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      How have we come to this?

      If you can feel the shaking of my hand in these unsteady words, know tis because I tremble with the loss of you. I know not how I breathe without you, knowing where you are, feeling how you suffer. My whole being aches. My arms are empty without you.

      I cannot eat. I cannot sleep. I cannot sit. I am anxious and my legs tremble and I must move. Then I cannot walk steadily and others watch as though I’m afflicted. I do not know what else to do so I sit here at my desk under the window. I write, and I write, and I know that one day we shall be together again.

      Oh, my God, Lizzie. What has happened? What Evil has come to Salem that has you and our Grace languishing in that foul-stenched Hell? I cannot stand to be here whilst you are there. Stay strong this much longer, my love, a few more days at best, and I shall see you out of there and we shall escape, together, to where no one shall hurt you again. I shall never stop until you are warm and safe with me where you belong.

      And I ask again…how have we come to this?
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      The winters are colder here, I’m certain of it. I feel it so in my bones, which feel brittle, as though they shall shatter like icicles against a hammer. The sky looks nearly as it does in England, gradations of gray from near-black to tinder-slate that shed wind, sleet, or snow depending on its mood. Whilst England grows cold enough in the sunless months, in Salem the sky disappears beneath a woolen blanket. I cannot step one foot outside without feeling liquid ice in my veins, but such is life in Massachusetts in January.

      This morn Lizzie laughed as I piled on layers of clothing in an attempt to stay warm: my woolen flannel underdrawers, my linen shirt, my thickest worsted leggings, perhaps not the most fashionable, but they are my warmest; my woolen suit of doublet, jerkin, and breeches, and my heavy coat, the deep blue one Lizzie says matches my eyes, though what matters my eyes when I cannot see for the blizzard? Lizzie pulled my coat close to my ears and knotted my scarf near my throat so I might keep whatever warmth I take with me. I would cover myself in ten coats if I could without looking ridiculous. Even as I was, Lizzie could not stifle her giggles. 

      “Good heavens, James. You look like a blue onion ready for the peeling.” 

      “And shall you peel my layers away?”

      She blushed in that way I love, red-hot along her jaw. She pushed me toward the door as though she could not be rid of me soon enough. 

      “Perhaps when you return home. If you’re lucky.”

      I pulled my dark-haired, dark-eyed beauty closer and basked in her warmth. I ran my lips along her red-stained cheeks. “I have been lucky thus far. I cannot imagine that my luck shall not continue.”

      Lizzie tugged my coat closer round my neck, then opened the door and pushed me toward it. She shivered in the cold, kissed my lips, and pressed me outside.

      “Go. Father waits for you.”

      “Shall you wait for me?”  

      “What other man might I wait for who is tall and strong with hair the color of spun gold and eyes like the bluest, brightest jewels?”

      I stepped into the unfriendly gloom and the door shut behind me. I had lost the battle to Lizzie, which is as it usually goes.

      I quivered in my boots as I walked toward the shore, warming my mind with thoughts of Lizzie, her wondering dark eyes, her dark hair, her luscious, berry-like lips. I needed something else to occupy my mind, but there was nothing. I’m still struck by how sparse tis in Massachusetts.

      “They call this a town?” I said aloud, to no one. I struggle to think of this place as civilized. Salem Town grows livelier toward the harbor since tis the hub for shipbuilding and the merchant trade. Tis even more provincial at the Farms. There is so little of everything here, and tis still a shock to walk amongst nothing but seashore to one side, farmland on the other, and wilderness all round.

      “Is this all there is?” I said, again to no one. A seagull cawed overhead, but then I doubted what I heard since even seabirds must know to stay away from Salem in winter.

      I shook myself as far as the sea and stood at the edge of the white-gray bay, the tips of my boots licked by the lapping waves, the ocean spray splattering my exposed face with bitter water-like pinpricks along my cheeks. Again, I thought the cold in England was not ever this cold. I squinted into the expanse of water, slapping my forehead when I realized I left my spectacles at home. What a confounded fool I can be. Twas an excuse to return home to Lizzie, I knew, but Father waited for me at the wharf so I pressed forward. If I concentrated enough, so that my temples squeezed, I could see well enough. If I pinched my brain that much tighter, I thought, I could see past the ocean to England, and home.

      A sharp spray of salt water brought me back to myself. The air is even colder at land’s end. With my hat pulled over my eyes and my face turned from the wind, I bumped into a man in a leather coat, a fisherman, I think. The man’s Monmouth cap fell to the ground, his leather pouch flung from his shoulder, and he grimaced with severity.

      “My apologies,” I said. “I did not see you there.”

      “Blind, are you?” The man spat in my direction. “A Pox on you!” With a hmph! he skittered away, his gray doublet and breeches blending into the slate of sea and sky. Indeed, I am blind. I cannot see my own hand before my face without my spectacles, which were at home with Lizzie, where it was warm, where she was warm, her embrace warmest of all. I wanted to be in my cushioned chair before the hearth reading Samuel Pepys’ Memoirs of the Navy with Lizzie beside me knitting, mending, or chatting to me about her day, but instead I was there near an unforgiving shore whipped by the angry weather like a thief in the stocks. Still, I pressed forward. I stared into the distance, struggling to make out Father’s short, slight shape. Then I had a fright brought on by one word: “Pox.”

      I did not need that ill-tempered man to remind me of the Pox running rampant along the shore. There has been another outbreak, and those living closest to the port suffer most. I pulled my scarf closer to my mouth, as though the meager movement would keep the Pox where it belonged, over there, away from me and mine.

      My head ached with the clinking of nails hammered into wood and the grunts of strong-backed men in heavy coats hauling barrels on their shoulders. The woody scent of fresh-made lumber, salt, and fish lingered everywhere. I stopped near the port, squinting into the distance, still searching for Father, until I thought my head would burst into a star-like pattern from the effort. With some struggle, I saw a vague outline of men and guessed Father was amongst them.

      The closer I came to the dock the more I heard the haggling of sailors and the lapping of waves. Father was indeed amongst the huddled men, and I heard his hearty stage actor’s laugh before I saw him. Something about his infectious mirth makes him appear taller, as though he fills any space he enters. I laughed as well, only my amusement was centered on the round hat Father wore. The long flaps fell over his mouth and ears.

      Father lifted the front flap so he could see me better. “Do you like the hat, Son? It keeps what is left of my brain from freezing.” His slanted blue eyes brightened. “You see, friends, here he is. My James. What better son could any father wish for?” The men murmured in agreement.

      “You look worried, Father,” I said. “Can you see trouble with the ships from here?”

      “Tis a troublesome time for the ships, Son. The waiting could kill you. Tis all too easy to lose goods and good men. One bad decision, or one bad wind, and everything and everyone disappears to the depths of the ocean.”

      “And the profits disappear as well.” I recognized Mr. Sanderson by his voice since he stood too far for me to see. He stepped closer and peered into the horizon as though he could make out trouble in the distance. I thought to loan him my spectacles, then remembered I did not have them.

      I looked down the narrow expanse of rocky shoreline, across to the tall wooden squares used as warehouses. Then I followed Father’s gaze toward the bay and the ocean beyond. Twas, I thought, not unlike a wake for ships not yet sunk or sailors not yet lost. Despite the somber tone of their meeting, the men, including Father, were well dressed in their finely fitting, jewel-toned fabrics, flashing their rings here or their jewel-encrusted walking sticks there. The merchants are not so overdressed as to be ostentatious since there are those here who would call them sinful for their vanity. The merchants wear enough for others to see that they can afford that ruby ring, that sapphire-studded walking stick, that finely tailored suit.

      Father clasped my shoulder more firmly and brought me closer to the circle of men. The sweet smell of rum hovered on their breaths since Father often provides free samples of his wares. Mr. Smithers offered me the bottle but I shook my head.

      “Mr. Wentworth the Younger,” Mr. Boxley said. “How good to see you again.” He poked me in the ribs with his elbow. Boxley is a short-statured, rounded man with three chins. He stares at everyone as though searching to see what their true motive might be, so much so that at times I think he has four eyes. In fact, he has the normal two, and I felt the pinch as both bore into me. The man shivered into his fur-collared robe whilst blowing into his gold-glittered fingers, which flashed like lightning. He grabbed my arm, and I turned away to avoid intoxication by the rum-induced fumes. “We have not seen you this month past. Keeping close with that pretty little wife of yours, eh?”

      Rude-sounding words popped into my ice-hard brain. I was about to speak them when Father stepped in front of me. “Now, George. You know James has been married but a month.”

      George Boxley slapped his hands together. “Aye, indeed. What else should your boy be doing these days, and nights for that matter?” The men laughed. “The bliss of early married days is sweet. But they pass, young man. They pass. Enjoy them whilst you can.”

      “My wife and I are quite content together, I assure you,” I said.

      “But weren’t we all content when we first married?” Each man nodded as though this were quite serious. “There is joy in the early months of marriage, but then, before you know it, tis gone. As I say, enjoy it whilst you can.”

      “And as much as you can!” said a scrannel-like man whose name I do not care to remember.

      “Hush!” Father squinted as though searching for spies amongst us. “If the farmers from the Village hear you they will cite you for vulgarity. Perhaps they shall set you in the stocks and throw stones at your head for your sin!” Raucous laughter filled the air.

      “Where are Hathorne and Corwin?” asked the scrannel-looking man. “They would be the first to tie you to the whipping post.”

      “Fortunately, they are not here,” Father said.

      “The Villagers can go to the Devil, if they have not already,” said Mr. Davies. “That is what happens when you have no proper education. You are too easily manipulated to the bidding of others.”

      “They have no thoughts other than that which their Reverend tells them to have,” said Mr. Stevens.

      “I’m not sure that’s fair,” Father said. “They are well educated. They began Harvard College. They set great store in literacy.”

      “So they can read the Bible,” said Mr. Stevens. “Thomas Oliver says Parris speaks of nothing but the spread of the Devil’s black magick. Tis no surprise Parris’ own family suffers.”

      “They are simple folk,” said Mr. Smithers. Smithers’ white-shirted stomach pressed his coat aside as though it only meant to stretch halfway round his waist. “Tis like living down the road from a field of cattle who allow themselves to be led wherever someone else decides they should be.”

      I exhaled, watching the cold smoke linger before my face. “I’m afeared you are not quite correct about the Villagers,” I said. “My wife lived in the Village after her family arrived from England. There are intelligent, perceptive people amongst them. They sound like no fools to me. They fight firmly and forever if they believe they are in the right.”

      “What do they have to fight about?” asked Mr. Smithers. “Someone stole their livestock? Someone borrowed their plow without asking?”

      “That, and who has the deeds to which lands and who legally inherited those lands and who has too much land and who has lost too many children.” Mr. Davies looked me in the eye as if to emphasize his point. “Even amongst themselves they argue about Parris. Some want him heading the Village Church and others cannot wait to see him gone.”

      “Some of these families have been arguing amongst each other for two generations,” Mr. Boxley said. “Tis hard to make sense of the lack of civility they display toward anyone or anything they do not understand. What rude, intolerant people.”

      “When you, of course, have always shown the utmost tolerance.” Father smiled. The men laughed, thinking he teased.

      As though in afterthought, Mr. Davies said to me, a glint in his narrow eyes, “Your wife is from the Village? My blessings on you, young man.”

      “Fear not, young Mr. Wentworth,” the scrannel-looking man said. “We shall not speak of Goody Wentworth as we speak of others in the Village. She must be a worthy woman if a successful young man such as yourself married her.”

      “Mistress Wentworth,” I said. “She may have been born a farmer’s daughter but she is now my wife and is due the respect of her proper place.”

      My fuming heart wanted to continue telling off the oaf, but I silenced myself. I need not have worried. Father, as always, took my side though doing so could have cost him several business associates and quite some profit.

      “My son is right. My daughter-in-law is entitled to her place as are your wives.”

      “We meant no offense to your son or his bride,” said Mr. Davies.

      “Besides,” Father continued, “we cannot make generalizations about those in the Village any more than they can make generalizations of us here in the Town.”

      “Ha!” Mr. Boxley poked Father in the ribs. “They make many proclamations about us. We are sinful. We are wrong. We are bound for Hell. They cannot bear to be in our Church because they cannot stand the proximity to us. They believe themselves to be too Godly for our kind of people.”

      “Ignorant farmers, the lot of them,” the scrannel-looking man said. “When the new Charter arrives and we are a people under law again, we shall put them in their place.”

      Father shook his head. “True, with the loss of the Charter, they lost their ability to make laws. But that frightens them. When people are frightened they become even more far-reaching in their demands.” Father bowed toward the other men. “Now I am afeared I must move along, gentlemen. I shall meet up with you Monday next. As always.”

      Father bowed toward the men, and they returned the gesture. He pointed me away from the shore, leaving behind the hammering of the shipbuilders and the shouts of the fish sellers and the rum-filled laughter of the merchants still scanning the ocean as though waiting for news of their ships. The smell of dried codfish lingered whilst the fishermen rowed toward the bay. I wondered how they kept their stomachs in place jostling against the waves. The further inland Father and I walked the faster our steps became.

      “Those merchants are insufferable fools,” Father said. “You would think they were children, the way they speak.” He removed his hat and scratched his balding head under its wrap.

      “And yet you keep company with them,” I said.

      “We do what we must to keep the business moving forward, James.”

      “Did you hear them? Did you hear how they spoke of Lizzie? Goody Wentworth they called her, as though she were some fisherwoman or farmer’s wife.”

      We neared the road where farmers from the Village carted their flour, salt beef, pork, firewood, and cider to market.

      “What is wrong with fishwomen or farmer’s wives? My father was a sailor, so your grandmother was a sailor’s wife. Lizzie is a farmer’s daughter, so her mother was a farmer’s wife. Don’t point fingers, Son, and never be prideful. Judge not lest ye be judged. We are not all of us cut out for university as you are. Some of us do the best we can with what we have. Let those foolish men be hanged by their own conceit. Let us stand apart and watch them fall.”

      The hammering of the shipbuilders still rattled my brain. “What were they saying about the Reverend Mr. Parris?”

      Father smiled. His love for gossip contributes to the easy friendships he makes. “The Reverend Mr. Parris’ daughter and niece have had a turn, they say. The girls have been overcome with fits. Some say tis the work of Witchcraft. I know you do not believe in Witchcraft, though you realize you are the odd one out on that matter.”

      “I prefer demons I can see,” I said.

      “Aye. But be careful what you wish for. Demons you can see may not be any better than those you cannot. If you can see them, you know they are coming.”

      “If you say so, Father.”

      Father winked at me. “Did you know that Prudence has cast her eye your way?”

      “Prudence?”

      “Aye, James. Prudence.” Father poked me hard in the ribs. “Prudence Connor? My helping-girl? The sister of Patience Connor, your helping-girl?”

      “Ah.” I thought of wispy Patience, thankful for how much help she has been to Lizzie. I struggled to picture her sister in Father’s house, but all I could recall was the sound of pots being scrubbed, floors being swept, and the swish of fast-moving skirts.

      “Ah,” Father said, mimicking my careless attitude. “Prudence asks after you frequently, wondering aloud when you’ll be back, making your favorite lobster stew when she knows you are coming, patting her hair under her coif when she sees you through the window. Whenever you are there she cannot turn her head from you. Thank God you are halo-haired and sky-eyed like your mother. We would not want you short and bald like me.” He laughed at himself.

      “You know I’m married, Father. You helped arrange it all. You were the one who asked Silas for permission for me to pay my respects to Lizzie.”

      “Old Silas did not need much convincing, did he? He knows you and I are upstanding members of Salem Town Society.”

      “Better yet, he knows you have money, a lot of it. You told him you would build a house for Lizzie and me. You told him you would give us the land on which to build that house. I have never seen someone fuss the way you did over every detail inside and out. And that was you at our wedding fussing over the Indian pudding, was it not?” I glanced sideways at Father. He was enjoying my agitation, I could tell. “Your helping-girl knows I’m married, I hope.”

      “Prudence knows you are spoken for, but she does not care. She still thinks of you as the most eligible bachelor in Salem. I lost count of the well-to-do fathers and mothers pushing their daughters in your direction. And not one of those so-called suitable girls caught your eye.” Father laughed so hard he shuddered. “My son does not make a match with a merchant’s daughter or a governor’s daughter. He falls in love with a farmer’s daughter.”

      “You said you do not mind that Lizzie is a farmer’s daughter.”

      “I do not mind, Son. I know you made a perfect match with Elizabeth, as I made a perfect match with your mother. There are no coins, no jewels, no gold that can replace what Elizabeth has brought to your marriage—her heart, as you have brought yours. Tis a father’s dearest wish that his son find a help-meet worthy of him, and you have. Never mind what those dotards by the shore say. Your task is to follow your heart.”

      “Which I did,” I said. “There is no one for me but Lizzie. But can your helping-girl not find a husband of her own?”

      “I think she would if she could, Son, but it appears all the men of marriageable age in these parts are spoken for. She could have Old Man Pemberley, I reckon, but I do not imagine she would want him, broken down and without a shilling to his name. She has found someone else’s husband to her liking. I’m simply letting you know you have an admirer.”

      “The only admiration I need is from Lizzie.” Speaking Lizzie’s name made me long to return home so I changed the subject. “With the Reverend Mr. Parris at the helm of the Church in the Village, do you still believe tis best to allow the Village to have their own Church? They are still petitioning the Town to be let free. Since you are a Selectman you have a say in the matter.”

      Father shook his head. “I say let them have their own Church. Let them show their long, humorless faces to each other. I cannot stand to look upon them.”

      I looked sideways at Father as the lines etched deeper round his mouth. “A moment ago you said we should not judge. That was you, was it not?”

      Father sighed. “You are right, James. Tis my frustration with Parris that makes me speak so. I fear he is creating a divide amongst us. I’m not the only one unhappy with him. Tis the Villagers’ own folly for allowing someone as insufferable as Parris to head their Church. What an unlikable man. Fool!”

      Father said that last word as though he spat a foul taste from his mouth, slapping his hand in the air as though swatting at Parris himself.

      “You do realize that we are members of the Church in Salem Town,” I said. “For all intents and purposes, our Anglicanism has been set aside.”

      Father looked aghast. “Nay! We joined the Church to become a part of the community, to…”

      “Make a profit?” I said. Father looked serious, his slanted eyes now slits, his lips pulled into his mouth. “And all it took was some false piety before the Congregation claiming we found God.”

      “That was no false piety. You have found God, James, have you not?”

      We neared Father’s house. After some thought, I said, “I do not know that I have found God. You know God better than I do, and I know you do not believe in the Puritans’ doctrine.”

      “I lived under Puritan rule in England with Cromwell’s Roundheads after they disposed of the King. I liked it not. Twas 11 years until the new King was restored.”

      “Yet here you bend to their doctrine willingly. We could have accepted the Half-Way Covenant. Many here do so.”

      “We could have. But we did not. Sometimes we must make sacrifices. You’ll learn that for yourself one day.”

      Twas fully dark by then and I no longer cared about Kings or Commonwealths or hard-believing Sinners. I bid Father good night and made my way home. I have never been a night person and always prefer to be home before the sun falls.

      Yet tis still odd when I am at home and realize I feel awkward at times near Lizzie. We are still learning each other, still understanding one another. In one moment I feel as though we have been married all our lives. In the next tis as if we are strangers in close proximity.

      After our evening meal, Lizzie and I sat in our chairs before the hearth, Lizzie sewing whilst I read. Suddenly, I felt an urge to feel her skin against mine so I took her hand. She smiled as I did so, which gave me courage. I leaned my face close to hers and pressed my lips to her temple. Lizzie leaned into me and my blood drained away at the sight of those full berry-like lips. I thought I should say something, start some conversation, but words left me. Finally, I thought to tell her what I heard of Reverend Parris.

      “Did you know them when you lived on the Farms?” I asked. “The Parrises?”

      “A little.” Lizzie resumed her sewing. “Now that I live in the Town I hardly see them except perhaps when I visit Pa and Mary Grace.” Lizzie stared into the red-gold glow of the fire. “Perhaps I should check on them, the girls.”

      “I heard tis an odd illness. Tis not contagious, do you think?”

      “Are the Reverend and his wife ill?”

      “Not as I have heard.”

      Lizzie looked thoughtful as she considered. “Then I would not expect so.”

      “Strange that the girls are so ill but no one else in the household is.”

      “Sometimes illnesses are odd. Sometimes they cannot be explained.”

      I basked in Lizzie’s peach-like glow. How tender she is, how considerate to be worried about sickly girls she hardly knows. I spent the next hour gazing into the deep night of her dark eyes.
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      Cows. I live down the road from cows. I traveled all the way from England expecting the Promised Land, as Father said it would be. He made it sound like a place where gold grew from trees and silver was ripe for the plucking. Instead, I find myself keeping company with kine. In truth, I do not mind them since they make for good, quiet neighbors who spend their days grazing languidly in the boundless fields. Occasionally, one will low, a melancholy sound, but I nod, understanding the lament. I have come to enjoy watching the cows through my window, the animals chewing the cud carefully, one mouthful at a time, looking content with their lot as the long grass slips between their teeth.

      My dearest dream is to take Lizzie, commandeer one of Father’s ships, and sail for England where I can return to my studies. This merchant life does not come naturally to me. Tis Father with the business sense, Father who can talk to anyone, buy anyone ale at the public house, Father who understands how to get what he needs. But one day I shall take Lizzie home. I shall stay awhile yet to help Father, and then I shall take Lizzie and go to where we can be free to live our own lives.

      In truth, I’m tired of working with Father’s ledgers. I’m tired of puzzling out loss or profit for Father’s various importing and exporting ventures. Tis an odd job for me, I reckon. I understand words. I know figures, too, but I do not enjoy their company as well. Figures have to work out correctly. Sums and differences and percentages are simple enough to calculate, yet it causes problems when the numbers do not meet up as they should. I prefer words, reading and reflecting, to maths, multiplying and dividing. With words I can decide for myself what I believe. Tis difficult to have deep, considerate thoughts about a numerical fraction, but then I am no Newton or Descartes.

      I must write down a conversation between Father and myself that occurred this afternoon before it slips from my memory.

      I have asked Father about my grandfather on countless occasions, and on countless occasions I have been rebuffed, which is unlike him. Father is a chatty man if ever I met one. Father and I were at his house sitting at the table before the hearth, I calculating figures as per usual, Father grumbling about a Royal Navy man, a former Royal Navy man, I should say, by the name of Thomas Oliver who owes us money. Father calls this Oliver fellow a sailor. Sailor is not the word I would use. Apparently, this Oliver owes debts along the coast, and probably everywhere else he’s plundered from, but he is more useful than costly, so Father pays Oliver’s obligations with only a few sneering remarks.

      Father looked through the window, the diamond panes casting iridescent shadows on the floor whilst the sun struggled to break through this latest winter storm. There was such sharpness in the air that even before the fire I shivered. Suddenly, Father’s helping-girl scuttered to the frying pan spitting butter everywhere. She stirred the contents of the pan and the room filled with the scent of browning onions. She added salted cod and chopped parsnips and stirred some more. I pressed my spectacles against my nose, hungry suddenly as the sweet smoke wafted in my direction. The girl wiped her hands on her apron, then turned to me, half a peek, and I wondered what held her attention.

      Father nodded at the girl. “Prudence, how fares your youngest sister, Providence?”

      Prudence shrugged. “Providence is afeared of the Devil.”

      “Aren't we all?” Father leaned back in his chair and sipped the tea Prudence placed before him. “I presume your sister has been listening to the sermons of the illustrious Reverend Mr. Parris?”

      “The Devil is here in Salem, Mr. Wentworth. Haven’t you heard?” Prudence peered round the corner and shivered. “The Devil may be in this house right now.”

      “The Devil in Salem? Possibly. In this house? Nonsense. You needn’t fear anything or anyone here, Prudence.” Father winked at me. “I am not the Devil. My son is most certainly not the Devil, so you needn’t sneak glances his way. We have no supernatural affiliations. My son is a mere merchant’s assistant.”

      “A mere merchant’s assistant?” I laughed. “I’m your assistant, Father.”

      “Precisely. You are not one to fear. There are wars with the French and the Indians in Maine where settlers are murdered in their homes. There are battles here in Salem, Villager against Villager, who squabble over land or do not care for the Reverend Mr. Parris. Parris is waging war against whatever ails his girls. But here in this house we wage war against no one.”

      “Exceptin’ the tide, Mr. Wentworth,” Prudence said. “You and your ships are warrin’ against the tide.”

      Father slapped his hand on the table. He looked pleased with the girl. “Too true, Prudence. You are an observant girl, at that.”

      She curtsied as she refilled Father’s teacup. “Thank ye, Mr. Wentworth.”

      After the salted cod with onions and parsnips was served with bread and ale, after the plates were cleared, Prudence left for her own home where she would meet with her sisters Providence and our helping-girl Patience. Twas then Father leaned toward the hearth, his balding head nearly too close to the flames and I was afeared the gray hairs at the back of his skull would catch fire. He looked at me in his usual manner, as though he would search out any secrets, not that I could hide my thoughts from him even if I tried. Then, as if he could read my mind, he said, “So tell me, James, what is it about Salem that sets your very being on edge? The only time you do not look as though you are grating sand between your teeth is when you are with Elizabeth.”

      “I’m not certain I understand it myself, Father. I’m not comfortable here. I would say we should have settled elsewhere, only this is where I found Lizzie.”

      “That’s right, Son. Elizabeth was here, so naturally you would end up where she was. Tis destiny that you two are together.” He blew into his teacup, it still steamed, and he took a long sip. “I did not realize you were so upset at our joining the Town Church as full members, James. You should have said so.”

      “I did not want to cause problems with your business associates, Father. At that moment, I did not mind so much, but now I find I’m a member of a Church I do not believe in.”

      “You still prefer the Anglican ways? There’s an Anglican Church in Boston. I shall not tell if you go there when you wish.”

      “Tis not the Church itself,” I said. “Most people believe in a Hailstone and Hellfire God. A God watching angrily over an Earth populated with heedless sinners. That part of their doctrine does not surprise me. But I do not understand their belief in Predestination. How can our fate be determined before we are born by a God who takes vile pleasure in withholding love from His creatures?”

      “The Puritan God is an offended God, and an offended God believes in His righteousness and His judgments before He believes in His people. Or at least that is what they want you to believe.”

      “But the Puritans came here seventy years ago seeking salvation from persecution.”

      “Aye, but after the starving years they prospered.”

      “The starving years?”

      “Aye, Son. You have been spared the back-grinding labor of we ordinary men. The Puritans, for whatever you think of their beliefs, chopped down trees with naught but small axes until their hands were blistered and raw. They built the homes they lived in. They ate whatever they could find, which during those first winters was little enough. Those who survived prospered. After they prospered, others such as us, who do not share their beliefs, followed to see what successes we might discover for ourselves. Some came believing they were promised God, some came believing they were promised Gold, and some came believing they were promised the chance for a better life. We cannot allow others to determine our fate. We must keep our eye on our goal.”

      “Which is?”

      “You know the story, James. I was born to a poor family. I had humble beginnings. But I learned of the need for English goods such as textiles, metalware, and hardware on this side of the Atlantic. Then I recognized the English need for tobacco, sugar, and cotton, so I worked, and I saved, and then I supplied whatever I could wherever I could. London is a gateway to the rest of the world, so I set up shop and watched my business grow. After your mother died I decided I would be better off on this side of the Atlantic. Here we can see where our wits might take us.” Father poked the flames to life and leaned toward their warmth. “Tis no surprise I found my fortune as a merchant. The sea is in our blood. My father was a sailor, as was his father before him, and his before him.”

      I slapped both hands on the back of Father’s chair, I laughed so hard. “You did not look as though the sea was in your blood when we stepped off the ship from England. I thought you were going to trample the captain himself in your haste to be on steady land. You were looking rather mawkish, and, if I recall, I had to catch you to keep you from hitting the dock face first.”

      “No one could wait to get off that creaking woodpile, James. And you were an odd shade of green yourself.  Never was there a more perfect Hell on Earth than being trapped in the confines of that dark, narrow ship in the middle of the ocean with no way off and no way out whilst the waves slapped your innards round for suet. Besides, I did not want to leave myself to the fate my father suffered. As a merchant and a shipbuilder, I can still follow previous generations of Wentworth men onto the high seas but I need not travel across the water so often myself.” Father placed a steady hand on my shoulder. “You shall be a different kind of Wentworth, Son. An educated man. And tis a fine thing. But I felt it my destiny to follow the path of my father, even if I hardly remember him.”

      “Tis true, then? Your father died at sea?”

      Father’s eyes narrowed. “He went to sea when I was a lad and never returned.” His shoulders slumped as though heavy with the memory. “Twas odd, though. Others from his voyage said he returned with them. They said he was with them the whole time. And yet.”

      “And yet?”

      “He never came home. My mother was certain he must have fallen overboard when the others were not looking, but with the ship’s watch, with all the men everywhere, that never sounded likely to me.”

      “What do you think happened?”

      “I could not say. But I have spent my whole life wondering. One day I finally accepted that I shall never see him again.” He shook his head. “Some ailment or accident stopped him from coming home. I do not believe twas something he chose.  Something took him away from his family, something beyond his control. To this day I believe he would have come home if he could have.”

      “I’m certain of it, Father.”

      “And now Massachusetts is home. We are blessed with the opportunity and blessed that you have found Elizabeth. I think of her as my own daughter, you know.”

      “I know, Father,” I said.

      I could see he was tired and wanted an early night. That was well by me. Now, as I sit before the window, staring into the gusts of trembling wind pushing the oak tree as though it would slam the branches to the ground, I’m reminded to be thankful for what I have received here in the Massachusetts Bay Colony—Lizzie.

      

      Everything changed when I met Lizzie. When I first noticed her I pressed my spectacles against my nose to be certain I saw clearly. Surely, I must have been imagining this dark-haired Angelic beauty. Twas more than the wisps of chocolate-colored curls slipping out from under her white cap, more than her full lips the color of ripe cherries, more than her peach-like complexion. Twas more than the wide, inquisitive chocolate-colored eyes. Her external beauty is merely a physical manifestation of her internal beauty, and that is the woman I was, and still am, eager to know.

      Twas merely chance that I was at that house in the Village that autumn day, but that is how Fate works, is it not? Sometimes when we do not mean for anything to happen, everything happens. Ned Rood, the head carpenter for Father’s ships, has family in the Village down the field from the Joneses, who were newly arrived from England and settling into their leased farm. Rood invited Father to the meal his wife planned to welcome the Joneses to Massachusetts. Father, always a congenial man, was more than happy to take up the invitation and he brought me along.

      Silas Jones is a farmer who had fallen on hard times in England, so much so that he decided to try his luck in New England. Twice widowed, Silas has a son from his first marriage who had already trained as a surveyor and settled in New York. He brought both of his daughters from his second marriage with him across the ocean. Ned Rood informed Father that the Joneses had been headed to Connecticut where those of their Quaker faith are more welcome. Then Silas met someone aboard ship who knew of a farm for let in Salem. Though the rocky ground here is not so conducive to growing things, Silas was convinced into settling in Massachusetts.

      I watched the eldest daughter, Elizabeth, as she brushed an escaped dark curl from her mouth whilst caring for her younger sister, Mary Grace, with such tenderness. We were popping corn, shuffling the long shaker over the fire, listening to the pop! as the kernels burst into tender fluffs that we put into a bowl, smothered in butter and salt, and ate by the fistful. Watching Lizzie, seeing her contentment in such a simple thing—making popcorn with Mary—brought me joy unlike any I have ever known.

      At that moment I knew I wanted to marry Elizabeth Jones. I wanted that kind of joy in my life. Though we were strangers, I knew I would love her, if I did not love her already. This marriage had to be for love since she was a farmer’s daughter and would bring nothing of financial value or social status to our union. But I am one of the lucky ones. Father did not press me to make a more profitable arrangement, as I might have done had I married a more privileged daughter. Father allowed me to follow my heart, which is so rarely done, but then he is a rare man.

      And I do love her. Though I am still learning her, learning her ways, I love her. Tis not logic that tells me so. Tis instinct. In the most secret chamber in my heart, I knew that if Lizzie was half the woman she appeared to be then she would be a miracle. And she is—a miracle. The more I learn of Elizabeth Wentworth, the more I know Fortune smiles upon me.
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      The branches of the tree outside reach like decrepit fingers for the frozen ground. Not one person has passed for more than two hours. I know we are not the only inhabitants in Salem Town, but it feels as though we are. On my way home from Father’s I studied the one-room structures with thatched roofs and precariously leaning chimneys and windows with oiled paper and no glass. The red barn with the shingled roof, where the blacksmith lives and works, pokes out, a ray of color in the bleak landscape. The wooden boxes people here call houses are brown, the trees are brown, the sea looks brown, and the ground, though frozen, is brown.

      And again I wonder—where is everyone in this New World? Perhaps some have been scared away whilst the Pox still rages. People worry about the Invisible World? The Pox is Invisible too, waiting like wickedness to grab you by the throat and throttle you until you die. People in Salem, Town and Village, traipse about on the tips of their toes, silently, as though the Pox will not find them if it cannot hear them. If we are lucky, it shall pass over us the way God passed His plague over the Israelites. Many here, especially in the Village, would paint blood over their doorways if they were not afeared of being fined by the Church for doing so.

      My hand shudders as I think of the Clarksons. Though they were our closest neighbors we did not see them often and only knew they had been struck by illness after Mr. Boxley mentioned it to Father. Overnight, it seemed, the family became feverish, with aching and vomiting, and once the pustules came they were not long for this world. Despite my protestations, Lizzie tended them. She would not let them suffer alone. Thank the Lord, Lizzie is untouched. The whole episode, from beginning to end, was less than one week. I pray tis not soon repeated.

      Meanwhile, the fear of Indians remains. I heard tell that the Indians can sneak up on you as silently as the Pox itself and capture you unawares. There was violence as a result of King Philip’s War, another of the constant battles between settlers and natives. Maine is all but uninhabitable now, and many have fled here to Massachusetts for sanctuary. As if that is not enough, arguments between Town and Village still rage. Mary told us so. My sister-in-law is precocious for a ten-year-old. Silas left Mary here so he could go about his business in the Town undisturbed. Of course, Lizzie loves any time she has with her young sister. Mary is a good helper to Lizzie, and Lizzie dotes on the girl.

      “Pa says the Village is desperate to break away from the Town,” Mary said. She looked at me whilst she mended the white coif in her hand. “What do you think, Brother? Will the Town Selectmen allow it?”

      I stifled a laugh, thinking twas not much different speaking with my young sister-in-law than with the men by the docks. I kept my voice serious. “I believe negotiations are underway about who owes what to whom and how much. My father believes tis the Village that will owe the Town.”

      “Pa says the Town will lose the Villagers’ tax money since the Villagers wish to keep everything for themselves,” Mary said.

      “And what is your opinion on the matter, Mary Grace?” Lizzie asked, her voice serious as well. “Do you think the Town should let the Village go?”

      Mary’s eyes grew narrow as she considered. “It seems a foolish move for the Village to break away from the Town, the Town being so much more prosperous than the Village. But Pa says the Villagers are insistent. The Villagers believe themselves more God-fearing than the people in the Town. Reverend Parris says the Townspeople are only concerned about profits, not God, and they care more about the cut of their clothing or the jewels they wear.” The gold of Lizzie’s wedding ring caught a flash of firelight, leaving an amber glow on the table. Mary shrugged. “I did not mean either of you. I know you are both good in the grace of God.”

      “So I hope.” Lizzie made bread the New England way, with cornmeal, corn flour, cranberries, crushed seeds, and sugar. She stirred the ingredients whilst adding one spoonful of boiling water at a time. She gestured to Mary, who put aside her mending to break the dough into rounds. Lizzie dropped the rounds one by one into a pot of boiling water. “Take them out with the tongs as soon as they start to float, Mary.”

      Mary nodded. “Have you heard about Betty Parris, Lizzie, have you?” Lizzie pointed to the boiling water where the doughy patties floated to the top and Mary turned back to her task. Her voice lost none of its excitement. “They say she has been touched by Black Magick, by the very Devil himself! In Church on Sundays Reverend Parris has been saying the Devil is in Salem! Reverend Parris says we are not being good, and God is not happy with us, which puts us in even more danger of being overtaken by Evil.” Mary leaned toward Lizzie. “Reverend Parris says the Devil has come! Do you think we should be afeared, Lizzie? Of the Devil?”

      “Ha!” Silas stood in the hall rubbing a weathered hand against his chin. I had not heard him come in. “Mary Grace, if I’ve told you once I’ve told you a hundred times, be done with that nonsense. No more repeating what Reverend Parris says.”

      “Are you saying Reverend Parris doesn’t know what he’s talking about?” Mary looked aghast. “He’s a Reverend, Pa. He knows all about God and the Devil.”

      Silas sighed. “Mary, you know perfectly well we’re Quakers.”

      “But we do not sit with Friends here,” Mary said. “Here we listen to Reverend Parris.”

      “Well.” Silas stared hard at his youngest daughter. “Here in Massachusetts they never took much of a liking to Quakers. We go to Parris’ Church because…”

      “Tis easier to do what others are doing, Mary,” I said. “Tis why my father and I joined the Town Church.”

      “We do our duty to their Church and they leave us alone,” Silas said.

      Silas told Mary to gather her things. He nodded at Lizzie, formally shook my hand, which I told him he needn’t do, we are family now, so he shook my hand again. Lizzie plucked the rounds from the water, dropped them into a basket, and sent her father and Mary home with plenty.

      I took a round with my fingertips since twas still hot and bit into the crusty dough. Then I realized. “Has Patience gone so soon? Tis early yet.”

      “Patience has returned home. Her youngest sister is ill.”

      “Still? I remember the other sister saying so some weeks back. What is her name? I can never remember.”

      “The eldest sister is Prudence. But Providence, the youngest, is worse and their mother has a weak chest and cannot tend the girl.”

      I heard thunder crack in the distance, the threat of a nor’easter. The window over the table let in whispers of storm light.

      I reached for Lizzie but she pulled away, laughing. She stirred a pottage of pease then dropped bacon, celery, endive, and spinach into the broth. She tasted, shrugged, added sorrel and mint, then took a plate of chopped leeks and added butter. She knocked everything into the skillet, which she placed over the fire, shaking it so the butter would not burn. Satisfied that everything was well cooked, she plated two large helpings and set them on the table. I poured ale into our mugs and we sat together.

      “Mary did make me curious,” Lizzie said. “Is there more news about the negotiations between Town and Village?”

      “Father is frustrated. The Villagers do not want to compromise. Those in the Town do not want to compromise. I cannot see how any of it will be settled.”

      “The people on the Farms face many challenges, James. They’re on their own in a way we aren’t here in the Town. They want to make decisions about how they use their money. That doesn’t seem unreasonable.”

      “Yet they still want the Town to pay for some of their upkeep.”

      “Tis important to the Villagers that they decide how they live. The Church is the cornerstone of their lives and they want the right to run it as they think best. Tis why the first settlers came to Massachusetts.”

      I finished my pottage in two more spoonfuls, then scooped the remaining onions and celery onto my bread. “How did you learn to repress your opinions in a way that did not attract the ire of the Puritans when you lived in the Village?” I asked. “As Silas said, you are Quakers, after all.”

      “We kept our prayers to ourselves, as I do here. As for my opinions, I don’t recall being asked my opinions when I lived in England.  What woman is asked for her opinions?”

      I grasped Lizzie’s hand. “I hope Mistress Wentworth knows that in this house, in my ears, her opinions are most welcome.” Lizzie smiled. “In fact, her opinions are necessary for my welfare as well as my sanity. And you may pray however you feel is right, Lizzie. You need not hide your beliefs from me.”

      Lizzie turned her eyes to the rug beneath her feet. “I know we have only been married this short time, Husband, but I thank God for you every night in my prayers. I have seen women with their husbands, Goody Good and others, and I see how they suffer because of the bad nature of the men they married. How fortunate I am to have married such a wonderful man who is also easy to look at.” She blushed as she squeezed my fingers. Twas inviting, the look of heat upon her cheeks.

      “And I, who have seen men with their scolding wives, thank God for you as well. I do not know what I did to win your hand, Lizzie, but I promise I shall spend every moment for the rest of my life doing everything I can to deserve it. And you are the one who is easy to look at.”

      I wanted to say more, as I felt Lizzie did, but we were both shy again. Lizzie took our emptied plates to the washing pot, dipped the plates in water, and scrubbed them with a cloth.

      Grasping for something to talk about, I said, “I do not think I could live in the Village. The Villagers would not have me anyway. They believe the prosperity we have here in the Town threatens their Godly virtue.”

      “You do not share their Godly virtue?”

      I sighed. Tis hard to explain, even to Lizzie. “I do not believe in an angry God,” I said. “I do not believe in a vengeful God who punishes all sins great and small. I do not believe sleeping in Church is a sin that should be punished by whipping, and I do not believe that every time someone falls ill tis the handiwork of the Devil. I’m not sure I believe in the Devil.”

      “Nay?”

      “We do not need Satan to cause us suffering. We need only the selfishness of human nature to create Hell on Earth. We all struggle between Good and Evil, but tis our own choices that bring about consequences, not the decisions of Invisible Beings. I know the Puritans believe that the Devil selects the weakest amongst us to carry out his wrongdoings. But who judges what is the Devil’s work and what is human nature at its worst? What is caused by mercenary supernatural forces, and what is caused by self-serving people?”

      “So what kind of God do you believe in then?” Lizzie’s dark eyes sparkled in the orange-blue glow of the hearth flames.

      “I believe in a God who says let he who is without sin cast the first stone. A God of Salvation. A God of Lovingkindness. A God of Mercy. A compassionate God. A God of turn the other cheek and helping the ill and the poor and a God of forgiving others when they know not what they do.”

      “That is the God I believe in too.” Lizzie leaned toward me. I’m certain we bonded at that moment. “Did you know there were many in the Village who told me not to marry you?”

      “That cannot be true. I did not know anyone on the Farms before I met you.”

      “The Putnams spread the gossip. They said that you and Father are wealthy merchants who live in the heathen-filled Town. And you both dress well, in the finest fashions from London and Paris, and Father wears jewels on every finger and employs servants by the dozens.”

      “Which part of that is true except that Father and I live in the Town?”

      “Tis not what is true, Husband. Tis what they believe. They believe you have gone to the Devil.” She leaned toward me, her cherry-like lips pressing together, begging to be kissed.

      “I’m glad you chose not to take their advice.”

      “The Putnams may have their influence in the Village, but I wasn’t
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