, but said nothing, instead slurping noisily at the drink as she swung the pot off the fire and fetched the clothes, draping them over a stool before the hearth.  

Prosper lost himself in thought, his usual unconscious grimace settling across his face.  That Grant woman was not someone he relished having to deal with, but he knew that he’d have no peace until little Tace had her remedy, and her fever had broken.

Missus Grant was one of those people whom one tolerated, rather than relished, and Prosper couldn’t quite say whether it was because of her knack of seeing too much of the truth behind things, or her inclination to presume that she could do so in all cases.

After their third son, Phillip, was born, Kristine had sent him for an herb she said she needed for her own relief, and the medicine woman had given him a knowing look as he repeated the carefully memorized name.

“Your wife has had enough of children, has she?”

Prosper frowned in confusion, and Missus Grant waved a dismissive hand.  “Never you mind, Mister Creale.  ‘Tis women’s affairs, and you are no more than the courier, I see.”  Turning to her closely packed shelves, she’d plucked down a small bag and handed it to him, naming the price.

As Prosper had handed over a creased and worn-looking bill, the woman had sighed, accepting it, and added, “I presume the Missus Creale knows well enough how to prepare this, but if not, she can send you back for the instructions.  As I recall, she reads well enough.”

“She can read the word of God on Sundays, and that’s all she needs,” Prosper had retorted.  In fact, his wife had a better knack of reading than he did, and their family Bible — purchased in a more successful year — was more likely to be in her hands during their devotions than his.  It rankled, but though he struggled to make sense of the words on the page, he had no trouble instructing the children once she had provided the reading.

It helped that what he did hear, he could recall relatively easily, and together with what he heard preachers say about the passages they based their teachings on, he felt more than equal to the responsibility of bringing up his children with a proper regard for their Lord.

Whatever “women’s affairs” had been in the bag he’d brought back to his wife, there had been no more children in several years, and though he said nothing of it to Kristine, he was relieved enough to have no new mouths to feed, at least.

Frowning to himself yet again, he tossed back the last of the fortified warm milk and rose from the table.  Pulling on his breeches, he nodded to his wife and stepped back into his chilled boots at the door, adding his woolen cape over his shoulders for warmth.

The afternoon had turned brisk, and though no more rain sheeted down, clouds skimmed overhead, looking near enough that a taller man might think of stretching up to touch them.  A treeline spoiled the illusion — the clouds easily cleared the highest branches — but the winds that propelled them so quickly overhead gusted nearer the ground, too, adding to the chill in the air.

He had just set off on the road into the village when the same voice from nowhere spoke into his ear for the last time that day, saying only, “Your gifts are not for your use alone.”

Prosper stopped dead in the road, and glared around him, as though daring the speaker to show himself, but when he found nothing more suspicious than a cat slinking into the slaves’ quarters, he shook his head and continued on his way.
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  Missus Grant looked up as Prosper entered her little shop, greeting him with, “You look more sour than usual, Mister Creale.  Does something more than the late spring trouble you?”

Of all the people whom Prosper knew, Missus Grant was pretty close to the last one to whom he would confess his strange experiences of the day.  “I am worried about my daughter Tace, madame.  My wife has sent me to replenish her supply of feverfew for the child.”

“A sick daughter is certainly reason enough to worry, but I have seen you before when your wife was tending one or another of your children, and yet your manner is not usually so powerfully grim.”  She gazed directly at him with narrowed eyes, and Prosper could almost feel her rooting through the unspoken secrets of his innermost thoughts.

He broke eye contact with her, and although he wouldn’t acknowledge that she’d made him uncomfortable, he also would not tolerate her continuing to do so.

Dismissively, he said only, “I’ve many things on my mind, Missus Grant, and much to do before the day is out.”  He fished into his purse and pulled out a pitiful handful of coins.  

He could see her eyes dart to the sound of the dull clink in his hand, but he said only, “This is all I have to offer you.  Missus Creale begs that you provide as much of the herb as it will pay for.”  He spread the coins out on the tabletop between them.

She glanced over them and fetched another of her ubiquitous little bags.  “This ought to last the rest of the spring, at least, so long as the summer fevers remain at bay.”  She placed the bag onto the table, her other hand sweeping the coins away into her own purse.

“You still appear troubled, Mister Creale.  Is there some ailment that you are reluctant to name to me?  I assure you, your private details remain between us, as a matter of my duty to my customers.”

Prosper shook his head firmly, without hesitation.  “Nay, Missus Grant, I am but worried about the late start to the season, whether my hands will do their duty, and whether the crop that has sustained my family for so many years is still the right one for my land.  More than that, whether the troublemakers in Massachusetts-Bay will bring all to ruin by inviting the horrors of battle to our doors.”

He gave her a sardonic half-smile.  “There are plenty of matters beyond the everyday occurrence of a child with a fever to trouble my mind, as you may imagine.”

She inclined her head in acknowledgment.  “I have no need to imagine.  I know all too well that the disruptions imposed upon our trade have left us with no reliable source for many necessary articles of everyday living, to say nothing of the sorts of materials for which I must find sources.”

She grimaced.  “If the Royal Navy should happen to impose a fresh blockade upon our ports, there are many of the items I offer that will become nearly impossible to lay hands upon, at any price.  As it is, I have had no choice but to increase the prices I must charge for many things.”

Shaking her head, she said, “I know you understand these matters, for you do not complain when your shilling buys less of one herb or another that your wife requires, but you would scarcely believe the abuse that is heaped upon my head by some in this community.”

Prosper gave her a more appraising, respectful look.  “I will confess that I have grumbled to Missus Creale from time to time about the costs her orders have, but I am sorry indeed to hear that there are those among us who would speak ill to a widow for that which you cannot control.”

The herbalist gestured with her hands, motioning the hopelessness of the situation.  “In troubled times, anyone who is at all different may be seen as a threat.  I do not blame those who see me thus, but I do appreciate those such as yourself who at least keep the worst of their thoughts to themselves.”

Prosper felt a flash of guilt for the uncharitable thoughts he had indulged in about the woman, and once again, he almost felt as though she could see the thoughts that swam through his mind.

She gave him a wry smile.  “I do not deny that I am somewhat different.  Ever since Mister Grant departed from this world, I have had no choice but to pursue a different path than most.  I will not find another husband at my advanced age, and the typical options of going into service in some household as a washerwoman or cook’s assistant hold no charms for me.”

She shrugged and gathered in the contents of her shop with a sweep of her eyes.  “So, I apply what my mother taught me when I was but a girl, as well as what I can learn of modern physic, and hope to do some good in my part of the world.”

Prosper didn’t know quite what moved him to say, “You do more than your share of good, Missus Grant, and our community is fortunate to benefit from your knowledge.”  It seemed the right thing to say, but it was not in his usual character.  

She seemed to be aware of this herself, because she gave him a strange, suspicious glance for a moment before nodding in acknowledgment.  “’Tis kind of you to say so.”  She gestured to the bag in his hand, adding, “You had best hurry that home to your child, then, so that it can do her more good than it will while we gossip.”

He bowed his farewell, slipping out of the shop before anything more uncomfortable yet could pass through his lips.  As he walked back home, his customary expression returned.  What had moved him to speak so?  In truth, he had no particular liking for the widow, nor did it benefit him to provide her with comforting words.  He knew she would sell him what his wife asked for, and would continue to advise Kristine on how to use her wares to see to the health of their family, regardless of whether she felt he appreciated her.

He caught himself almost wishing that the voice from nowhere would return to give him some insight into his own actions, but it was, for the moment at least, silent.

His belly, however, was not so quiet, and its grumbling reminded him that he’d had nothing but a heel of bread since waking that morning.  The thought of the stew that Kristine was tending over the fire sped his steps back toward home.

Glancing up, he saw that the clouds were still scudding overhead, propelled by winds that now barely reached the ground.  The tops of the taller trees alongside the road sometimes swayed under a gust aloft, but only an uneasy, fitful breeze pulled at his cape.

The sun briefly broke through a gap in the clouds, a ray of light pointing the way back toward his home, and Prosper increased his pace again.  Was God still communicating with him, only now forsaking words and relying solely on signs?  

He shook his head derisively at his own hubris in thinking that God would take the time to speak to a struggling farmer, or to arrange signs for such a figure of obscurity as himself.  Men who were sharing the Gospel, who were out in the world, saving the souls of their neighbors, they might be worthy of God’s individual attention, but a plain fellow like himself?  Absurd.

Still, as he hurried along the road, Prosper was aware of a growing sense that he was being watched.  He was well clear of the village, and no houses lay out along this way until Wrangell’s place.  Only the lonely road stretched out before him, lined with trees and fence-rows.

Looking at the aging split-rail fences, he was reminded of the lurid stories he’d heard of the engagement in Massachusetts the year prior, where the rebellious militia men had bragged of hiding behind fences to hunt the King’s soldiers like so many dogs as they ran back to their garrison near Boston.

Was there some man concealed among the fence-rows here with a musket primed and waiting, considering whether the figure on the road was friend or foe?  Prosper examined his surroundings minutely, even as he strove to give the appearance of merely being concerned for the weather.

If only he could persuade his heart that the danger he imagined was only a phantasm, and not based on any actual evidence of his senses.  He could feel it speeding up and starting to pound within his chest, responding to a fear that some part of his rational mind knew was unfounded.

The sharp sound of a shot rang out behind him then over the creaking and rustling of the trees, and he was in flight for his life before he had fully understood what he’d heard.  

An odd crashing noise followed it, and he glanced over his shoulder to see what was happening behind him.  At once, he understood that he had been spooked by nothing more dangerous than a tree snapped by a gust, falling across the road he had just passed over.  While it might have presented some danger to him, it was nothing to fly from, and he stopped to catch his breath, leaning his hands onto his knees as laughter bubbled up and consumed him.

What a fellow he was, running from a dead tree, and conjuring up hostile gunmen on a road where he was the only person in sight.  As his self-ridiculing chortles finally trailed off, he rose to his full height, a breeze drawing the cape out to billow behind him, and he turned back toward home, his mood lightened, and no longer sensing any unfriendly eye upon him.

Indeed, he was glad that there had been nobody to witness his embarrassment.  He would have to come back to clear the road, but it could easily wait until the following day.  In the meantime, his daughter was depending upon him to get home quickly, and he’d wasted enough time bantering with Missus Grant.

Entering his house, his stomach gurgled again at the rich aroma of the finished stew.  After hanging his cape and removing his boots, he made his way into the kitchen, where Kristine was cradling Tace and spooning stew into the child’s mouth.

Prosper smiled to see his daughter’s solemn eyes wide and attentive, though he noticed that they lay in dark shadows under her pale forehead.  Kristine looked up then, and said quietly, “I trust that you have the physic for her?”

“Aye,” Prosper answered, pulling the sack from his purse and offering it to her.

She shook her head sharply, saying, “I cannot take it at this moment.  Can you fill the kettle and get the water heating to make her a draught from it?”

Prosper said nothing, but set Missus Grant’s sack on the table and turned to the task his wife had set him to.  He knew that he ought to be irritated at being ordered to do her bidding in the kitchen, but where one of the children’s welfare was at stake, he could easily enough tolerate it.

He dipped some water out of the pail beside the hearth, wishing yet again that he had the means to have help in the house for Kristine.  She insisted that she didn’t need him to incur the cost of purchasing a mere house slave, but at times like this, he knew that another pair of hands around the kitchen would make life far easier for the whole family.

The crane stuck as he swiveled it to suspend the kettle over the fire, and some of the water sloshed out to hiss on the coals, leaving behind a dead spot in the middle of the flames.

Kristine said nothing, but he could see her lips purse with displeasure.  Stirring the coals with a poker, he added a couple of fresh sticks of wood to the fire.  He smiled to himself with satisfaction as the evidence of his clumsiness disappeared behind a shower of sparks, and the flames eagerly spread along the rough grain of the split wood.

He noticed that the wood bin was less than half full, and made a mental note to ask Clement and Humility to bring more firewood in.  His older sons were not the most dependable about noticing work that needed doing, but at least they would jump to a task that was pointed out to them.

Prosper returned to the table and busied himself with opening the sack.  Missus Grant had used a coarse string to secure it, and the knot required coaxing before it finally loosened.  By the time he got the sack opened, the water in the kettle was already starting to steam.

The herb released a sharp, bitter odor into the air of the kitchen, and Prosper wrinkled his nose at it.  

He held the open bag up to Kristine’s view.  “How much should I use?”

She sighed and thought for a moment, glancing over to the kettle to judge how much water he’d added to it.

“Perhaps half a handful,” she finally answered.  “It smells as though it is still quite nearly as strong as when Missus Grant gathered it, so that is encouraging.”

Tace sat up and looked over to see what Prosper was doing.  She spoke up, her voice high and perhaps a bit quavering.  “Don’t like that smell,” she said, her face screwed up in distaste.

Her mother smoothed back her sweat-tousled hair and said soothingly, “It will help you to feel better faster, sweetheart.  You won’t smell it at all if you eat a bit of stew now.”

Prosper turned away so that Tace wouldn’t see the smile that formed on his face at his wife’s white lie to the child.  Even if the stew might mask the smell of the herb for a moment, there was no way to conceal the bitterness that its aroma promised in its flavor.

As though reading his mind, Kristine said, “If you add some honey to it, the tea will make a sweet for my little sweetheart.  Would you like that, Tace?”

The child nodded, though Prosper could see the skepticism — well-founded, he thought — in her expression.  He suspected that the best that she could hope for was that it would be at least palatable.

Such was Kristine’s power of suggestion, though, that within another hour, the little girl was dosed with the draught, and slept quietly on a pallet beside the hearth while her parents ate their supper in silence.
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