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Chapter One

[image: image]


No one could possibly understand what the day meant for him. Samuel Parris paced the floor of their narrow Boston townhouse, tucking and re-tucking his loose-fitting white shirt into his breeches. “And look at this collar, Elizabeth. Why can’t that African starch a simple shirt after 

all these years?”

Elizabeth Parris sat on the edge of their bed brushing her husband’s waistcoat. “Tituba ironed it twice. I see nothing amiss.” 

“This appointment with Cotton Mather is a blessing for us and I must be presentable.” His outward appearance was something to hide behind, as if it kept others from seeing the pounding inside his chest. 

Cotton Mather was the grandson and son of the Puritan church leaders John Cotton and Increase Mather. Although congregational ministers were equal in rank, the Mathers were considered by many to be first among equals. 

“If Mr. Mather cannot tip the scales for me to secure that vacant pulpit in Salem Village, we shall soon be paupers.”

Three years at Harvard studying the classics had not prepared him to manage worldly matters in Barbados nor here in Boston.

Elizabeth helped him into his doublet and jacket. He eyed her as she smoothed out the fabric; she was always the calmest person, but blast it, there was no sign she understood what wracked him. 

Nor could he say it; this is maybe his last chance to find a life that pleased God and brought down His blessings. 

She dusted his shoulder one more time. “Do not fear God’s will today.” 

“Do you think I fear it?” he snapped. 

Of course, he feared God’s will. Samuel chided himself for his sharp tone. She meant well. He tugged at his collar again. “Mather must have noticed me during the weekly Scripture discussions at the meetinghouse. I’ve helped as much as any of his deacons, too. You don’t think he might suspect my knowledge of our convention of faith because my father adhered to the Church of England; don’t look at me that way, I know how they are.” 

He glanced at his slave Tituba entering the room without a sound, eyes cast down at her folded hands. “Where are my boots?”

“Akanni is cleaning them, Master.” 

“They best be well brushed, and a better job than this collar.” The twelve-year-old needed closer supervision. “Hurry him.” 

He rechecked the jacket buttons until Tituba left them. 

“I do not fear God’s will, Elizabeth.” He said it as much to assure himself rather than as a rebuke. He was worn out after months of demonstrating his faith during forays to far-off farming communities looking for a pastor. The trips began with hopeful good cheer but ended with sober reflection and maddening uncertainty. Last week the tiny hamlet of Stow offered only a pittance for pay and constant threat of Indian attack. At the least, he needed a decent wage to provide for his family. Accepting less would sidestep his responsibility before God and his community.

“I know it will go well, Samuel. Our family is already proof He loves us. Our daughter Betty is healthy, and my niece Abigail is settling in nicely.”

That part was true. The care and protection of children was the highest requirement of good citizenship and the proof was there for all to see. But today, he needed more; a glimmer, that’s all, a glimmer of proof that he was in good standing with the Almighty. He was offering to serve Him with what he regarded as his best skills, virtues, actually. Clear thinking and discipline were his strong points. As a minister, he could discern sin from virtue, truth from falseness. And if the Creator was merciful today, Mr. Mather would see he possessed the knowledge and skills to teach the chosen people to live by the absolute and undeniable truth revealed in Scripture. 

He needed a ministry for the solid footing it promised. No more for him, the life of commerce with its whimsical market and unreliable men who shirked paying their honest debts.

Elizabeth had turned to other work, hanging the jacket he usually wore on the door hook and brushing it clean. She was doing the same on his woolen breeches as he watched. Her calm demeanor was one of several reasons he had wooed her after opening his business in Boston ten years ago. They signed the civil marriage contract within months. He didn’t know of her poor health, but fair enough, she knew nothing of his liquidity problems. 

He’d given everyone many reasons why he’d sold the plantation he inherited in Barbados. The poor weather, the economy, and the smallpox decimation of his slave workforce had all excused his inability to run the place at a profit. The larger plantation owners had pounced to buy him out at a depressed price. Still, that sale of the plantation and the seventy remaining slaves gave him enough capital to masquerade as an island gentleman even though his export and land agency in Barbados was failing. And as badly as that ended, his recent business venture in Boston did no better. 

Elizabeth Eldridge. Born and raised in Boston, she seemed the perfect match for him. Her father had proved his fierce rejection of the Church of England and its papist influences, and her own devotion to God was never in doubt by anyone. The Puritan patina she provided made life in the city of open sewers and forever damp and tight quarters bearable if not profitable. And it was more important now as he answered his new calling as a clergyman. 

John Indian, his other adult slave, arrived at the bedroom door carrying Parris’ spotless and buffed boots. It was clear he had done them rather than his son, Akanni. After pulling them on, he stood to allow Elizabeth to survey him one last time. She took his hands. “At first, I was not eager to leave when you became interested in Salem Village’s congregation. But now, having prayed over it, I feel certain God will grant your desire and I welcome it.”

Elizabeth kissed him hard. “Now leave. You have no time to spare. And you are as handsome as always, Reverend Parris.” 

He returned her encouragement with a dubious look. She would be optimistic. Failure was never just around the corner for her. 

“Project confidence, and Mr. Mather will respond as you wish.” Elizabeth led him to the stairs and watched him descend before returning to her sewing. 

Parris descended the steps while suppressing an impulse to call the entire visit off as a waste of time. But at the front door he thought his wife might watch for him through the upstairs bedroom window, and so, Parris sucked in a deep breath and set off at a firm pace, stepping carefully over numerous piles of horse manure in the street. 

The streets were uncrowded because Boston was still recovering from yet another unpredictable pox outbreak. Sinfulness had brought it again, certainly. And while the disease raged, people cowered indoors and searched their souls. But when the angel of death retreated from his mission and worthy souls recovered their health, people ventured out timidly, but only to conduct overdue business or necessary personal matters. Samuel Parris’ business was personal—and urgent. 

His uncle John Oxenbridge suggested he seek personal counsel from Mather. As much as Parris disliked asking for favors, even from family, his uncle had offered to open a door. It was time to forget scruples. He had to provide for his family and make a new start. And he needed God to smile on him again. 

Yes, Elizabeth was right. He must sound like a confident preacher might. Make clear how, with divine grace, he would care for the souls of his congregants. He pulled on the cursed shirt collar again as he turned a corner. 

When Parris reached the street running into North Square, the appearances of the homes and shops made his own street seem like a workmen’s lane. He stopped at Mather’s three-story brick residence marked by multiple gables and a high-pitched roof. The leaded diamond-shaped glass panes in the casement windows sparkled. Once he might have afforded this kind of neighborhood. He looked east and west and, seeing no one, straightened his jacket before mounting the stone steps to the varnished double doors. Someday he might move into a place like this. God willing. 

Parris hammered the brass knocker an extra time or two. He refrained from gawking through the glass panel next to the door frame, not wanting to appear like an awed supplicant. When the door did not open, his blood rushed. Was the appointment today?

He knocked harder. And waited. And then he peered through the side glass into a large dark-paneled hallway. No movement. Parris felt like kicking himself in frustration but got a grip on his emotions. Well he did, and just in time, too as the door opened a few inches. 

A small woman dressed in the simple blue attire of servants and slaves squinted. “Yes?”

“Reverend Samuel Parris, for Mr. Mather.” The pretender already. He felt sweat beads on his upper lip and swiped at them. Be bold. 

“This way, sir. Mr. Mather is in his study.” She led him across the parlor and bade him to wait while she walked to a heavy oak door and knocked once before opening it. “Your appointment is here. A Mr. Samuel Parris.” 

“Thank you, Jenny. How now, Mr. Parris?” From the next room, the voice of a master. “Excuse me while I finish the last few paragraphs here. Please sit. And Jenny, tell Mrs. Mather we shall have a guest for dinner.” 

Parris took a seat at the window bench of Cotton Mather’s parlor, eschewing the white ash Brewster chairs near the fire. The large central hearth was putting out too much heat for his comfort. During the walk to North Square, despite the chill of early spring, he had been sweating from anticipation. 

Parris reviewed once again what he needed most from this meeting: he needed a benefactor. 

The daily burden of his dwindling inheritance money clogged his mind with a constant refrain: you were an inept planter. At this moment, he carried it further. Had you worked harder, you might have kept God’s favor instead of begging for Mather’s favor today. He closed his eyes to pray for calmness.

At the sound of rapid footsteps on the hardwood floor Parris straightened. The short plump man entering the room rubbed at brown-black ink stains on his hand and fingers. Parris thought he detected a look of surprise on Mather’s face, as though he’d forgotten the reason for the meeting, but upon making eye contact, his tone was warm. “Mr. Parris, is it? Welcome.” He extended a soft hand and Parris stood to take it. “My day has been so full. I confess to wishing I could be two places at once.” 

Parris looked down from his six-foot height. Longish hair framed Cotton Mather’s pink face, extending back over his collar. 

“The wait was nothing at all, sir. I’ve been admiring your library.” 

Cotton beamed as though the library was a favored child. “Herr Gutenberg did God’s work. His holy word is now in every home.” Mather admired his leather-bound collection. “And as for my humble collection...” He swept his arm in a wide arc toward the walls. “There we have the holy books in the sacred languages, Hebrew, Greek and Latin. And in this corner the works of our greats, Keeble, Burton and Glanvill.” 

He moved closer to the shelves, touching the book spines. “Sermons by the most inspired divines from England like Mr. Baxter, and my grandfather John Cotton and my father.” He stared at them a moment. “One hopes his own poor sermons and commentaries will be read as widely as theirs.” 

Parris wondered at the seeming false humility of this man of stature. Everyone read Cotton Mather.

“You don’t read the heresy out of the Royal Society, do you, Mr. Parris?”

“I do not. Searching outside Scripture for God’s plan is the Devil’s work, isn’t it?” 

“Quite.”

Parris savored his response. It came off his tongue rather well. Emboldened, he considered showing his knowledge of Scripture. But before he could say a word, and, to his relief, Mrs. Mather called them to the midday meal. 

The small dining area near the kitchen surprised him. It was windowless and walled with wide floor-to-ceiling hardwood panels. A half dozen sconces lit the room with a warm glow from bayberry candles. 

The tantalizing aromas from the table almost made Parris faint. He had not eaten since yesterday and he was ravenous. At table they dug into dishes of marrow bones, poached cod, and a loin of veal. It was the best he had eaten in a long while. Better than the efforts of his slave Tituba. Although, he considered as he dug into the pink slice of meat laid before him, he didn’t provide Elizabeth with the means to buy anything better. 

After a serving of dried fruit sweetened with cane juice, Mather led Parris back to the parlor, and took his place in a large leather wing chair near the hearth. Parris pulled one of the Brewster chairs across from him and waited for Mather to speak. 

“So, what may I help you with today?”

The sumptuous meal filling him, Parris launched into his reason for coming. “One always wants to follow the family business, I suppose. But unlike my father, I found no way to reconcile the mercantile life with the reason God placed me on earth. I have the mettle to mediate between God and his chosen people here in our colony if given a chance.” 

“Then God bless you.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Mather.” Push on, he told himself. “Recently I gave several demonstration sermons to the Salem farmers. Thomas Putnam Jr. and the village committee have expressed some interest in me, but they have not yet invited me to negotiate a contract. Would you happen to know any people there?”

“His grandfather, old Thomas Putnam, was an honorable man.” Mather seemed to recede into his thoughts. Was he perhaps hesitating? 

Parris forced himself to speak. “Mr. Mather, may we speak candidly? What advice can you give me about securing this position?”

Mather pulled an ear as though searching for gentle words to answer a fool. “These are difficult days even for men holding a master’s degree in Divinity, Mr. Parris. The competition here in Boston has forced them to accept part-time and interim positions.” 

“Yes. After I responded to the Lord’s call, I saw how acute the competition was for the scarce paid openings.” He picked at a fingernail, holding his breath. Patience, he told himself. 

Mather burped. “That veal was tasty, but my indigestion is raising its flame.” He gulped for air and swallowed. “As I was saying, these times are challenging. The economy flips this way and that for many reasons. For instance, there is the growing uncertainty whether the Crown will recognize our Puritan freedoms in the new charter being planned in London.” 

Parris knew it was not just freedom to practice the faith that needed protection. The real battle was for the Puritan church to keep the power to govern, and why not? This, he told himself, is what he needed, nearness to this center of influence and security. 

Parris paid closer attention as Mather continued. “Old land boundaries under the revoked charter are under question now, and the uncertainty slows cultivation and development. Those farmers in Salem Village are resisting their obligation to contribute to the larger Salem Town militia. They argue their homes are vulnerable to Indian attacks when they are drilling miles away in Salem. And well they should. Given the nasty skirmishes with the Abenaki tribe and their French allies.”

Parris added, “With good leadership in the meetinghouse, they will find God’s providence to support them.” 

“Remind me again, Mr. Parris, how many in your household?”

He stiffened, wondering if the man was about to dissuade him from pursuing an outlying pulpit on account of the dangers to his family.

“A wife and child make three of us, plus a young niece, and I have three slaves from my father’s estate.” 

“Few country pastors can afford slaves.” 

“I inherited them. My African woman, Tituba, never causes trouble, and she follows every instruction without objection. She cares for our children and the household when my wife is not in the best of health. Her husband, John Indian, is capable with livestock and I shall lend him out to earn money. They have a son. I hope to lease him out like his father, as soon as he is able.” 

Mather had been nodding his head in a pastor’s way, saying yes, and yes, until Parris finished speaking. “I wonder if you have the tenacity, the spirit of sacrifice, for your vocation, Mr. Parris.” 

“What do you mean, sir?”

“Men of God must prepare for the imminent, our imminent reckoning. The coming of days are nigh. The Devil and his dark hosts are backed up and preparing for the final fight. Will you be able to join us as harbingers of biblical prophecy?”

Parris suppressed a smile. On this subject he could converse for hours. “You will not find one more committed to this calling than me.” 

Mather nodded, at least at the brevity of his answer. “As for those dear brothers in Christ of Salem Village.... They have a poor record of abiding by agreements with their ministers. They forced out the last three. Be adamant for your needs.”

Parris searched the man’s face. Was he offering encouragement? 

Mather coughed dryly and called out for drinks. “They want a covenanted congregation and an ordained pastor. It is their weak spot. Between us, their desire for a covenanted church is part of their plan to break from the control of Salem Town.”

Parris gripped the arms of the chair to keep himself steady. Go on. Show Mather what you know, he thought. “I know they have two or three powerful clans. The Putnams supported the last minister.” 

“Yes, Deodat Lawson was their choice, until they decided against him.” 

Mather scratched his shaved chin as the servant brought their drinks. “Mr. Parris—Samuel—your uncle says you are a discreet man, so I will speak plain. I want to help you. But the Putnams are a tough lot. They have lived in the civil courts battling neighbors in Salem and Topsfield. They think using the law helps them get their way.” Mather laughed, almost to himself. “They do not differ from many of our people, but they are wrong. Solutions to all conflicts come from Scripture, through us the ministers as their mediators and not the magistrates and judges of cold civil law. Are you ready for the challenges?”

“I did at one time have some negotiating skills,” Parris said. “Perhaps I shall navigate their rivalries and resolve disputes as an interested pastor.”

Mather leaned toward Parris. “But beware in your relationships with them. They will use you to support their conflicts.” 

Bile rose into Parris’ throat and he wanted to think it was from the heavy meal. “I will dedicate my entire being to God’s work, favoring no one.” He wiped his hands on his thighs. It was time to press for the ultimate favor. “I wonder if you might do something more for me, Reverend Mather.” 

“What is it?” 

“If you could put in a word... somewhere, I shall be everlastingly in your debt.” 

Mather clapped his hands, startling Parris. “Quite. But we must use care. As you know, our congregations are fiercely independent.” Mather’s smile looked almost conspiratorial, and it unsettled Parris. Was there something he missed?

“I shall make further inquiry on your behalf to pastor Higginson in Salem Town, in occulto. The village must not sense outside interest in their internal affairs.”

With what he needed so seemingly near, Parris could not help second guessing himself. Mather appeared so quick to help him, an under-educated supplicant. Had he taken on a personal indebtedness to this man unnecessarily? 

He managed half a smile, hoping it showed proper gratitude. When Mather raised his cup to empty it, Parris heaved a breath and repeated in his head: all is well—all is well. He might have just secured the best ally in the colony. 

“Give us two weeks then, and ready yourself for a call from the villagers. Demand every guarantee for your personal needs, Mr. Parris.” Mather stood. “Because once in office, you must feed your congregation the bitter and the sweet of Scripture’s messages. There can be no conflict of interest between saving souls to honor God and your family’s requirements.”

“Thank you, sir. I know I shall succeed.” Parris could not think of an apt scriptural reference because he was already considering Thomas Putnam and the committee in Salem Village. With a sense of newfound confidence, he would show them what an experienced negotiator could get. 

Mather put a finger to his nose as if remembering one more thing. At his bookshelves, he reached above his head to pull down a dusty volume. “Take this Perkins octavo...” He wiped the leather cover and read the title aloud, “Discourse of the Damned Art of Witchcraft. Remember, we have great power from the Lord, but Revelations seventeen: fourteen tells us, ‘There are Devils even among the holy saints.’” 

“Thank you. And our simultaneous duty from Exodus twenty-two: eighteen. ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.’”

“There it is.” Mather nodded approval. He stood back a moment staring at Parris. “Yes, and I want you to have this, too.” He turned back to the shelves and standing on his toes pulled more books. “Trapp’s Commentaries are invaluable. As the Romans said, 'ab ovo usque ad mala,' a meal from the eggs to the apple dessert. I relied on Trapp when I began preaching.” 

He took Parris by the sleeve and led him toward the doorway. Parris abruptly shortened his stride to avoid clipping his host’s heels on account of Mather’s smaller steps. 

Mather turned to send him off. “Pray remember me to your family, Mr. Parris.”

“I shall. God be with you, Mr. Mather.”

Parris made his way down the street to a corner just beyond sight from Mather’s with the books in his arms. He let loose a yelp that echoed in the empty street. Kissing the great Mather’s hand had been well worth it. This new association was a sign of better days ahead. 

He hurried homeward, a fresh bounce in his step. Yes, in his bones he was certain of this good turn. He would get the pulpit in Salem farms and then he would remind his congregants, with the fire of truth, that failing to honor Christ is to side with the Devil. Parris liked the ring of that last phrase. He would use it in a sermon one day—after he negotiated a suitable contract with those rough farmers. 
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Chapter Two
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Tituba and Mistress Parris sat near the small hearth, repairing worn clothing when Master fairly skipped into the room. Tituba watched him drop a stack of books on a table and toss his coat on the wall peg. He had been out of sorts earlier, griping over his shirt collar. She prepared for more now. 

“I have good news!” 

Mistress lowered her needle and smiled at her husband. 

“Mr. Mather will help me secure the pulpit in Salem farms.”

“That is glorious news!"

The wide grin on the master’s face, a rarity, looked almost comical. 

“He said he likes my approach to serving God and wants to help me.” He clapped his hands. “I shall have an answer in two weeks! I feel it, Elizabeth. God is smiling on me once again and Mr. Mather will come through.” 

Tituba looked to her work as he chortled. True to her name’s meaning in the old Yoruba language, Tituba was first an appeaser. For more than thirty years, since slavers kidnapped them from her village, Tituba lived by the promise her Mama forced from her to always appease. She said it was the only way to survive the red-faced Englishmen. Today, like every other day, Tituba stifled her judgment on the fickle nature of the master. She knew his mood could turn yet again to gloom followed by a hint of lightness, followed by more gloom or outbursts of anger. Mistress labored to keep him level and for that Tituba was grateful, even though Mistress was not always successful.

Tituba’s two highest concerns were to appease the master and to nurture her young son. The slavers had killed her Mama in Africa, and she would make certain Akanni learned how to survive so he would not be lost to her, too. 

“Tituba, come. We shall celebrate,” Master said.

At least for now, his spirits were up. Whatever had occasioned that, she and her family might benefit from his present good humor. 

Master dug into the purse on his belt and pulled out six pence. “Tonight, we shall feast and give thanks. Out with you, Tituba. Fresh bread, and a leg of lamb. And a bottle of Spanish wine.” 

Tituba was eager to comply. She pulled on her well patched wool cloak and braced for the chill on the street. Even in springtime, the Massachusetts weather forced everyone to bundle up, and most still wore hooded winter cloaks. She dressed like all the others and took comfort in that. Few would notice her complexion as she headed to the market shops. Except for her hands peeking from her long sleeves, nothing betrayed that she was not white. She tired of the local English children and more than a few adults pointing at her in public. There were hardly any Africans here, compared to the thousands in the Indies of her youth.

She bought wine at a shop three blocks from home, and the bread next door. When she headed toward the butcher shop, Tituba turned a corner and halted as though jerked by a rope. Crossing in front of her, armed white men were leading two black African men and a child. They had bound and yoked the black men by their necks. One of the captured men was holding hands with the black child, a girl. She appeared to be ten or twelve years of age; her untended hair caked with dirt overwhelmed her skeletal face. 

The slaver gang’s sudden appearance on the street so shocked Tituba, she stumbled on her long skirt, banging hard against a moss-covered wooden wall at an alleyway. Had she looked as forlorn as the child after arriving in Barbados on the slave ship? Cold sliced through Tituba that these white men might grab and take her with them and she pressed herself against the wall. 

No, of course they wouldn’t. 

Tituba straightened herself to proceed, but she could not shake the image of that filthy child. The little girl’s huge eyes left Tituba’s heart feeling like an iron band enwrapped it even after the wretched troupe turned a corner. She stepped a short way into the alley gasping to subdue a wave of nausea. She leaned against an empty fish barrel for support. 

They kidnapped Tituba thirty years ago, but the terror slammed her like it was yesterday. Two men had breached the village fences. Their ritual facial scars marked them to be from another tribe. One man was much bigger than the other, and the smaller one grabbed Tituba, covering her face with a hand as hard as rawhide. They barged into the mudbrick hut where Mama was preparing fresh catfish for mid-day meal and soon, they were weeks away from home and heading toward the Englishmen at the coast.

They’d almost escaped during the journey, when Mama unleashed her mystical powers and almost freed them. Mama always promised to teach Tituba how to attain her powers but she never did. Before they killed her, Mama had said she would somehow return to help Tituba discover them inside herself, no matter where fate and the slavers took her. But she never did. 

Tituba wandered out of the alley, unaware of how she got to the next shop. She opened the door and entered. 

“What can I get for you?” the butcher said.

Tituba stared in bewilderment at the fat smiling man. 

“Yes?” he asked again.

She must look like a sleep walker. “A leg of lamb, sir.”

“I sold the last one not two minutes ago. I have nothing left except that turkey.” A lone gray and brown-feathered fowl hung by the legs on a whitewashed wall.

Tituba’s heart thumped. Master would be cross, but at this hour she knew he was expecting her. Some meat was better than none. 

After paying, Tituba headed homeward. What would she say to avoid punishment? I thought you wanted a turkey, Master. Appeasement. For so long she had practiced the art of appeasement while never discovering her supposed powers. 

She managed well enough without them, did she not? She had John Indian, and their son, Akanni. They were all the comfort she needed. Yet, as she wended through the crooked lanes, Tituba thought once more of Mama, wondering why she had never visited as she promised. It would be so nice to see her again, anyway.
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Chapter Three
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Samuel Parris sat at a bench near the large hearth in Ingersoll’s Ordinary and Tavern in Salem farms. At the front of the hearth they had arrayed pine-knot candles, and the smoke from the Indian torches curled up and out through the fieldstone chimney. The pitchy droppings from the pine knots had built up, and they flared now and then. Still, the room was dark and smokey, like Parris’ thoughts as he waited for the outcome of his demands. 

The Salem Village committee and he had been negotiating for hours, and he had still not gained the pulpit in the Puritan farming community. 

Parris felt comfortable speaking of money and salaries in the country tavern, with its low ceiling and exposed beams. It was easier there, away from God’s house. And, unlike the unheated meetinghouse, the hearth diminished the perpetual chill he felt in this forbidding country. 

Thomas Putnam was conferring with his committeemen over Parris’ last demand. Two farmers sitting in the corner were drinking from a new keg of strong water, and one of them laughed loudly. The sound went unnoticed by Parris in the midst of a pang over his past. If he’d somehow worked harder on the Barbados plantation, he would still be a gentleman rather than a parson begging for a decent salary. 

Putnam cleared his throat. “Mr. Parris, we have already agreed the meetinghouse needs repair. Have we not? And haven’t we also agreed to deliver logs to the sawyer to cut the boards for the work?” 

“But I must have the covered doorway, the two small window shutters and that part of the wood siding all completed within a fortnight.” 

Parris knew they had haggled over the construction and maintenance of the meetinghouse for many years. The building stood only twenty-seven feet long by thirty-six feet wide and twenty-eight feet high. Five buildings that size would fit inside Second Church in Boston. Still, it took the villagers five on-again, off-again years to complete the building. Afterward, argumentative members disputed the need for continued upkeep since basic materials required additional donations, supplies or money from the parishioners. 

If they were going to make the repairs, he must force them to agree now while he had leverage. Parris kept a confident smile for appearances’ sake while Deacon Ingersoll poured refills of fermented pear cider. He had learned a valuable lesson from those vultures in Barbados. They had leverage on him then, demanding he reduce the asking price of his plantation because of the hurricane damage to the main house and fields. 

“Very well, Mr. Parris. You have our word on it—in a fortnight.” Thomas Putnam took a long pull on his drink. “But mind you, we must remain firm, then, on your annual salary. Sixty pounds, one-third in coin and the rest in provisions. That is all we have.” 

“As long as you will reconsider my pay when we next have good harvests, I am satisfied.” He cleared his throat. “Do I have the committee’s guarantee of sufficient dry firewood for the parsonage? My blood is still thin from life in Barbados, and I will need at least fifty cords per year.” 

Seeing the consternation across the table, Parris was quick to add, “If I am to be your minister, I must have certain essentials to free me for the care of all souls in the congregation. That part of my salary in coin will barely be sufficient for me to buy grain and foodstuffs.” They still looked doubtful, so he said, “And if I have no wood for heat, I cannot study Scripture to prepare my sermons, nor then bring more souls into our church.” 

They must recognize this common necessity, he thought. Everyone needed heat. He raised his voice a notch. “I need a firm guarantee from each of you for sufficient cut and delivered firewood.” 

The clear dismay from across the table felt like a slap in the face. But he had laid out his stake and unable to back down, he waited. 

And maddeningly, Putnam drew out the moment. He scratched the back of his broad freckled paw before saying, “Trust us, we will make certain one way or the other you get all the wood you need.”

Parris sipped the dregs from his cup. He knew pleas for trust were fleeting when memories faded. If they had offered enough money, he would feel more secure in case Putnam’s assurance proved false. “I shall rely on your good faith promise. But...there may be one other way, perhaps to give me more money.” 

The faces of the men across the table twisted into suspicion, looking at him skeptically, so Parris hurried to explain. “I have always lent out my Indian man and soon his son, perhaps, for income. How can you accommodate me in this?”

Ingersoll was setting a candle on the table against the sun’s fading illumination through the small window of the tavern, and Putnam caught his arm. “If Deacon Ingersoll here can find work for your Indian man, we as a committee will make our best efforts to find something for the younger one. Can you do it, Deacon Ingersoll?”

“Aye, at the minimum I always need help during planting and harvesting seasons and, more often lately, here in the Ordinary.” 

An abrupt bang from the tavern door opening and slamming shut drew everyone’s attention. A rush of chilly air carried a buckskin-clad man into the room. He peered around. “Mr. Thomas Putnam Jr.?” 

“Aye, over here.” 

“I have a letter from Reverend Higginson in Salem Town.” 

Putnam read it and smiled. “Thank you, lad. Go see Mr. Ingersoll for a drink on me.” 

He handed the letter to the other committeemen, and while they read it, Putnam said, “Good news, brother Parris. Salem Town has reversed course. They will not object to your ordination here in a newly covenanted congregation. Our own Salem Village church!”

The others at the table congratulated each other on the good news. The letter meant they no longer need travel to Salem Town, particularly in foul weather, for the Sabbath communion. 

Parris barely believed his ears. Could he be so blessed? A covenanted gospel congregation of his own? Thank you, Father. I shall serve You first, before all other needs. 

He steadied himself and kept his lips tight to hide his feelings. It wouldn’t be proper to clap his hands. A covenanted church! Even Deodat Lawson and George Burroughs, his predecessors in the village and both four-year Harvard graduates, had been denied the privilege of ordination. He needed to end this negotiation before the committee changed its mind on anything they’d already agreed upon. What to say? 

At a loss for words, he merely offered his hand to Thomas Putnam, and they shook. The other men grunted approval, as Parris and Putnam said, “Done and done.” 

After slapping their hands on the oak table, the committeemen stood and bade fare-thee-wells to one another and the new parson. 

As they left, Putnam motioned Parris to sit again with him. 

“I shall expect your support in village matters, Samuel. If we continue to work together, I will do all I can to ensure you have regular pay for your family needs.”

If?

Putnam reached into the leather purse hanging from his belt and tossed coins to pay for their beverages. “Reverend Lawson has said he will be pleased to assist you during your ministry. And so shall I.” 

“Thank you and God bless you, brother Putnam. Er, will you hold a moment more?” Parris saw the Salem Town messenger rising from his drink and making to leave. “Hallo, lad, can you take a message to Boston posthaste?”

––––––––
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