
        
            
                
            
        

    



Defending the Dead
 
 
Abby Kimball has slowly accepted her recently discovered ability to see the dead, but none of the harmless sightings she’s experienced could have prepared her for the startling apparition of a centuries-old courtroom scene—where she locks eyes with a wicked and gleeful accuser. Thrown back more than three hundred years, Abby realizes she’s been plunged into a mystery that has fascinated people throughout American history: the Salem witch trials.
 
With her boyfriend Ned at her side, Abby digs into the history of the events, researching the people and possible causes of that terrible time and her own connection to them—all the while going more deeply into her connection to Ned, both extraordinary and romantic. 
 
As Abby witnesses more fragments from the events in Salem and struggles with the question of how such a nightmare could have come about, she’s suddenly confronted with a pressing personal question: Were one or more of her ancestors among the accused? Unraveling the puzzling clues behind that question just might give Abby and Ned the answer to a very modern mystery of their own.







Beyond the Page Books
are published by
Beyond the Page Publishing
www.beyondthepagepub.com
 
Copyright © 2015 by Sheila Connolly
Material excerpted from Privy to the Dead copyright © 2015 by Sheila Connolly
Cover design and illustration by Dar Albert, Wicked Smart Designs
 
ISBN:
978-1-940846-50-7
 
All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this book. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented without the express written permission of both the copyright holder and the publisher.
 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.
 
The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.



Contents
 
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Afterword
Excerpt from Privy to the Dead
Books by Sheila Connolly
About the Author



1
 
“I hate stripping wallpaper!” Abigail Kimball said loudly, although there was no one to hear her. She stepped back and studied the mangy-looking wall in front of her, festooned with shreds of several layers of paper, and sighed: she had a long way to go.
She had to remind herself she had chosen this project. When she’d unexpectedly lost her job at the Concord Museum, through no fault of her own—well, nothing she could have foreseen—and the free house-sit she’d found had evaporated when the owners came back, Ned Newhall had asked her to move in with him. He owned a house near the center of Lexington, Massachusetts, close to the historic green, and she’d said yes. It made sense: they were in love, weren’t they? She wanted to spend time with him, whenever she could. He lived in a lovely town that oozed history.
She’d seen the house exactly once before she’d said yes. Abigail, learn to think before you speak! she told herself. It was an undeniably handsome and elegant three-story Victorian, but it had suffered from years of neglect, standing unoccupied while caught up in some inheritance battles, until Ned had finally bought it from the squabbling heirs. Clearly it needed a lot of work. But Ned was busy running the small scientific testing company he’d founded, and his business was booming, which meant he never had the time to do much with the house, and when he had any free time, he used it to volunteer to give tours of local historic buildings, which was how they had met.
Which meant he didn’t spend any time working on the house. The simple solution would have been to hire someone to fix up the place, or at least do the dirty work, but Ned didn’t want that. He claimed he wanted authenticity, using time-honored traditional techniques, and he wanted to do it himself. That explained why after owning the place for a few years he was still camping out in one bedroom with a bare minimum of furniture. At least the plumbing worked—that she had checked before moving in.
But being without a job wasn’t easy for her. She’d gone to a good college, worked hard, and been steadily employed since. Well, except when she’d moved to Massachusetts with a now ex-boyfriend and had still been looking for a job when she had dumped him. And met Ned, more or less at the same time, not that he’d been the reason she’d dumped Brad . . . water under the bridge. What she had with Ned was so much more intense that it was easy to forget Brad. Anyway, she liked working; she’d liked the job she had, organizing school programs for the Concord Museum. The kids had been great, and she’d always enjoyed history, and now she was living in the middle of it. Then, boom, no job. She hadn’t quite figured out what the next step was, and she knew she might have trouble finding another job without a reference from her former boss. Who she’d also liked, until a very odd combination of circumstances had blown a giant crater in their relationship. So here she was, licking her wounds, feeling sorry for herself, and trying to remove several decades of increasingly ugly wallpaper from the venerable plaster walls (complete with horsehair) of Ned’s—their large house. Which had a lot of rooms that had a lot of wallpaper. Nine-foot ceilings. Lots of fancy moldings—with flaking paint. Shoot, was she going to have to learn to do woodworking next? She hated power saws.
One wall done. One. At this rate it was going to take a year to get down to bare plaster, and that didn’t even include putting something up on it afterward. Right now she believed that settling for slapping paint on these virgin walls would be wrong, but she knew she might feel different after another four or six rooms. She laid a hand on one of the few bare patches of wall, which still had a lot of dried paste clinging it to. She was feeling for past inhabitants of the place, somebody whose frustration had seeped into the plaster and left its own residue. Nothing: blast them, they must have enjoyed their task, or at least not hated it.
“Anybody home?” Ned’s voice coming from the doorway startled Abby.
She whirled to face him. “You’re early! It’s not even dark yet.”
“No, this is when I usually get home. How long have you been doing that?” He waved vaguely at the wall.
“Since, uh, lunch? You know, if I add up the amount of time it takes to clear this stuff off on a per-square-foot basis—I don’t want to know what the answer is!”
Ned wrapped his arms around her and she forgot the wallpaper, and the walls—and everything except the man. This is why I’m here, she said to herself—and stopped thinking.
“Better?” he asked softly, looking down at her.
“Much. I can see now why you’ve been avoiding doing this for so long.”
“Really? I’ve never tried stripping walls. How do you know I wouldn’t like it?”
“Fine, you can try it, maybe over the weekend. We can race each other to see who gets the most done. And I want to rent a steamer—this nonsense of spraying water at the walls isn’t working, and it’s making a huge mess.”
“Sounds good. I’ll figure out who rents them, or maybe we can buy one. There are plenty of walls to do, so that might be more cost-effective.” He paused a moment. “What I said earlier . . .”
“You mean, was anyone home? Like in the walls?” He was asking whether she had sensed any prior residents in the house—a skill she’d only recently discovered. “No, not that I’ve found. It would appear that either the paperhangers were very happy people or they’re definitely not my ancestors, or both. Now, if somebody had been killed here, it might be different. Are you disappointed?”
“No, not really. Just asking. We’ve still got the cemetery out back if we want company.”
“Yes, we do. But we can’t expect to ‘see’ people all the time, everywhere,” Abby told him. “Thank goodness. Can you imagine it? Like standing in the middle of an airport at Thanksgiving, with all those people rushing by in different directions. Only, they’d be in different times too. Would they run into each other? Or run through each other? It would be kind of overwhelming, wouldn’t it?”
Abby was still struggling to get used to an ability she’d discovered less than a year earlier: she saw dead people. Ghosts, some would say, although they seemed real when she saw them. She could hear them talk, but she hadn’t dared try to touch one of them. She’d found early on that touching something that had once been theirs gave her a sort of electrical jolt, but only if they had possessed it during times of high emotion. At first it had only been the times like that, when the owners had been under great stress or in emotional pain, that had come through to her, and, as she had discovered after a little research, only if they had been her lineal ancestors, back up the line somewhere. Since she hadn’t lived in New England until recently, she’d never crossed paths with them before, but now she was finding them all the time, it seemed.
And Ned shared that ability. He shared a few of the same ancestors as well, about nine generations back, and their working theory was that that connection played a part in it. He’d known about the gift—or curse?—for most of his life, but he’d tried to ignore it, and had never talked about it with anyone else. He’d even managed to ignore the fact that his mother felt and saw the same things. It still made Abby sad that those two had coexisted in the same house for years and never discussed this other thing that was going on. Abby and Ned’s mother, Sarah, had recognized their shared bond immediately, the first time they’d touched, shaking hands. Well, Ned couldn’t hide from it anymore. Luckily he had decided to jump in and explore it more systematically, applying his own scientific slant. At least he was open to the experience now. Neither of them had done a detailed history of the owners of the house, so Abby wasn’t sure if she’d be running into anyone, but they both recognized a few relatives in the old cemetery that lay behind the property. Cemeteries were always places of high emotion, so the people there weren’t hard to see.
Abby was also trying to explore whether she could see people who weren’t related to her, at least after some practice. Ned was curious to find out if there was some genetic component to this ability, like seeking like, sort of. Abby wanted to know if it was a more general ability, one that could be used to locate other lingering spirits. But so far it was the strong emotional component that seemed to carry them into the present—she wasn’t seeing happy people going about their daily business. Sadly, most of what she saw was related to death and pain. Abby compared it to an electrical charge that kind of lingered—and might even be dissipated by repeated use. Or not: she suspected that some people, particularly children, could see these lingering spirits again and again, once they’d figured out it was possible. Maybe. Abby still wasn’t sure that science was going to be any help in understanding all this, but if Ned wanted to try, she wasn’t going to stop him.
“Are you ready to call it a day?” Ned asked.
Abby looked around. Shadows were creeping into the corners, and she could see the sun setting over the cemetery behind—currently clear of anyone current or past. “I guess. I need a shower—I think I have paste just about everywhere.”
“At least back in the day it was wheat-based, so it’s just annoying, not deadly. Why don’t I pick up a pizza?”
“That sounds good. I know you keep telling me the stove is safe, but I don’t trust it. I checked the model number online, and I think it dates to the 1940s.”
“They made things to last in those days—you shouldn’t worry.”
Ned left in search of pizza, and Abby made her way to the bathroom, which sported a wonderful deep claw-footed tub—a blessing when she was aching from all the stretching and bending and climbing up and down ladders that she had been doing lately—with a massive showerhead above. She could live with the bathroom, even work to repair the original fixtures and replicate the tiling. Later. She really had to make a list and set some priorities: what did she need to do first? “Everything” was not an answer.
Ned was back in under ten minutes, and she joined him at the kitchen table, where he’d set the pizza box in the middle and found a stack of paper plates. Not one but two pantries in the house, and neither of them had anything to fill them. Ridiculous for two adults! “You really need to overcome your fear of that stove, you know,” he said amiably, helping himself to a couple of slices.
“Why? Only half the burners work, and I don’t know what’s going on with the oven. It’s not really big enough for much anyway. Heck, the thing is older than I am. Maybe older than the two of us put together. You really like it?”
He shrugged. “I can’t say I’ve thought about it a lot. It’s been okay for what I wanted to do, and there’s always the microwave.”
“Hey, don’t I get some say? I like to cook, but I don’t want to do it if I’m worried that the stove will blow up any minute or the flame will go out and the gas will get to me. Or us.”
“Okay, fine, I hear you. New stove it is. You want a new refrigerator? Dishwasher?”
“Of course I do. And some cabinets and countertops. But I don’t need hand-whittled ebony or marble. Just stuff that works. Is that okay?”
“Of course it is, Abby. I want you to be happy here.”
“I hate that I have to ask you to pay for things like this.” And she hated that she sounded like a sulky child as she said it.
“Why? I have money. I want to share it with you. Is that a problem?”
“I like to be independent. And I like to work. I enjoyed my job, before the stuff with Ellie started. Is Leslie ever going to forgive me? Or at least figure out how to get along with me? Because I was only the messenger, sort of. I didn’t turn her daughter over to the dark side or anything.”
Ned had been instrumental in getting Abby the job at the historical museum where Leslie was president, because he had been engaged to Leslie close to a decade earlier. Abby had worked there for barely six months when one afternoon Leslie had asked her to keep an eye on her seven-year-old daughter, Ellie, and Abby had discovered that Ellie too shared the ability to see the dead. Leslie had not been too happy to hear about that, and Abby had found herself out of a job very quickly.
“I know, I know,” Ned said. “Look, Leslie’s an intelligent woman, so in her head she knows she can’t blame you for bringing Ellie’s abilities into the open. It would have happened sooner or later. But in her heart she’s a mother, and she’s scared for Ellie. And Ellie’s brother too. And she needs somebody to blame, at least for now.”
“What, you don’t come into the picture? You’re their father! And you’ve got what I’ve got. Jeez, that makes it sound like a disease!”
“I didn’t know that when I helped her have her kids, and I certainly didn’t know it could be passed down. I was only trying to help her out.”
“Gee, I wonder how many times that excuse has been used?” Before Ned could respond, Abby held up a hand. “Just ignore me, will you? This is not your fault. It’s not anybody’s fault. And I’m tired and maybe a little bored and definitely frustrated. I have no idea where my life is going, or what to tell people, like my parents. Why did I leave a job I liked? Was I fired—or exorcized? What am I doing, camping out here in this house?”
Ned was watching her face, his expression an uneasy mix of compassion and concern. “Abby, give it time—all of it. Us, whether you’re going to work again, where and how we live, what to do about Ellie. You can’t decide everything according to some timetable. What we’ve been going through is kind of monumental, and new to us both.”
“I know. But it’s hard. At least you can go to work and keep yourself distracted. I can’t.”
“True. And I won’t feed you some dumb line like ‘find yourself some girlfriends’ or ‘volunteer at some do-gooder place.’ That doesn’t really solve the problem, does it?”
“Nope. Because I couldn’t talk about this ‘seeing’ thing. Ned, I want—no, I need to know more about it. It’s not just a parlor trick, and I haven’t been possessed by demons, and I don’t have a brain tumor, and I don’t take drugs that cause hallucinations. So, what is it? Why is it?”
“I wish there was something I could tell you, Abby.” Ned reached out his hand and took hers, and she twined her fingers with his. “I’m struggling with it too. But at least I’m in a position to look at the science of it, if there is any. That’s a luxury. What kind of research would you like to do?”
Abby had been momentarily distracted by his touch, which always triggered intense sensations, thanks to the ability they both possessed. She forced herself to focus on the conversation. Ned was taking her seriously. He wasn’t treating her like some silly little woman—wait, no, that would have been Brad. Ned was definitely not like Brad. “I suppose more genealogy. Every time one of these seeings happens, I’ve rushed to follow up that ancestry line, looking for connections. Maybe I need to be more thorough, because there are still a lot of bare branches in my family tree. And certainly I’ve got the resources to work with around here.”
Even as she spoke, she realized there was a murky idea taking shape in her mind. “Ned,” she began tentatively, “we know that it takes a strong emotional state for these people to appear to us, right?”
“Yes,” Ned agreed cautiously.
“And what historical events bring about that kind of strong emotion? I’m not talking about individuals, because we’ve already seen people in cemeteries, and of course there’s a lot of sorrow or even anger associated with cemeteries. And we’ve found some others around the Revolutionary War, so war is clearly a big stressor. But there’s something else that was pretty intense in Massachusetts history.”
“I’m not following. What?”
“Salem. The witch frenzy. And I’ve already identified one ancestor who was accused. There may be more. Surely if we explore Salem, there’s something to be found there?”
“Interesting,” Ned said. “And don’t forget Andover—there were about as many accusations thrown around there as in Salem, or Danvers, which used to be part of Salem. I think you’re on to something, Abby. It’s worth a try.”
“Good. It’ll give me something to think about while I peel all those walls.”
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The next day Abby reluctantly went back to stripping walls in the front parlor. There were not one but two parlors, roughly the same size, separated by the original pocket doors. It struck her as kind of ridiculous. She didn’t know what to do with one, much less two of them. She didn’t have many friends in the area, and those she did have and would consider inviting to her home she would probably drag straight to the kitchen, which is where she spent most of her time because it seemed friendlier. How had Victorians decided who rated front parlor status versus back parlor? Anyway, she thought she would start the stripping in the front parlor because even though nobody used that room, it was the first one any visitor saw, and its walls looked as though they had a severe case of leprosy. She had a suspicion that nobody had used it for a long time—maybe they just shut all the doors and pretended it wasn’t there.
A hundred-plus years added up to a good number of layers of paper, even for a room that didn’t get much wear and tear. Five, to be precise, the most recent added in the 1970s, an unfortunate era for amateur interior design. Below that, there was a layer from the 1940s, which was at least bland. When she got down to the original layer, which had survived here and there, she rather regretted that it was gone: it was dark and elaborately floral, but at least it fit with the room. It was also backed by what looked like a burlap bag, and as thick as canvas, which would have made it difficult to remove if the glue hadn’t long since given up its grip.
As she had said to Ned the night before, having a project that occupied her mind would make this work go faster. Still, she had set herself the task, and it would feel like cheating to abandon a messy task to go play in various local archives, which she was looking forward to. Besides, she needed to think about what she wanted to look for, not just jump in and wander aimlessly in local libraries. The idea of researching the witch frenzy appealed to her: it was something most people thought they knew something about, but the details were kind of murky, and from what little she’d read or heard about it, there were some conflicting theories about what really had gone on. No matter what the cause, it was something that lingered in the cultural memory, particularly in Massachusetts. People were still talking about Salem and the witches over three hundred years later.
What seemed odd to her, coming at it with fresh—or at least uninformed—eyes, was that it had exploded so quickly and died away equally quickly. The insanity had lasted barely more than a year, and had mostly been confined to a fairly small area. From Lexington she could drive to Salem in less than half an hour; from Salem to Andover in not much more. Of course, distances might have seemed longer back in 1692, but the spread of the madness had been limited. And given how small the population must have been, everybody must have known everybody else back then.
She shivered: she hadn’t faced the question she was really asking, which was “why?” Okay, people had always been suspected of witchcraft, for centuries, long before Europeans settled in America. People, especially those clustered in tribes or groups, tended to be afraid of whatever they didn’t understand or couldn’t explain. Sadly, they often tried to destroy it. Maybe they believed that if a member of the group possessed special powers, he or she was a threat to the survival of the group itself, and had to go. The thing was, she didn’t believe in witches, or at least not as humans possessing supernatural powers. More likely they were simply smart, observant people who acquired certain skills, like healing the sick as far as was possible then, and for that they were sometimes put to death. Why was it those suspicious villagers tended to focus on the bad stuff, like the idea that witches made people sick rather than curing them? Why was it that hate and anger always seemed to trump kindness and comfort?
And what did it have to do with her? That was the underlying issue she was dancing around. Abby was gradually coming to terms with the idea that she had an ability that most people did not. But she was aware that if she talked about it, people would label her as crazy and fear her. Oh, yeah, Abby—she hears voices. She belongs in the loony bin. Or, There’s medication for that now. Just take your pills, dear, and it will all go away. Which didn’t solve anything. She didn’t exactly welcome whatever it was, but she didn’t want it to go away either, medicated into submission. Still, she couldn’t let other people know about it.
But Ned understood. How lucky was she, that she had just happened to meet him on a house tour in Waltham? When she’d tried to explain what was happening to her to Brad back then, he had predictably told her she was crazy, that she needed to get out more, find some friends, keep busy. It hadn’t been a warm and sympathetic reaction, but in a way she couldn’t blame him for that; he had never been a very imaginative person, except when he was visualizing his shining career path. But Ned got it, because he shared it, even though he hadn’t really admitted it to himself when they first met. So in a way, whatever she learned would help both of them.
Scrape, scrape. Sometimes she got lucky and a couple of long strips peeled off easily. More often she had to hack away at stubborn spots with her trusty putty knife, while trying not to damage the plaster beneath. Nice plaster, it was—smooth and strong. Some nail holes here and there, showing where people had hung pictures in the past. Now and then she’d come upon a patched hole, which based on its size she guessed was where there had once been a gas line for a wall sconce—there were still a few in the upstairs bedrooms that nobody had bothered to remove. Abby couldn’t imagine how bright—or more likely, not bright—a gas-lit room would be. Nor could she imagine trying to read either a book or a newspaper in that era, since both used extremely small print, or to sew or do embroidery or anything dainty like that. What the heck had people done after dark back then? Held sing-alongs around an upright piano—that came with its own brackets for candles?
Abby, you’re still ducking the issue: Would you have been labeled a witch in 1692? And would somebody have wanted you to die for it?
She didn’t believe in witches. She did believe that her gift or power or whatever could have come down through the family genes, somehow. It wasn’t gender linked, so it could have come from any number of family lines. The immediate question was, had any of her ancestors been accused of witchcraft? Or had they laid low, kept their unusual abilities to themselves, and prayed that no one would look their way? Either way, if there were ancestors, or if there were others in extreme fear, would she be able to sense them somewhere in Andover or Salem? Or the residue of the community’s shared fear?
It wasn’t purely selfish or indulgent on her part to look into this, because there was Ellie to consider. Abby knew firsthand that Ellie was seeing people who were not there. Being young, she took it in stride, but even she had figured out that other people didn’t see them and she’d better keep her mouth shut or they’d say she was weird and shun her. Shunning could be very painful when you were in second grade. And look at how her mother, Leslie, had reacted. She and Ned had tried to explain, as best they could, what they understood of the phenomenon, and had gently tried to break it to Leslie that Ellie had the same ability. But Leslie had gone ballistic and shut them out of her and Ellie’s lives. After working with her for months, Abby knew that Leslie was an intelligent, educated woman with an understanding of history. But she was also a mother. To have a “psychic” child was not something Leslie had been prepared to deal with. Who would be? Still, Abby hoped for everyone’s sake that Leslie would reach out so they could all figure out the best way to handle things. She’d said her piece; now it was up to Leslie to make a move.
By midday she had cleared another wall, but she’d had enough. Outside it was a beautiful day; what was she doing cooped up inside? She should get out, do something, and come back refreshed.
What about Salem?
The thought popped into her head, although she shouldn’t have been surprised since she’d been talking about it earlier. And as she had told herself, it was only a half hour away. She could go and scout out the scene, since she had never been there. She seemed to recall reading The House of Seven Gables back in high school, and she’d visited Nathaniel Hawthorne’s grave in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in Concord—not as an homage to the author, but because she had found ancestors right down the hill from his resting place. Fine: she could combine a trip to a literary landmark in Salem with some ghost hunting. Abby, that sounds so silly! But “dead seeking” didn’t sound any better, nor “trolling for ancestors.” All right, she would visit Salem and see what she could see. If anything.
She cleaned the worst of the wallpaper gunk off, grabbed a quick sandwich, and set off for Salem. The sun was shining, birds were singing, a few hardy plants were blooming—she’d already learned that spring came late to Massachusetts—and she felt freed. The house was great, or would be when they were finished fixing it, but she needed to have some kind of life outside its walls. There was a lot of the state she hadn’t seen—and a lot of ancestors to track down. She definitely needed to get out more.
She arrived in Salem shortly after two, and found Hawthorne’s famous house easily enough. There was even parking available on this weekday. When she got out of the car she walked around the building, trying to count the gables, which wasn’t easy. Then she strolled toward the end of the lane, where there was water. She chided herself for not looking at a map: Was this a river? A harbor? Somehow she had never pictured the place as near water, but then, she had some vague memory that Salem had been a busy port back in the eighteenth century, so of course there had to be water. She was beginning to feel undereducated, so she went into the building, paid the entrance fee, and took the tour.
In short order she learned from the well-informed tour guide that the building was actually the Turner-Ingersoll mansion, dating from 1668, and that Nathaniel Hawthorne had been born in the house in 1804 and spent some time there as a small child. The house and the land constituted their own National Historic Landmark District. When the tour was over, Abby drifted toward the gift shop—the oldest building on the site, dating from 1655, according to her pamphlet—and dutifully bought herself a new copy of Hawthorne’s book. Then she found a bench outside in a sunny spot, shut her eyes and waited to see if any ancestors appeared. Nothing. She sighed: it would have been kind of nice to be connected to Nathaniel Hawthorne. She felt she already knew him in a way, from his time in Concord, and based on portraits she had seen, he had been a rather handsome young man. But he had also been very attached to his wife, who had died far from home, along with their small daughter. There would have been sufficient anguish in Nathaniel’s life to carry him through to Abby’s senses now, if there were a connection. Well, she couldn’t be related to everyone in New England. Could she?
It was still early enough to walk around a bit and get the lay of the land. Leaving her car behind, Abby wandered away from the water, crossing one street, heading toward the next major cross street. The street she was on was narrow and not particularly interesting—mostly nineteenth-century houses, she guessed. But . . . halfway up the block she felt something odd, a sort of shimmer, and the street in front of her wavered. She stopped abruptly. She felt fine, didn’t she? Maybe she’d sat in the sun too long, and should have thought to wear a hat. She waited, but the odd sensation didn’t come again. There was no one around, nothing happening. She moved on, more slowly, toward the larger street.
A discreet sign suggested she turn left if she wanted to see the Witch House, so she did. She found it a few blocks away, embedded in yet another nondescript neighborhood. Funny how the very old, the modern, and everything in between were jumbled together. It was the older buildings that had been here before, with nothing around them, and then the city had filled in the spaces.
She walked to the front of the building and looked at it. Good-sized, but clad with dark wood,  with small windows. Old—as old as the other house, only a few blocks away.
It happened again, the shimmer, stronger this time. She was still standing on the street, looking at the house, but at the same time she was seeing it in its earlier form—no trees in front, no houses around it, merely a very respectable wooden house, no doubt belonging to some wealthy man. It was disconcerting, the way her view of it kept shifting back and forth. What was going on? She knew where she was, but how was she seeing it? Through whose eyes?
And what did this person feel? Anger. Outrage. With a touch of fear. Strong.
And then the “seeing” snapped shut, leaving Abby standing on the sidewalk, bewildered. For a moment she couldn’t decide what to do—go back to the car? Take the tour? No, she didn’t want to listen to another lecture, but she did need to know whose house it was. A convenient sign was set next to the front door, so she read that. The house had been the home of Judge Jonathan Corwin—one of the judges who had presided at the witch trials. And she had “seen” through someone who had hated him. She had an ancestor from Salem, but she had no idea who it was.
Abby turned on her heel and walked back to her car, her mind spinning. She was too distracted to think about driving yet, so she found the bench she had sat on earlier and tried to calm herself. She studied the house in front of her: the stylistic and structural details matched those of the Witch House. They would have been in their respective places at the same time. Had anything lain between them? There was so much she didn’t know about Salem, but she’d never had any reason to dig into its history. The place had merited maybe a paragraph in her high school American history book. Yet here she was, and she had a link to the place. And that upset her. From what little she could recall, the witch trials had been a terrible time here, although mercifully short. There had been a lot of pain and anger and fear—and she had sensed just a hint of it. She needed to know more. She needed to get home and figure out who her link to this place was.
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On the drive home, Abby debated about what to tell Ned. She’d already kind of made the case that Salem would be a good test case. What she’d found today only reinforced that. But what she had sensed had been fragmentary and inconclusive. She was pretty sure that she had had an ancestor there, and that that person had been angry at one of the witch trial judges, but that was the extent of what she knew. Her family tree was pitifully sparse, and she knew how much time it took to fill in any branch of it—and back that far, there were plenty of branches. Would it be better or worse if she could sense anybody’s strong emotions? No, that would be chaotic. It was confusing enough having to deal with only relatives.
In the end she told Ned over dinner that she had taken a quick trip up to Salem to get some basic information about the place, but she hadn’t delved any deeper. There would be time enough to involve Ned once she knew something more specific.
The next morning found her back on her ladder, scraping. The longer she worked, the more her skills at removing paper and gunk from the walls improved, and by the end of the day she had managed to clear most of the front parlor’s walls. Drifts of gummy paper littered the floor. Abby hadn’t bothered to protect the floor, because some idiot a couple of decades earlier had decided that stick-on vinyl tiles were a good idea. She’d pulled up a few, enough to tell that there was some lovely inlay bordering the wood floor, but it was going to take a lot more work to remove the tiles and clean off the adhesive without messing up the wood. Not for the first time she cursed the former inhabitants of the house, who had either done nothing or had made fast and cheap “improvements” that were now falling apart. Some people just didn’t appreciate what they had. Or what they didn’t have: taste.
She was surprised to hear her doorbell ring. The front door had one of those manual twist kinds of bell, polished brass, probably original to the house (she couldn’t imagine any of the clueless prior owners finding and installing it), and its ring was distinctive. She didn’t hear it often. The only people who seemed to use it were delivery people arriving with special shipments of something or other that Ned had ordered. She looked down at her sticky clothes. Maybe she’d scare off whoever it was. She certainly wasn’t going to shake hands, or they’d stick together.
When she opened the front door (lovely etched windows, which made it all but impossible to decipher who was on the other side), it took her a moment to recognize George Walker, Leslie’s husband, the man Ellie called Daddy. She’d barely exchanged twenty words with him when they’d met before, and those not under the best of circumstances.
“George? What are you doing here?” Abby peered behind him, but he seemed to be alone.
“I need to talk to you. And Ned too, but I thought I should start with you. He’s not home yet, right?”
“No, not yet. Is everything all right?”
“Nobody’s sick or hurt or anything, if that’s what you’re asking, but I wouldn’t call things all right, exactly. May I come in?”
“Oh, of course. I’m sorry. I’ve been working on the walls and my head’s somewhere else. Come on through to the kitchen—it’s the friendliest room in the place at the moment.” She stepped back to let him in, trying to remember what little she knew about him. Nice guy, good with kids, kind of quiet. She couldn’t remember what he did for a living. She led the way to the back of the house, where the kitchen was located. “Please, have a seat. This is the only place with chairs. The whole house is kind of a work in progress.” She was chattering nervously, trying to fill the silence. Did George notice? “Would you like tea? Coffee? Something stronger?” she asked him.
George sat obediently. “A glass of water, maybe.”
Abby filled a glass, added a couple of ice cubes, and set it in front of George, then she sat down across the table from him. “George, does Leslie know you’re here?” she asked gently.
He shook his head. “She thinks I’m still at work. I wanted to talk with you without her because she’s still really upset, I guess. I can understand why, but it’s not helping us move forward. I mean, this thing, it’s not going to just go away, is it?” He looked at Abby with mute appeal.
Abby sighed. “George, what I don’t know about this thing is a whole lot more than what I do know. I’ve been trying to deal with it for only a few months, and I never thought other people would be involved. For me, it hasn’t gone away, but it does keep changing. For Ned, he’s kind of known about it all his life, but he’s done his best to ignore it. So I’ll tell you whatever I know, but I can’t give you any real answers.”
“Fair enough. Leslie won’t even talk to me, but she’s always watching Ellie when she thinks Ellie won’t notice. Like she’s scared of her.”
“Oh, George, I’m sorry. It’s not like she’s possessed by some evil force that can do harm. It’s simply an ability to see some things that most people can’t. Ellie’s not about to rip the heads off rabbits, unless she would have done that anyway. And she’s not going to call up a plague of locusts or anything like that. But I’m pretty sure she knows that Leslie’s upset. Have they talked about it at all?”
“No, and that’s part of the problem. You know Leslie—you worked with her, before this whole mess. She’s smart and she’s efficient. She runs the museum well. But she doesn’t get caught up in the romance of history—I guess you’d say she has a limited imagination, but I don’t mean that in a bad way. She’s not fanciful. So hand her a problem like Ellie’s strange ability, and her first thought is to figure out a way to fix it. Not try to empathize, you know?”
“I do understand, George. But I’m not sure this is something that can be fixed, or should be, even if it was possible. I mean, if Ellie showed artistic or musical talent, would you want to squash that? This is just a different talent, and most likely a lot rarer.”
George was looking down at his hands, wrapped around his water glass. “I don’t know what to do,” he said, almost to himself. “I want to help, but I don’t know how. Some days it’s like there’s nothing I can say that’s right—either Leslie ignores me or she bites my head off. And Ellie just keeps watching both of us, but she doesn’t say anything. We can’t go on like this.”
“Oh, George, I’m so sorry. I didn’t ask for this thing, and I never would have involved anyone else, but when I met Ellie things changed. We can’t go back again to the way things were. I’ve stayed away because I thought once Leslie cooled down and started thinking rationally, things would get better. And I thought that she’d reach out to me, since as far as I know I’m the only person, apart from Ned, who knows anything about this. If she wants to help Ellie. I want to help you all, but I can’t just barge in and tell you what to do. I’m still trying to figure that out myself.”
The back door opened, in the short hallway off the kitchen, and Ned came in, clutching a couple of large bags with the label of a local home store on them. “I found you a . . .” He stopped when he saw George, who stood quickly. “George? Everything okay at home?”
“Yeah, sure, I guess. Well, no, not really. I’ve been talking to Abby here about this thing she and you and Ellie have got, and I guess I need to talk with you too.”
Ned glanced at Abby, and she gave him a small nod. “Sure, George,” he said. “I’m happy to help. Let me drop this stuff in the other room and I’ll join you.”
He was back in thirty seconds and sat down at the table. “So, what’s up?”
George cleared his throat. “Ellie wants to see Abby. Leslie can’t talk her out of it.”
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So things are coming to a head, Abby thought, and sooner than expected. And it was Ellie who was forcing it? That was interesting.
George went on, “She mentioned it one day—something like, ‘When am I going to see Abby again?’ And Leslie kind of blew her off. I think we both hoped she’d just forget about it—about you. But she didn’t. She’s stubborn. And persistent. It’s been, what, a month since she saw you?”
“About that,” Abby agreed.
“She brings it up maybe once or twice a week. Leslie’s all but tearing her hair out—I think she’d rather Ellie never saw you again, Abby. But I don’t think that’s going to work.”
“Probably not.” She stood up quickly. “I’m going to make some tea.” She wanted something to do with her hands—and time to think.
Which left the two men alone at the table. Abby wasn’t sure where she fit in this discussion. She was the one who had uncovered this ability, and had opened Ned up to it, and had found that Ellie shared it. But Ned was Ellie’s biological father, and had apparently passed on whatever genetic element was involved to his daughter. It certainly hadn’t come from pragmatic Leslie. Abby wasn’t sure how much Ellie knew—had Leslie explained the circumstances of her birth yet?—but Ellie might well have sensed her connection to Ned, without being able to put it into words. Abby was pretty sure Ellie had already picked up on Ned’s receptive ability, just from touching him. Ellie was one very self-possessed and observant child, Abby thought. She probably knew more than she let on. And now she wanted to bring everyone together? Was that a good idea?
She puttered around with water, teapot, tea bags and the like, trying not to listen to the men’s conversation, not that there was much of it. No wonder most of the accused witches of 1692, as well as their accusers, had been female—they were more tuned in to feelings, more imaginative, more subtle. More hysterical? She tried to envision a group of men kicking around the idea of witchcraft on the home front, maybe over a mug of sour beer. Guy one: Hey, man, the wife’s been acting weird lately. Guy two: Yeah, mine too. What’s up with that? Guy one: Got me. Maybe she’s pregnant again. One of my milk cows died. Guy two: Three of my hens stopped laying. How’s the roof coming along? It was much harder to imagine the same guys saying, “Perchance she has been plagued by an evil spirit?”
Abby filled three mugs and carried them to the table, along with spoons, then fetched milk and sugar. After she had sat down, she said, “Okay, George, how soon do you have to be home tonight?”
“You mean, if I don’t want Leslie to know I stopped here on the way? You know when she usually leaves work, and the kids are in after-school care—she’s picking them up today. So I’ve got an hour, at least.”
“How much did she tell you, after we talked to her about Ellie?”
“Just the bare outlines, I guess. To be fair, she didn’t slam either of you, and she finished up by saying that she couldn’t deal with this right away, all at once, and she needed time to think. The trouble is, she hasn’t said anything else since. I didn’t want to bring it up because I don’t know much about it, and I didn’t want to tick her off.”
“I get it,” Abby said. “How about I lay out what we think we know, how we found out, what we’ve learned since? And then we can figure out how to deal with Leslie. And Ellie.”
“Okay,” George said.
This may take more than an hour, Abby thought. “Why don’t I tell it, and you can fill in the blanks, Ned?” He nodded.
So Abby launched into her move to Massachusetts, and how she had met Ned, and how he’d encouraged her to explore what was happening to her, and how he’d finally admitted that he might have some of the same ability. And then she segued into what they understood about the genealogy of it, and whether it applied to non-relatives, and if Ned could find a scientific explanation for any of it. She ended with how she had made the connection with Ellie, un-looked-for, and how she had tried to explain it to Leslie. “I suppose I could have said nothing, but I was trying to make things easier for Ellie. Help her to understand what’s happening to her. I don’t think there’s any way to keep a lid on it, not now—she already knows too much.”
George had listened silently, without any questions. He finally spoke. “I can see why Leslie wanted some time to process this. It’s not easy when your understanding of the universe is suddenly upended. I honestly thought this psychic stuff was a load of crap, which I guess puts me right up there with your Brad, Abby. But Ellie is . . . special. She always has been. I think she’s always sensed things, but she’s never been the gushy type, you know? Sometimes when I’ve been worried or upset, she’s said something like, ‘You okay, Daddy?’ If I go back and add up all the times something like that has happened, I’ll probably see the pattern. I just never thought about it.”
“Most people wouldn’t, George,” Ned said. “The question is, what now? The rabbit is out of the hat.”
“I know.” George checked his watch quickly. “I’d better go. Look, at the risk of echoing my wife, I need to think about this. I don’t want to talk with her about it until I’ve got it straight in my head. But we’ve got to tell Ellie something sooner rather than later.”
“What’s going to happen when school’s out?” Abby asked.
“We’re still wrestling with that. Neither of us can take off a lot of time over the summer. Usually we plan a two-week vacation somewhere, and other than that, Ellie goes to day camp nearby, and Petey’s got a summer nanny, a local college kid, who drops Ellie off and picks her up. But I think I hear you asking whether there’ll be more time for . . . other things?”
“Kind of. It’s an opportunity, maybe.”
George stood up. “Well, I think we have to get you two face-to-face with Leslie before we start talking about anything like that. Or maybe just you, Abby, since you were kind of the trigger for all of this.”
Abby stood too. “George, I’m sorry if I caused trouble. I never meant to.”
“We know that, Abby. And I think we need you to help us through this. We’ll talk, okay?”
“Yes. Please.”
“I’ll see you out, George,” Ned volunteered, and the two men went out the front door. Abby didn’t follow, but sat down at the table and thought. What had she learned? That Leslie was still pissed at her. That Ellie knew that something important was going on, whether or not she understood it or could even put it into words, and she wasn’t going to let it go, not even to keep peace in the family. Abby tried to remember herself at age seven. As she recalled it—and her mother might have a very different view—she had been a fairly quiet, independent child. She had read a lot, even at seven. She had had friends, and they had amused themselves in a variety of ways, in those distant days before computers and electronic games took over. Sure, they’d watched television, but they’d also played outside, often creating stories to act out, or made things. And she had had no inkling of this ability that lay buried inside her. It had taken a perfect storm of emotions to awaken it, and she still felt like a novice. So how was she supposed to help seven-year-old Ellie to cope? Especially when her mother was resisting acknowledging the whole thing?
This was not going to get dinner on the table. She stood and confronted her stove, with two working burners and a wonky oven. “Look, I know you’re old and you probably haven’t been cleaned as often or as well as you should have been, but I’m asking you to help me out here. Just keep going for a little while longer, will you? Please?” The stove did not reply.
Ned finally returned. “You’re talking to the appliances? Do they have spirits?”
“I don’t think so. Think of it as praying, if you want to eat dinner tonight.”
“That’ll do.” He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her, and she leaned back against him.
Touching was always complicated between them, and she was struggling to control her immediate, visceral reaction to Ned’s contact. Under some circumstances, like in bed, it was great to just let go and feel everything, in all possible ways, mental and physical. Under other circumstances it was reassuring to link hands and feel the instant warmth of their connection. But when she was trying to think, the often-overwhelming rush of sensation when Ned touched her could get in the way of being rational. For now she gave in and spent several minutes being irrational with Ned.
When they finally peeled apart, Abby went to the refrigerator in search of food. “You were out there with George for a while. Anything I should know?”
Ned poured two glasses of wine. “Not really. George is a good guy, and he loves Leslie, and Ellie. But he’s really out of his depth here. He wants to help but he has no idea how.”
“I can certainly understand that. I am kind of surprised that Leslie is still so upset, though. Or in denial. I always thought she was more level-headed than that. You know, identify a problem, analyze it, then fix it. Do you disagree? Did I miss something?”
“I think you’ve got it about right, at least for most things. But this is her child, or maybe both children, so it’s really important to her. Here.” Ned handed her a glass.
“Thanks. What about Peter? Are you going to try to be part of his life? I mean, boys see and feel things differently than girls, don’t they? And don’t just blow me off and tell me he’s too young. I’ve got plenty of memories from when I was his age. They may not have made sense to me then, but they were very vivid experiences at the time. He’s got to be noticing things.”
Ned sighed and sat down at the table. “Abby, I don’t know. I’ve told you, I was probably closer to Ellie’s age when I first met Johnny, at our house. It was a long time before I realized he wasn’t real, or at least that no one else could see him. And then I started thinking about finding live friends and fitting in, so I kind of shut Johnny out. I guess that means that there’s some sort of control over it: if you don’t want to see, you can just look the other way.”
“Is that what you want for the children? Is it a good thing, to suppress it?”
“Abby, as I keep saying, I just don’t know. Before you protest, I realize we’re going to have to come up with an answer sooner rather than later, but can it wait a day or two?”
“Sure. I don’t have any answers either. It’s a lot to work through. Poor George. And Leslie. And us. Most people would look at all of us and think we live simple, ordinary lives. Little do they know!”
Once they were settled with dinner in front of them, Abby asked, “What’s in the bags?”
“The big one is a steamer for the wallpaper. They weren’t expensive, so I picked one that looked easy to use. It should make things go faster for you. How far did you get?”
“I made good progress in the front parlor. You know, the floor there is really nice, if we can get the later crap off. But please don’t race out and buy a floor sander!”
“I think I can restrain myself,” Ned said, smiling. “At least the days are getting longer, so there’s more light to work by. I can help after work now and then.”
After a few more bites, Abby said, “You know, I was thinking about how I want to approach this Salem research. Or maybe I mean Andover. Too bad there’s not a word for the whole area. I looked at a few maps, and I hadn’t realized they were continuous back in the day. And a lot of people with the same surnames lived in both of them. What should we call it?”
“Andalem? Salover?” Ned joked.
“That’s just kind of silly. But it creates false boundaries if we treat them as separate and unrelated places. I don’t know the area well, in the real world. What’s the topography? Is there a ridge running through both? Or a river? How about a swamp?”
“Not that I know of. As I understand it, things started in what was once called Salem Village, which lay between what we know as Salem and Andover, and then spread from there. Salem Village was about a quarter of the size of Salem as a whole, but they wanted their own church and minister, and that’s around when the trouble started. You have to remember they were still Puritans back then, and they had a lot of rules.”
“I get that. But wasn’t it a bunch of young women—teenagers, really—who started flinging accusations around?”
“I think so, but don’t quote me. What are you hoping to find?”
“I really don’t know, only that it seems like a perfect test case: localized, short-term, and with plenty of solid research available.” Should she say anything about her excursion the day before? No, better to wait. She couldn’t come running to him with every little discovery, like a child.
“But no consensus, just a lot of conflicting theories about why it got so out of control. Even with all that research, and three hundred years to look at the evidence.”
“I don’t want to rewrite the history, Ned. I just want to see where the whole idea of witchcraft fits. Why people were so afraid of it. Why such an accusation could have such dire consequences. And whether any of my people or yours played any part.”
“Fair enough. Go for it!”
“That’s what I plan to do,” Abby said firmly.
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The steamer proved easy to operate, Abby found when she tackled the back parlor walls the next morning. Add water, plug it in, press it against the wallpaper, peel. Repeat. There was still a lot of gooey paste involved, but at least it could be washed off. She set herself a goal: finish this room, and then she could indulge herself in some genealogy. Maybe “indulge” wasn’t the word she wanted, since she really was doing this to arrive at a better understanding of phenomena that were not easily explained or widely shared. She did want to help Ellie, and she was pretty sure there wasn’t some simple book like Psychic Phenomena for Dummies available. Even if there was, would such a book help? Was there any book of that kind that had been written by someone who actually possessed that ability and knew it from the inside? It was one thing to assemble a catalog but something else altogether to describe what each one felt like.
The longer she thought about it, the more Abby came to feel that these abilities kind of fell into two major categories: the benign, even silly side, like fortune-tellers at carnivals or people who read cards after a few drinks or tokes at a party; and the darker side, the one that frightened people. Did people really believe that someone could cast an evil eye at you and make you sick? Or put a hex on you and bring you bad luck? What about superstitions? Did believing that walking under a ladder would bring bad luck make you clumsier walking under one, thereby bringing it down on your head and fulfilling your expectations? And black cats? She’d known plenty of black cats in her life, and they were as variable in personality as any tabby. None of them had seemed evil.
She needed facts. If facts there were. She needed to see historical accounts, even if they were biased by the conventions of the day. She needed to take herself to the epicenter of the witch trials and see if she could pick up any bad vibrations—or any more, if she was right about what hints she’d felt on her first foray to Salem. Seriously, Abby? That last corny phrase made her laugh out loud. Right, she was going to go hunting for witches, modern style. What happened to a witch when he or she died, according to the beliefs of the late seventeenth century? If the body died, did the evil spirit inside die with it? Or did it hop to a new host?
But of course, there were no evil spirits, she reminded herself. Once she would have said that dead was dead, period. Now she was less sure, but she hadn’t felt anything bad lingering among the departed people she’d seen, just ordinary people in times of great stress—mostly grief or fear.
Would she sense something evil if she visited the site of Salem Village, which she hadn’t seen yet? Had something soaked into the earth and the stones and the houses that she would be able to see or feel? Evil was real—she could see that on the news every night. Evil had always existed, and didn’t appear to be going away anytime soon. Did she really want to go hunting for fear and hatred and malice? Based on ignorance?
Abby, you really need to get out of the house more! The weather had turned warm and sunny, which was a huge contrast to the very difficult winter they’d had in Massachusetts. She should be out enjoying it. Well, if she could, because if she went outside and studied the house critically by daylight, she’d start cataloguing the things that needed to be done: fix the roof, putty all the windows, replace the missing bits of gingerbread trim, paint everything, shore up the wooden porch and fill in the missing rails, put in better paths than the patchy gravel ones that had survived the snow, and, oh, yes, garden. And Ned seemed oblivious to it all. Men. How could they not see it? Probably the same way they couldn’t identify a psychic phenomenon when it was under their own nose. Or maybe in their nose. Abby giggled at the thought, even though it made little sense.
So, her plan for the day: do as much as she could in the back parlor, and then map out her research and find the best place to look for information. A lot she could do online, she knew, but she wanted—needed—to get out more, and the computer would still be there at night. She did have one strategic question: should she start with one or another of her own family lines, or should she just take herself off to Danvers and see what she could see, cold? Family, she decided, because that had worked best, or been strongest, so far. Or maybe a combination. She’d filled in the latest two or three generations of her tree, but to get back to 1692 she’d have to add a whole lot of generations. On the plus side, there should be plenty of information available for the small population of that area, since researchers and visitors had been combing through the records for three centuries.
She should find a modern witch. Whoa, Abby, where did that come from? There was no reason for her to think that someone who claimed to be a witch—or more properly, Wiccan, today—would have any connection with what had happened in Salem Village. Was there? What was a witch, actually?
Those thoughts kept her entertained as she steamed and peeled, and by skipping lunch she had finished clearing the walls in the back parlor by two o’clock. It was a good stopping point, so she collected all the scraps littering the floor and stuffed them in a trash bag, then stood in the large doorway between the two rooms and studied the results. Minus all the busy wallpaper patterns and the grunge, the lines of the space emerged. The two parlors together made an impressive space, punctuated by large windows. Six feet high, they must be, and no storm windows outside, no curtains inside, although there was a wealth of painted-over brackets that spanned decades at least. The Victorians apparently hadn’t worried about heating bills, or maybe they’d just worn more layers of clothes. Or they kept moving. The front room had only one heating grate, embedded in the floor, and one cold-air return. All the heat must rise to the high ceiling and sit there, doing the shivering humans below no good at all. My, how times had changed! Abby was afraid to look at the heating bills, but they must be astronomical for a house this size, with all those uninsulated drafty windows.
Satisfied that she had accomplished at least one tangible thing, Abby cleaned up her tools, drained the steamer and headed for the kitchen for something to eat. She gulped down a sandwich, then opened her laptop to start ancestor hunting.
She was still a novice at genealogy, she knew. She hadn’t grown up listening to family members pass on tales of great-great-grandpa’s escapades in the Civil War, or how some seven-times-great aunt had gone batty and lived in the attic for the last half of her life. Her parents really hadn’t been interested in all that old stuff. It was only when her mother had delivered to her a chair that had belonged to her great-grandmother Ruth Pendleton and she had sat in it that she’d felt that jolt, which she described to herself as a bolt of lightning, and her peculiar ability had first emerged. She’d hinted around it to her mother, but her mother had shown no recognition. Abby had finally deduced that the ability could skip generations without being lost, and her mother was one of those skips.
In Ned’s family his mother, Sarah, had apparently passed on the ability with her son, but they’d never acknowledged it until Abby had come on the scene. She often wondered how many more people had some degree of “seeing” but either worked hard to suppress it early or felt they couldn’t talk about it with anybody. Sometimes she almost wished that Ned could come up with some sort of electronic sensor that could detect who did or did not have it. He was more likely to come up with a DNA test someday, but that would require a biological sample, which might be hard to get. She smiled to herself, trying to imagine a scenario when someone would stop a stranger and ask, “Would you like to know if you’re psychic? All we need is a DNA sample.” Most likely it wouldn’t end well.
So where to start? She had a pretty clear tree for those first relatives she’d found, the Reeds, who were buried in nearby Concord. She should start with the earliest one she had and work backward. And if that didn’t produce any results, maybe she could start with the “accused” witches of Salem and work forward, for those who had had children.
She was flexing her fingers, ready to dive in, when the land line rang. At the moment there were only two phones: one in the kitchen and one in the only usable bedroom on the second floor. It hadn’t been inconvenient because it seldom rang. Ned received most of his calls on his cell phone, and Abby didn’t receive many calls at all. She didn’t recognize the number when she reached the phone—another telemarketer?—so she answered cautiously. “Hello?”
“Abby?” A child’s voice, tentative, unsure.
She knew only one child. “Ellie, is that you? Is something wrong?”
“No. Well, sort of but not really. I’m kind of lost.”
“Wait, you aren’t in school? Or after-school care?”
“I should be.” Several beats passed. “Mom won’t let me see you. She won’t even talk about you.” Another short silence. “I miss you.”
“I miss you too, sweetie, but you have to do what your mother wants.” Or she’ll kill me, Abby thought, but didn’t say it to Ellie. “So where are you now?”
“Lexington.”
Oh, hell. “How did you get to Lexington, sweetie?” Please  don’t tell me you hitchhiked.
“I took a school bus. I knew where to get on the right bus, and where to get off for Lexington. But I don’t know where your house is.”
Worse and worse. Ellie had ditched school or day care or wherever she was supposed to be to come see Abby. That was going to make Abby real popular with Leslie. “I’ll come get you. Where are you right now?”
“The bus stopped by the big green near the library.”
Well, that was a plus—it was only a block away. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right over—I’m real close. And I’d better tell your mom where you are. She’s still at the museum, right?”
“I guess,” Ellie said. She didn’t sound enthusiastic about the idea, but why should she?
“Okay, then, I’ll let her know, and then I’ll come get you.”
“Promise?”
“I promise. Five minutes. I’m hanging up now so I can call her. Okay?”
“Okay.” Ellie ended the call.
Abby glared at the phone still in her hand. Oh, damn and blast. She had to admire Ellie for knowing what she wanted and taking steps to get it. How had she even found this phone number? But what Ellie didn’t realize was that there was nothing that could infuriate her mother more than Ellie running off to find Abby. Leslie would pitch a fit and then try to have her arrested for . . . something. Not kidnapping, exactly. Alienation of affections? Did that apply only to children and parents, or married couples? Abby, you’re stalling. Call Leslie.
With a sigh she punched in Leslie’s office number. Leslie answered promptly, although she probably had no idea that her daughter was AWOL. “Leslie Walker,” she said briskly.
“Leslie, it’s Abby.”
“What do you want?” Leslie’s voice was cold. Abby hadn’t expected anything different.
No sense in making pleasant chitchat. “Your daughter is apparently sitting on the Lexington Green waiting for me to meet her. Before you go off the deep end, I knew nothing about this until she called me three minutes ago.”
There were several moments of deep silence on Leslie’s end. Finally she said, “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Meet you at the green.” She hung up.
Well, it could have been worse, Abby thought. She gathered up a sweater and went out the front door to walk over to the green. When she reached the nearest road, which ran along one side, she could see Ellie sitting on a bench, looking small and vulnerable. She was a child, and not even a very tall or stocky one. Almost waiflike. She could see something of Ned in the child. She realized she hadn’t called him, but she thought she should get to Ellie first. Besides, Ellie had come to her, not him. And if she had problems with Leslie, she wasn’t going to hide behind Ned. They had to work this out between themselves, preferably without Ellie watching the whole battle.
“Hi, Ellie,” Abby called out as soon as she was close enough.
Ellie stood up, wavered a second, then ran to Abby and threw her arms around her. Very unlike Ellie, who was usually reserved, especially for someone of her age. This excursion must have been hard for her. What had triggered it?
Even as Abby thought, she was aware of the link with the child that physical contact gave her. Ellie was scared. Angry. She didn’t understand what was going on. She’d just started thinking about this ability of hers, and then her mother had pulled the rug out from under her. Abby was the only person Ellie knew who understood and could help her. All this came through in a flash, but the jumble of emotions had started ebbing as soon as Ellie had reached Abby.
Finally Ellie stepped back. “I’m sorry. Mom is going to be really mad, but I didn’t know what else to do.”
“Tell me what happened, Ellie. But let’s sit down here first. I called your mother and she’s on her way over, and she’ll meet us here.” Funny, Abby hadn’t offered to meet Leslie at the house; they would be out in the open, in a very public place. Was she scared too? “Don’t worry—I’ll explain things to her. But was there something that made you come looking for me now? Did something happen?”
Ellie looked down at her feet. “Mom and Dad were fighting. I couldn’t hear all of what they said, but they were loud. And I think it was about you. Did my dad come to see you?”
“Yes, he did, and we talked. Is that what the fight was about?”
“I think so. Anyway, Mom wasn’t happy about it. She said if she had her way, nobody in the family would ever see you or Ned. But that’s not fair, is it?”
Abby was torn. She didn’t want to go against Leslie, but she thought Leslie was acting out of fear and anger, and that she wasn’t thinking of her daughter’s best interests. But what did Ellie mean, exactly. “What’s not fair, Ellie?”
“Mom doesn’t see them. You do. She doesn’t understand.”
Okay, that was it—exactly what Abby had been afraid of. How to explain it to a smart child who could see more things than most people? But she was a child. “You’re right. But it’s up to us to make her understand.”
“This isn’t going to go away, is it.” It wasn’t a question.
“I can’t be sure, but I don’t think so. You can pretend it’s not there if you want—that’s up to you. But I think it would be better for everyone if you don’t hide anything from your mother. She loves you very much, and she wants what’s best for you. She just doesn’t know what that is yet. And this scares her.”
“I guess,” Ellie said reluctantly, watching her mother approach. In a quiet voice, she told Abby, “I’m kind of scared too.”
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Nowhere to hide. Abby stood up and waited for Leslie to come nearer. To her credit, Leslie went straight to Ellie and folded her in her arms. “Never, ever do that again, Ellie. You can’t just go off when you feel like it. How the . . . heck did you pull this off?”
Ellie refused to look at her. “I took a school bus—I know the one that comes here, from that time I went home with Sandy, remember?”
“Yes, but we arranged that ahead of time. Why’d they even let you on the bus today?”
Ellie shrugged. “It was a new bus driver, I guess. Nobody asked. I just got on.”
Leslie rolled her eyes. “Your day care could have called the police when you didn’t show up, and they would have been right to do it. Do you understand?”
“Yeah, Mom, I get it.” Ellie did the classic kid maneuver, kicking the grass along the pavement with one toe while avoiding her mother’s eyes.
Leslie straightened up, keeping one hand on Ellie’s shoulder. “Abby. Did you know anything about this?”
Abby faced her squarely. “Not until Ellie called me, which was right before I called you. I came straight out here after that.”
“Does Ned know what’s going on?”
“No. I haven’t had time to call him. How did Ellie manage to leave the school? Or did she get to day care and leave from there?”
“There was a lapse in communication,” Leslie said stiffly. “Which will not happen again.”
“Is this the first time Ellie has done anything like this?” Abby was not about to let herself feel guilty: she hadn’t done anything to encourage Ellie. In fact, she’d stuck to her agreement with Leslie and hadn’t had any contact with anyone in the family, period. Except when George had appeared unannounced, but she couldn’t see him telling Ellie to play hooky.
Leslie didn’t answer immediately, staring at Abby’s face, her expression giving nothing away. “Did she tell you why she came to you?” Leslie finally said.
“She said you wouldn’t let her see me or talk to me.”
Leslie kept Ellie pulled close to her side. “That’s true. I hadn’t realized she felt so strongly about it. I was hoping she’d forget about you.”
“Mom, I’m right here!” Ellie protested, wiggling out of Leslie’s grasp. “I asked you nicely if I could see Abby and you kept making up excuses, but you wouldn’t tell me why.”
Leslie glanced down at her daughter. “Ellie, sometimes grown-ups do things that don’t make sense to children, but I have my own reasons, and you have to respect that.”
“Leslie—” Abby began.
Leslie held up a hand. “No. We can’t talk about this here. And not with Ellie.”
“Mom!” Ellie protested. “You don’t get it! I need Abby. She can tell me what’s happening to me, and there isn’t anybody else I can ask!”
“Talk to me, then,” Leslie said.
“But you don’t have it!”
“Have what, love?”
“You can’t seen those people.”
Leslie’s eye flickered toward Abby’s. “And you do.”
Abby nodded. “Look, Leslie—can we move this inside?”
“I need to get home,” Leslie said, her voice dull.
“I know you don’t want to talk about this, Leslie. You made that clear before. You can see how well that worked. It’s not going to get better unless we all sit down together and work this out.” Leslie’s expression was bleak, and Abby felt sorry for her, but she wasn’t about to back down.
Leslie’s shoulders slumped. “All right. You live over there, right?”
So Leslie had never seen Ned’s house? “Yes. This side of the cemetery.”
“Figures. Let’s go, then, so we can get this over with.”
Wordlessly Abby turned and led the way across the green toward the house. If Leslie thought this would be sorted out in one quick conversation, she was mistaken: this ability was something that was inside Ellie and it wasn’t going to go away. Maybe it could be suppressed, but that might damage the girl in the long run. Ellie should know what her choices were—but she was so young! Abby knew she didn’t have all the answers, but they had to start somewhere.
Two minutes later they climbed the rickety front steps of the house and crossed the deep porch to the front door. Abby unlocked it, then stepped back to let Leslie and Ellie pass. Then she followed them, shutting the door behind her.
“Love what you’ve done with the place,” Leslie said, her tone sarcastic as she took in the broad hall and the parlor to one side.
Abby refused to take offense: she knew only too well how it looked. “It’s a work in progress.”
Ellie had gone on ahead to the second parlor. “Look, Mom! There’s a window seat!”
“That’s nice, sweetie,” Leslie said absently, watching Abby.
“Why don’t we go back to the kitchen?” Abby said. “That’s where we spend most of our time, anyway.”
“Whatever. Ellie? Can you give us a few minutes alone?”
“Sure. I’ve got a book to read, and I’ll just sit here in the window seat. It’s cool.”
“That’s great. We’ll be in the kitchen.”
Ellie was already pulling a book out of her backpack, so Abby led the way to the kitchen. “You want tea? Coffee?”
“You pretending this is a social event? Sure, tea would be fine.”
Abby started a kettle boiling, then turned to Leslie. “You don’t have to be snide. Look, I never asked for this. When I started working for you, I had no idea what it was or what it meant. I certainly never thought about finding other people who shared it—I ran into Ned by accident, as you know. It never occurred to me that children might possess this, and I didn’t know anything about Ned’s connection to Ellie. But as soon as I met her, I knew there was something there.”
“And you tried to recruit her to your coven?” Leslie’s eyes were cold.
“Damn it, Leslie, this is not a joke! I am not a witch. I have no desire to do harm to anyone, or to convert anyone. I happen to possess an ability that most other people don’t. Some people are color-blind. What if there were people on the other end of the spectrum who could see colors that most people can’t? How do you even begin to explain what a color looks like? Well, that’s what this is like.”
Leslie stared at her for a moment, then looked away. Abby busied herself with making tea, to give Leslie time to process what Abby had said. She was not going to keep apologizing.
The tea was steeping in its pot when Leslie finally said, “Oh, God,” and scrubbed her hands through her short hair. “I’m sorry. I know this isn’t personal for you. You didn’t mean to walk into my life and blow it to pieces.”
Abby carried the pot to the table, added cups and sugar and milk, then sat down across from Leslie. “Why do you describe it like that?”
“Because I thought I had it all together. I love George, I love my kids, I love my job. My house isn’t as cool as yours, but it works for us. Everything was going so well—I should have known it couldn’t last.”
“But you can’t claim it’s ruined, just because you’ve found out your child, or maybe both children, have this extra ability. Leslie, if I may be blunt, I think you’re over-reacting.”
“Gee, thanks. That helps.”
“I don’t mean to put you down, but I don’t see why you treat this as a disaster. Ellie’s a smart kid. All she needs is some help to manage this thing.”
“Help that I’m not equipped to give her! Is this thing something you can teach me?”
“I don’t think so, but I’m still new at it. I think it’s either there or it isn’t. If you have it, you can open yourself to it, but I don’t think you can learn it, especially as an adult.”
“This comes from Ned.”
“Yes. I think so. Which means there’s probably something genetic about it.”
“So now what? We all move into a cozy commune and invite the ghosts to join us?”
Leslie was not taking this well, Abby thought. She was angry and scared, and she was lashing out. That wouldn’t help Ellie. She had to keep focused on the child. “No, that’s ridiculous. Leslie, you’re still making fun of this. It is real. I don’t think it’s harmful. I don’t claim to know how to handle it—I’m kind of making it up as I go. I’m learning all the time. But you aren’t helping the situation.”
Leslie shut her eyes for a long moment. “You’re right. And we keep having the same argument and it’s getting us nowhere. What do you propose we do about it?”
“I hadn’t thought about it, until Ellie turned up here. Clearly, ignoring it isn’t working. Listen, what’s going on with your summer plans?”
Leslie’s eyebrows went up. “I’m working, as usual. The kids are in camp or with a summer nanny I hire each year. Why?”
“Maybe I could spend a day with Ellie now and then, and we could explore this together? I don’t want to shut you out of it, but I can see that it would be hard for you to fit it in.”
Leslie gave Abby an almost-smile. “I’ve spent the last couple of months demonizing you—like you did something evil to my child. I know rationally that’s not true, but it’s been hard for me. Now you want me to turn her over to you regularly so you can spend more time with her. I’ll have to think about that.”
“It was just a suggestion. You do have other options, you know. If it would make you feel better, you could take her to a therapist, reassure yourself that this isn’t just a bid for attention on Ellie’s part.” Abby knew better, since she and Ellie had seen the same ghost at the same time, but if it would help Leslie come to terms with what was happening, it could be a good move, if she could find a sympathetic therapist. If that was possible in this case. Was there such a thing as a psychic therapist?
“I’ve thought about that. I’m not sure Ellie would speak freely with a stranger, no matter how nice that person was. I’ve thought about seeing a shrink myself, but I can’t see myself trying to explain that I was stressed out because my seven-year-old daughter is seeing ghosts. They’d lock me up, or medicate me.”
“Hey, Mom, you about done?” Ellie came skipping into the room.
“Almost, sweetie. Did you finish your book?” Leslie asked.
“Yeah. It was easy. You going to let me visit Abby?”
Leslie glanced briefly at Abby. “I think so. We’ll have to talk about it, with your father. But I promise we’ll work something out. Deal?”
“Deal!” Ellie said eagerly. “Are we going home now?”
“Yes, we are,” her mother told her. “I have to start dinner. Abby, we’ll talk, I promise. And thanks for watching out for Ellie.”
“Happy to do it, Leslie.”
Abby led them back to the front door. As they were leaving, Ellie grabbed Abby around the waist and gave her a hug. Abby hugged her back. That muted electric buzz was still there. Leslie didn’t feel it, when she and her child hugged?
Ellie released her as quickly as she had grabbed her. “Let’s go, Mom—I’m hungry!”
“Bye, you two.” Abby watched them as they went down the steps and turned toward the green, where Leslie had left her car.
Once they were out of sight, Abby wandered back to the kitchen and cleaned up. She felt oddly pleased, and proud of Ellie for having jump-started the process, even though what she’d done—running off on her own and catching a bus—had been reckless. She must really have been desperate. Once she had gotten over her initial panic, Leslie was beginning to come around. She acknowledged that she needed help with Ellie. She was still reluctant to appeal to Abby, but what other choices did she have? It might take a little time, but surely they could work something out. And the idea she’d proposed, about spending time with Ellie over the summer, might have been spur-of-the-moment but it made sense. They could all learn something from that interaction.
Ned came up behind her while she was still lost in thought. “Hey,” he said, kissing her neck. “You seem a million miles away.”
She turned and returned his kiss. “Ellie showed up out of the blue today.”
He stiffened. “What? How?”
“She left school when the day ended and got on a school bus she knew went to Lexington. She has a cell phone, so she called me when she got here because she didn’t know where this house was—she was sitting over on the green.”
“Good God! That poor kid—what was she thinking? What did you do?”
“I called Leslie immediately, of course. She was understandably upset, but she came over, and we talked. I think things are getting better. Since Ellie seems so determined, I proposed that she and I could spend time together over the summer, when school is out. Maybe one day a week, or every other week.”
“Leslie went along with that?” Ned said, looking for wineglasses.
“Surprisingly, yes. I think she knows she’s in over her head. She’s still balking at letting me help, but I’m pretty sure she’ll come around. Ned, are we ever going to look for more people with this ability?”
“How? Go to Wiccan gatherings? Put an ad in alternative papers? You’d spend a lot of time weeding out the whack-jobs.”
“Don’t you start making jokes—it’s bad enough with Leslie. You know what I mean. I’m not sure it’s a good idea, but I want to think about it. What I’m asking is, are there code words for these abilities?”
“I don’t know, but I’m sure there must be publications somewhere that can tell you. What are we doing about dinner?”
“You’re taking me out. It’s been a busy day.”
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Over the next couple days, the weekend, Abby fell into a regular pattern. Breakfast with Ned. In the mornings, when the light was best, she’d strip wallpaper. They’d eat a quick lunch together, then she would settle in with some books she’d taken out from the library or downloaded to her computer, and explore the many theories about what had happened at Salem and why. There was no shortage of hypotheses, and new ones kept popping up, as both technology and psychology evolved. When her eyes could no longer focus on the print or pixels, she’d dive back into her family history, which was kind of fun. Should she go back to Concord and ask the long-departed Reeds in the cemetery there for help? No, that was silly: so far she’d had little luck with initiating any kind of interaction with those from the past, much less asking them for the names of their grandparents.
Well, no, that wasn’t exactly true. It seemed to be possible but inconsistent. Ned had seen and been seen by his “friend” Johnny, in the house where he’d grown up. Ellie had played some inter-century game of hide-and-seek with an ancestor she and Abby shared, whose family had lived in Littleton. And she herself had had direct conversation with a recently deceased descendant from the same Perry line, at the Littleton Historical Society. She was still somewhat incredulous about that, because she would have sworn that the person she was talking to was real—but she’d been firmly told otherwise by the director of the historical society, and Abby had visited the grave and found her there again. But none of that meant she could waltz into a cemetery, knock on a tombstone, call up an ancestor and ask politely, Did you have any ancestors at Salem? She’d have to find out the old-fashioned way, by doing the research. Maybe when Leslie had fired her, telling her not to come back, she’d done her a favor: now she had the time to pursue this. She could think about finding a job later, maybe in the fall. Still, she felt like a parasite, living off Ned. She’d always planned to be self-sufficient, something that former boyfriend Brad had conveniently ignored, expecting her to do all the unpacking and setting up of their new home while he went off to the city to do important financial things.
Leslie had called on Sunday. “One day a week. That work for you?” she had said without preamble.
“Fine. You want me to come pick Ellie up at your house, or meet you at the museum?”
“We can work that out later. I’m going to have to trust you not to do anything too weird, or dangerous, or anything like that.”
“Of course I wouldn’t. When do you want to start?”
“Last day of school is May twentieth. How about the first week in June? I’ve got to tell the summer program which days Ellie will be there.”
“Okay.” Abby wasn’t about to argue. She was glad Leslie had seen the logic of her suggestion, that she and Ellie explore their talent together. Now all she had to do was figure out what to do with Ellie for those days. She didn’t want Ellie to think Abby was using her as a guinea pig. And she was pretty sure that Leslie would be watching with an eagle eye to make sure she didn’t push Ellie too hard, not that she would. She liked Ellie, and was looking forward to spending time with a child, something she had missed since she’d lost her job.
“I’ll give you a call next week,” Leslie said, then hung up. Obviously she was still conflicted about the whole thing, Abby thought, but at least it was a baby step forward.
So: she had a couple of days to do her homework and think of a strategy.
By Monday the front and back parlor and the dining room walls were denuded, which Abby thought was good progress even though they looked terrible at the moment. Luckily the kitchen had never been papered, only painted, and that was easy to clean, and repainting it could wait for a while. She wasn’t ready to tackle the upstairs, although at least up there the ceilings were lower so the walls were shorter. The grand hallway she wasn’t going to touch, now or in the future: the stretch from the ground floor to the top of the wall on the second floor had to be twenty feet and would require not only longer ladders but some kind of scaffolding to straddle the elegant staircase—miraculously never painted. That she would willingly pay for someone else with the equipment and the skills to handle.
And her research into the history of the Salem witch trials had proved fascinating, although she wasn’t sure what to do with the information. She still didn’t believe in witches. She was more than ever convinced that other people had then and maybe still did believe in witches, although in the seventeenth century that was more likely to mean someone who channeled or worked for the Devil. People had reacted with fear and anger, and they had done real harm, not only to particular individuals, who had been imprisoned, and lost their homes and their families and sometimes even their lives. Why? The whole thing had been started by a small group of girls, all under the age of twenty. They had come from respectable families, pillars of the community. And they had gone crazy together and torn apart their community and even threatened the foundations of the colony. How could something like that happen? Why had sensible adults even believed the girls in the first place? It still made no sense to her.
If it was ever going to, Abby thought her best chance was to track down one or more ancestral relatives and see if her connection through their eyes worked, going back over three hundred years. There was no guarantee: plenty of her more recent local ancestors remained stubbornly silent, so far. But Abby was hoping that the intensity of emotions in Salem at the time could make it work, with or without a personal connection. And if—if!—it did, she might gain a peculiar and unique insight into how people had seen and interpreted what was going on at the time. The odds were long, but wouldn’t it be interesting?
Then there was Ellie, who shared some of her ancestral lineage but not necessarily any that connected to Salem or Andover—that meant more research. Had Ned ever looked? He seemed to have followed the Reed line back to the beginning, but oddly enough there were no Reeds in Salem or Andover at the right time, even though she’d found the name almost everywhere else she had looked since she began her research. So next she would have to start checking out the other lines she hadn’t looked at yet. It would be easiest to start with the Reeds and see if she could push that line back in the right direction. If not, she’d have to come at the hunt in a different way.
She hadn’t looked at her family’s genealogy information for a while, since her life had been shaken up: finding out about Ellie, losing her job, moving in with Ned. That meant she had to reacquaint herself with her own family. It wasn’t like she knew them well—she’d only “met” them a few months before, when her mother had appeared with her grandmother’s rocking chair. Then when she’d gotten the job at the museum, she’d thrown most of her energy into that, without giving much thought to all those lurking ancestors—until one had shown up at the green in Littleton just before Patriots’ Day: Henry Perry, one that Ned couldn’t see, so he was her relative but not his. And his untimely appearance had started the whole cascade of events that led to Leslie driving her out of the museum and Abby moving into Ned’s house.
So now it was time to dig in once again, starting with Olivia, her great-great-grandmother, née Flagg, who had married Samuel Pendleton in 1886. Olivia she had traced back along a couple of lines, but Samuel’s forebears were all blank. She was poised to start when her phone rang. When she checked caller ID she was surprised to see that it was Leslie.
“Hey, Leslie, what’s up?” she said when she answered.
“I’ve got a favor to ask. This is an early closing day at Ellie’s school, and my sitter can’t make it—we messed up with the dates. Could you pick Ellie up?”
“Sure, no problem. You want me to bring her back later?”
“If you could. Sorry to dump this on you.”
“Hey, I’ve spent enough time around kids and schools to know how often this kind of thing happens. I’m glad to help. What time and where?”
Leslie gave her the details. “School lets out at noon. I should be home by six, if you can bring her by then.”
“That’s fine. You mind if I feed her sugar and stuff?”
Leslie gave a short laugh. “I think she’s seen it before. I guess that means I’m not one of those progressive parents, like most people around here.”
“Then cookies it is. See you later!” Abby hung up. So much for research, but she could start building a relationship with Ellie. Only a few hours, though, so not enough for an excursion. Well, they’d just have to wing it.
Abby grabbed a quick shower and was waiting at the elementary school when Ellie came out. She was chatting with a couple of other girls her own age, which pleased Abby—at least she had a few friends. Abby got out of the car and waved, and when Ellie saw her her face lit up. She said something to the others, then darted over to Abby’s car.
“Hey, what’re you doing here? Does my mom know?”
“She does indeed. She asked me to pick you up—some mix-up about your sitter.”
“Great. What’re we going to do?”
“I hadn’t gotten that far. How about we go to my house and start with some lunch, and we can take it from there?”
“Sounds good,” Ellie replied. She climbed into the passenger seat and buckled her seat belt without being asked. She and Abby chatted about the school and what Ellie was learning until they reached Lexington.
“Here we are,” Abby said.
Ellie studied the building. “I like this house. It’s big, and it’s got lots of funny corners and things. Like that window seat.”
“Actually it’s Ned’s—I’ve only just moved in, so I don’t know everything about it yet.”
“Is he your boyfriend?”
“Yes.” That was the simplest answer, and it was true, although it was a lot more complicated than that. Abby wondered what second-graders knew about adult relationships. If Ellie asked her if she and Ned were married, she wasn’t going to lie, but neither was she going to volunteer any information.
Luckily Ellie seemed satisfied. “I like him.”
Which was good. Abby wondered when Leslie would get around to telling Ellie that Ned was her biological father. She wasn’t going to touch that subject with a ten-foot pole.
When Ellie had finished a glass of juice and a sandwich—and a few cookies—she said, “What are we going to do now?”
“Do you have homework?” Even the early grades seemed to assign something to students these days.
Ellie made a rude noise. “Yeah, but it’ll take me like ten minutes to do, and nobody cares because it’s the end of the year. Can we go look at the cemetery?”
“Which one?” She’d already visited one in Concord with Ellie, and the one in Littleton, in the short time she’d known her.
“The one out behind your house.”
That surprised Abby. “Sure. But why are you interested, Ellie?”
“I like cemeteries. And I like to see who’s there. Have you seen anybody there?”
Abby assumed Ellie meant the departed residents, not living visitors, and she wasn’t going to pretend not to understand. “I think so, but I haven’t spent a lot of time there—I’ve been busy working on the house. Has your mother let you go back to the Littleton cemetery?” Where Ellie had met her not-quite-imaginary friend.
“No, and I promised I wouldn’t sneak there either. Do you think Hannah will still be there when I go back?”
“Probably, if you go looking for her. I think she knows a lot about waiting.” Poor Hannah had died well over a century earlier, at about the same age that Ellie was now. To Ellie, she had been a playmate.
“Good!” Ellie bounced out of her chair and dutifully took her plate and glass over to the sink. “Can we go now?”
“Sure.” Abby grabbed her keys and they went out the back door, which led to the scruffy yard. There was a fence separating Ned’s property from the cemetery, but it was easy to get over. Abby let Ellie go first and watched with some amusement as she started darting among the stones, bending down to read one now and then. Abby followed more slowly. She hadn’t had time to really explore this cemetery, as she had told Ellie. She and Ned had caught sight of someone, the first time he’d shown her the house, so she assumed there were relatives of some sort here—was that one of the reasons Ned had bought it? But then, it had been a moment of high emotion, her first visit to the house, so she wasn’t sure how much she had been picking up.
She looked up from studying a fairly early stone to see that Ellie had sat down in front of a tidy row of eighteenth-century tombstones. Abby joined her, and Ellie pointed. “Look, a whole lot of Reeds!”
Why was she not surprised? She sat down cross-legged next to Ellie. “Are they here now?” she asked. She didn’t see anyone, but maybe she’d have to give it time.
“Not right now. That one’s too little.” Ellie pointed at a smaller stone at the end of one row, and Abby read the inscription, all in capitals. “Ruth daughter of William & Abigail Reed aged 3 weeks 4 days died February ye 14th 1704.” Mom and Dad were next to her, but they’d outlived her by many years. How sad. It must have been an important family, to have put up a nice stone for an infant who’d lived so briefly. Looking around at the nearby stones, it was clear that the Reed family had had other offspring, who hadn’t strayed far from Lexington. Little Ruth must have been loved.
“Can you feel her?” Abby asked softly.
Ellie shrugged. “Kind of. But she was a baby, so she can’t think in words, you know?”
Of course, Abby said to herself. “What do you feel?”
Ellie paused to consider. “She hurts. She didn’t live long, did she?”
Interesting that Ellie picked up on the emotion, even without words. “No, as you can see. Tell me, Ellie, do you see more children than grown-ups?”
“I dunno. I don’t think about it, except when I’m in a place. Maybe.”
“How do you feel when you see them, or feel them?”
“Sad, sometimes. Most of the time they weren’t happy when they died. What about you?”
It was only fair to answer Ellie. “I feel sad too, but sometimes it’s the other relatives who are there to mourn them that are sad, not the ones who are buried. I’ve run into people in other places, like houses, but usually only when they’re upset there too. I guess it takes a really strong signal to get through to me. Does that make sense to you?”
“Yeah, I guess. And it doesn’t happen all the time with me. Just sometimes. Am I weird?”
How to answer that? “You can see things that other people can’t. Sometimes that makes other people scared or angry, but that’s not your fault. You just have to be careful who you share it with.”
“Like you, you mean?”
“Yes, like me. I understand, and so does Ned. But I know how many people don’t.”
“Mom doesn’t.”
“I know. It’s up to us to try to help her understand.”
“Okay.” Ellie bounced up quickly. “Can we go back to the house now?”
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Abby hadn’t spent much time admiring Ned’s house yet, and certainly not from this angle. It was imposing, and she couldn’t see the shabby bits—the peeling paint, the missing bits of gingerbread—from this viewpoint. It sat squarely on a nice large lot—Abby didn’t want to think what the property was worth, given the location, but then, Ned had a lot of money. She didn’t want to know how much. She was pretty sure he’d bought the place for cash. At least he hadn’t had much competition, despite the neighborhood—it was pretty rundown, and it was going to take a lot of work to bring it back to the state it deserved.
Nor had she explored the yard much. There was a cellar hatch that opened onto the back—not that she’d checked out the cellar either. Her first impression was that it was damp, dark, and infested with spiders. There were odds and ends left behind in corners, but she felt no need to either check them out or remove them quickly. All that could wait for later, maybe when it was midsummer. It would be cool then, unlike the rest of the house, which had nothing so modern as air conditioning.
Ellie had gotten ahead of her and was now roaming around the perimeter of the property. She’d found a dead branch somewhere and was poking aimlessly at things. Abby couldn’t see anything that could be harmed by that. “Are you looking for something?” she called out.
“Nope, just exploring. Were there buildings here? Before, I mean?”
When was “before”? Ellie could be referring to any century since the town was founded, somewhere around 1712 if she remembered correctly. “Probably. This house dates to around 1870, I think, but it was a town long before that.”
“And there were probably Indians too,” Ellie said, but didn’t seem to expect an answer. “What’s that?” She pointed.
Abby followed her finger and saw only a pile in a corner of the lot, against the back fence, covered with many generations of leaves. “I don’t know. I haven’t lived in this house for long. Should we find out?”
“Sure.” Ellie approached the mound, which was about six feet across, and poked it with her stick. “There’s something hard under there.”
“You want me to see if I can find a rake or a shovel or something?”
“Okay,” Ellie said, not looking away from the mound.
Where the heck would rakes or shovels be? Abby wondered. She hadn’t needed one before, since she’d arrived in the spring, so no leaves to collect or snow to move. Cellar? There was no garage, which seemed surprising. Maybe there had been a small barn or stable at some point, but once horses were no longer part of daily life, it had been torn down or fallen down on its own. If she looked she might find the remains of a foundation, but that wouldn’t explain the mound at the back. She approached the back porch and peered under it, and was rewarded with a rusty rake. She made a mental note: if she was going to do any kind of gardening, even if it was no more than clean-up, she needed to find the right tools. And garden gloves. And trash bags.
She carried her find back to Ellie, who was now kneeling at the edge of the mound and digging like an eager puppy. “What’ve you got?”
“Old china. Some bottles. I think there were cans, but they kind of fell apart because they were rusty.”
“Be careful, Ellie—if there’s glass, you could cut yourself. I’ll have to get some gloves, but I don’t have any now.” Of course, Ellie might lose interest quickly.
“You found a rake? Can you take the dead leaves and stuff off the top so I can see better?” Ellie asked.
“Sure, no problem.” Luckily it hadn’t rained recently, so the leaves and the leaf mold they had turned into were easy to move aside. Once she’d cleared a portion, she realized that a whole patch of ground over six feet wide seemed to be littered with detritus. “Ellie, I think we’re looking at an old dump for the house.”
“What’s that?”
“Well, a century ago there was no garbage collection. Actually there was much less garbage or trash anyway. Food stuff you could compost, or just let rot, or feed to pigs if you had any. Same with paper stuff—you could burn that, along with leaves. So what’s left?”
“Things that don’t burn or rot,” Ellie said promptly. “Like glass and china.”
“Exactly.”
“Can we keep digging?”
“Sure, why not? I don’t have any other plans. Let’s see what we can find. You know, when I wasn’t much older than you, I wanted to be an archeologist.”
“You mean, look for dinosaurs?”
“More like historical sites, from the Middle Ages or even earlier. Do you know how much you can learn from a dump like this?”
“You gonna tell me?” Ellie asked with a wicked grin while she kept on sifting through the antique trash.
“Of course. I like teaching. And looking at this kind of thing, and what you pull out of it, you can tell what people ate—at least, when they didn’t grow all their own food—and how they ate. I mean, from what we’ve already seen, it looks like they had more than one kind of china, and some of it’s pretty fancy. Which meant they sat down to dinner, nicely, and maybe even had a lot of guests. And given the time this place was built, they probably had a servant to do the dishwashing, maybe even the cooking.”
“Wow,” Ellie said, looking impressed. “So this is kind of like a diary of things instead of words.”
“You could look at it that way,” Abby agreed. “Why don’t I take this side and you can work on that one?”
“Deal,” Ellie said and resumed scrabbling.
After a couple of hours, both Abby and Ellie were covered with mud, dirt, and some things Abby didn’t want to examine too closely. She had wondered for a moment if she was violating Leslie’s primary instruction: don’t do anything dangerous. What were the odds that there was something poisonous in this heap of trash? Hadn’t people used arsenic and the like for rat poison back in the day? And goodness knows there was plenty of broken glass with sharp edges. But watching Ellie, Abby realized that the girl was surprisingly careful and methodical. Each piece she extracted she looked at carefully, dusted it off, and then put it with matching pieces on the lawn. Good thing they had plenty of lawn to work with.
By the time they’d taken the heap down to the level of the lawn, they were both running out of steam. Abby stood up, stretched, and surveyed the field of shards. “So, Ellie, what’ve we got?” she asked.
Ellie got up, brushed off her pants, and came over to stand by Abby. “Mostly china, but lots of patterns. Six, maybe? Bottles—plenty of those.”
Abby laughed. “It looks like somebody really liked patent medicine.”
Ellie looked up at her. “Were they sick?”
“Not exactly. Patent medicine had a lot of alcohol in it. It was okay to buy tonics and use a lot of them, but not to buy liquor, especially if you were a woman. So this was a way around it.”
“Huh,” Ellie said. “I don’t like liquor—it tastes strong.”
“That’s okay. You don’t have to drink it. What else is there?”
“Other glass stuff—some is pretty thin.”
“Lamp globes for oil lamps, I’m guessing. Have you seen any of those?”
“Maybe. I guess they break pretty easy. Then there are the things there’s only one of, like an old umbrella, and a wooden toothbrush. And what’re those big china things that look like cups?”
“Chamberpots,” Abby said promptly.
“What’s that?”
“Well, there was probably only one bathroom in the house when it was built, and it was pretty cold, so if you had to go in the middle of the night, you could use a chamberpot. You kept it under the bed, and that maid we talked about would empty them all in the morning and clean them out.”
“Ewww! Like potty seats for grown-ups?”
“Kind of. Anything else?”
“There’s a pile of shoes—looks like leather lasts pretty well even when it’s buried. And then there are some pretty things, like decorations.”
“I think you’ve about covered it. There’s more of the china than anything else, right? What does that tell you?”
“Well, it might mean that maid was real clumsy and dropped things a lot. But . . .”
“But what, Ellie?”
“There’s an awful lot of the china. I think somebody broke it on purpose.”
“Why do you say that?” Abby asked carefully.
“Because he was mad.”
“It was a he?”
Ellie nodded. “Yeah. He was mad and he wanted to break things.”
“Can you see him?” Abby said softly.
“No, but I feel his mad. I don’t like him. Can we go in now?”
“Sure. You’d better get washed up—I have to take you home soon.”
“Okay.” Ellie gave one last long look at the items spread out across the grass, then turned and headed for the back door. Inside, Abby supervised scrubbing the worst of the dirt off, but it didn’t make much of a difference. Leslie would have laundry to do. But Abby was pleased that Ellie was a normal kid who wasn’t worried about getting dirty—Abby had always hated the prissy little girls who wanted to stay clean.
After another snack and a drink, Abby shepherded Ellie out to her car and headed toward Littleton. Leslie’s car was in the driveway but she hadn’t gone inside yet, so she waited while Ellie and Abby climbed out of the car. And did a double-take when she looked them over.
“What on earth were you doing?”
“We were playing archeologist at the house.”
“We dug up Abby’s dump, Mom,” Ellie said enthusiastically. “There was all sorts of stuff there, like old bottles and china, and even an umbrella. It was cool!”
“Well, I’m glad you had fun, sweetie, but I think you might need a bath while I make dinner. Here, take my keys and let yourself in, will you? I want to say good-bye to Abby.”
“Okay.” Ellie skipped over to the door and unlocked it.
“So, you two found something to entertain yourselves?” Leslie said, arching one eyebrow at Abby.
“We did,” Abby replied cheerfully. “Accompanied by a lecture on Victorian society, agriculture, trash disposal, and the alcohol content of patent medicine. It was fun.” Abby decided not to mention the earlier visit to the cemetery. “Ellie was the one who found it—I think it was the trash heap for the house, and while they stopped using it a long time ago, nobody ever bothered to clean it out. Which describes a lot of the house. You know, Leslie—Ellie is one smart kid. She was careful, methodical. She didn’t get bored and run off to do something else—she kept working until we’d finished, or at least the easy stuff. She really was interested. Maybe she does have the makings to be an archeologist, or at least a scientist.”
“That comes from her dad’s side.” Leslie squared her shoulders. “Well, I’ve got a family to feed. Thanks for filling in on such short notice. I’m glad you two had a good time.”
“No problem. I enjoyed it, although now I’ve got antique trash strewn all over my backyard. But I learned something about the house. Call me if you need me again.”
“I will.”
When Leslie had gone inside, Abby started up her car and headed home. They were working things out, she and Leslie and Ellie. And as she’d said, Ellie really was smart and focused—far beyond her age. Which was another thing that made it hard for her to fit in with her age group at school. Maybe she would benefit from a private school? If Leslie and her husband couldn’t afford it, maybe Ned could help. If Leslie would accept his help, which was not a sure thing. She’d ask Ned what he thought.
And she wanted to know more about the angry man who had broken all that china.
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Ned arrived home at the same time she did, after driving back from Leslie’s house. He had much the same reaction.
“What on earth have you been doing?” he asked, taking in her muddy clothes and grimy nails.
“Playing archeologist with Ellie,” she told him, grinning.
“You’re going to have to explain that, you know,” he said with a smile.
“Can I shower first? Most of this dirt is older than I am. By the way, would you happen to have the title search for this property handy?”
“In a file somewhere. You shower, I’ll hunt for it.”
“Deal.” Ned hadn’t even asked why she wanted it. Of course, he’d fielded a lot of strange requests from her over the past few months. It was very comforting to know that he wasn’t easily rattled.
Abby came downstairs fifteen minutes later, toweling her hair, and Ned handed her a glass of wine. “Okay, tell me all about it.”
“Am I cooking?”
“No, I am. You’re entertaining me.”
“And you’re spoiling me! Anyway, Leslie called after you’d left this morning and said there was some mix-up with her sitter and could I pick up Ellie and keep her amused for the afternoon, and I said sure. So I did—pick her up, I mean. And we came back here, and first she wanted to visit the cemetery.”
“The one out back?” Ned busied himself chopping onions.
“Yes. You’ve spent some time there, right?” When Ned nodded, Abby continued. “She made a beeline for the Reeds on the far side. You know, that whole row of them?”
“Sure. Prominent citizens, if I recall. We know we connect through that line. Interesting that she would pick up on them so fast.”
“There was something else,” Abby said quietly. “You know that little stone? The one for the baby? She said she could ‘feel’ her. No words, just pain.”
“Wow,” Ned said. “Was she upset?”
“No. I asked her that and she said no. I’d never thought about whether babies projected anything, but Ellie knew about the pain immediately. Maybe that was enough for her for the moment, because right after that we headed back for the house, but we never quite made it.”
“And that explains the mud?”
“Sort of. How well do you know your property?”
“Not as well as I should. You know me—I spend a lot of time at work, and that means I’m not here by daylight much. In some ways I’ve always known the place, because I’ve been going by it more than half my life, and coveting it. But on a micro-level, I couldn’t tell you about a lot of the details, like what’s growing out back.”
“Well, Ellie found a dump.”
“A dump?” Ned turned to her and raised his eyebrows.
“Yes, for the house. The non-biodegradable stuff, like glass and china. She wanted to dig right in, so we did.”
“That’s really interesting. Chicken stir-fry okay with you?”
“Sure. And I love the way your mind jumps from antique trash to stir-fry like that.”
“You understood me, didn’t you?” He grinned.
“I did. Anyway, we spent the rest of the afternoon clearing out the first one or two feet of it, which we then spread across half the back lawn so we could inventory it. By the way, don’t go out wandering in the yard after dark for a bit, certainly not barefoot.”
“Duly noted, not that I do that often in any case. So what did you find?”
“The detritus of a late-Victorian household. Like I said, mostly china and glass, with a few odds and ends, like a very dead umbrella and about a dozen shoes.” Abby took a sip of her wine and let it slide down her throat. “But there was something else.”
Ned chopped some ginger and garlic. “What?”
“When we were done for the day, and were looking at all the stuff spread out, she said a man had broken it, and he was mad when he did it.”
Ned stopped chopping and looked at her. “Mad as in angry, not crazy?”
“Yes,” Abby said.
Ned nodded once. “So that’s why you want to see the house records? To see who he was?”
“Exactly.”
“I know I glanced at them when I bought this place, and none of the names jumped out at me, but I wasn’t thinking about historical connections then. Well, unless I wanted to say Sam Adams came to dinner here, but the house is too late for that. Nathaniel Hawthorne, maybe? When did he die?”
“I think he’s still too early for this place. I can check out the names of the past owners, anyway. But what seemed important is that she sensed an emotion from this unknown man. Who may not even be related.”
Ned found a container of leftover cooked chicken in the refrigerator and started cutting it up. “You know, you could be seeing what you want to see. What’s to say she didn’t look at all those bits of crockery and imagine somebody hurling it around?”
“It’s possible, but she sounded very sure. And I kind of agree with her. What’s out there went beyond ordinary trash. Sure, china and glassware get broken in any normal household, but there was more than there should have been, and of particular kinds, all from the same era. And there were broken decorative things that you wouldn’t expect to find.”
“A careless servant?” Ned suggested.
“I wondered about that, and Ellie had the same idea. But how would she have knocked plaster casts of various things off the walls? I think there was something more going on. But that’s easy to verify, once I know who lived here.”
“You haven’t sensed anybody in the house?”
“No, no one connected to me. You?”
“No. Except the ones from the cemetery, and I guess we’ve accounted for them. They don’t exactly drop in here.”
“I wonder what the range of a spirit is?” Abby mused.
“No idea,” Ned said. “I never saw Johnny outside of our house. I’m ready to cook, once I start the rice.”
“I’ll watch and admire. If you’ll pass the wine bottle.”
 
• • •
 
Abby washed up after dinner—not difficult, since Ned was extremely neat when he cooked, putting her to shame. As she washed, she thought about the hypothetical servant girl who had no doubt stood right where she was standing, up to her elbows in soapy water. Easy enough to drop things—but how many? Abby could guess that she might have been the angry one, fed up with her lot in life, but Ellie had been sure it was a man. Still, Abby had trouble picturing a man pitching a fit and breaking the household china.
She was drying her hands when Ned appeared and handed her a file folder. “This is what I’ve got on the house. There’s a list of the prior owners going back to the beginning.”
“Then it shouldn’t take long. I’ll check the censuses and see if there’s anything online for the local paper. Can you amuse yourself for a bit?”
“Yes, Abigail, I think I can while away my time while I pine for your company.”
“You sure you aren’t channeling all the literati from around here?”
“More likely Downton Abbey. I’ll leave you to it.”
As Abby had guessed, it didn’t take long to find the names of prior owners in the censuses for Lexington. She started with the period right after the Civil War. Surely there had been earlier houses on the lot, but the china itself was later than that. She promised herself that she’d look up the Reeds sometime soon, but not right now. And she found what she was looking for.
It was little more than an hour when she joined Ned in the back parlor, where they had parked the television. “I’ve got him,” she said triumphantly.
“The China Killer?”
“I think so. Want to see?”
“Sure.” He stood up from the battered easy chair. “Let’s take it into the kitchen—at least there’s light there.”
In the kitchen Abby laid a spreadsheet on the table. “These are the names you gave me, and I’ve tracked them through the federal censuses, which only go up to 1940, and also some state censuses and town directories. Actually, one family, the Harlows, owned it for about thirty years, spanning the Civil War. Then in 1897 one George Thomas bought the house, and he lived here with his family, including a couple of sons. And a boarder and, yes, a servant girl. George lived here until 1904, along with his son, also named George. And then things got interesting.”
“Yes?” Ned prompted.
“I found this ad in the town paper, from 1905. George Junior put the place up for sale, claiming it was too big for him. He turned around and built himself the house next door. It took this house a while to sell, but he had moved into his new house by 1907.”
“So?”
“His father wasn’t dead. He was living as a boarder in another part of town.”
“Mildly interesting, but what’s your point?”
“Okay, this is pretty much conjecture, but I’d guess that what Ellie and I found predates 1907. George Junior was clearing out the house. Now, since he wasn’t going far, he could have moved it, but I’m guessing he took a look at all the fussy High Victorian stuff and said the heck with it. He didn’t want it, and apparently nobody else in the family did either. So he started smashing it.”
“Why didn’t he sell it, or give it away, or at least leave it intact when he dumped it?”
“We’ll never know. Maybe he had a drinking problem, if those patent medicine bottles were all his. Or maybe he was lazy. Or maybe he was mad at dear old Dad. Who, by the way, was working in a local shoe factory when he first bought the house. Which would explain the shoes, although not why he kept them.”
“Interesting. So you’ve constructed an entire family feud based on a pile of trash in the backyard.”
“It was Ellie who started me thinking about it,” Abby protested. “All she got was the anger. I just fitted a story around it. Shouldn’t I? I haven’t shared it with Ellie. Do you want me not to?”
Ned had been standing, looking over her shoulder as she explained what she’d found. Now he dropped heavily into a chair. “Abby, I don’t know. I guess I’m being cautious. Ellie may simply have an overactive imagination, and you’d be feeding right into that.”
Abby saw red. “Ned, I think I’ve spent more time with Ellie than you have. We were together when we both saw Hannah Perry in the cemetery in Littleton—that wasn’t her imagination. She’s not embellishing what she feels. In this case, all she said was that the man was angry. Well, here’s a man who fits. Heck, maybe it was Dad who got pissed off and starting breaking things, because Junior was selling the house out from under him. We don’t know—we can’t know, unless somebody left a convenient diary, with an entry like ‘George smashed the china today.’ But Ellie felt something. I trust her.”
Ned raised his hands. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to set you off—” he began.
Now Abby stood. “Set me off? Like I can’t take criticism? I’d be happy if we would discuss this rationally. Go ahead, challenge my theories. Tell me Ellie was wrong. But be very careful when you doubt her word, because I’m seeing and feeling the same things, so if you doubt her, you’re doubting me. She’s just more open to it than I’ve been, but I’m working on that. And what about you?”
Ned shook his head. “I’m sorry if you took what I said as a criticism—”
Abby interrupted him again. “Not a criticism—you were being patronizing. Patting me on the head and saying, ‘There, there, dear, it’s just your overactive female imagination at work.’”
“Whoa! Truce! I’m sorry. And, yes, I do see and feel at least some of these things. I’m just having a harder time coming to terms with it. I’m a scientist, remember? I like things I can prove, and replicate. This whole thing doesn’t fit my worldview, and I’m having trouble with that.”
Abby’s anger fled back to wherever it had come from. “Ned, I’m trying to help. Ellie first, because she’s going to grow up with this, living with two people who don’t share it at all. But I’m trying to help you, and myself too. I don’t begin to understand it. I don’t know what the rules are—how and when and why it happens. Can I call it up at will? Turn it on and off like with a switch? I don’t know. But I’m trying to figure things out!”
Ned remained silent for a few seconds, and then he gave her a small smile. “Do you realize we’re arguing about the trash of somebody who’s been dead for more than a century?”
She produced an answering smile. “How do you know he isn’t watching us right now and laughing?”
“Is he?”
“Got me. But I have a feeling he left and didn’t look back.”
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The next morning Abby woke up energized. She had enjoyed her afternoon with Ellie, and had been lucky to learn a bit more about Ellie’s abilities without prodding. She didn’t want to push her too hard, and she would have to be careful to keep Leslie up to date, but so far, so good. She hoped that Ned understood Ellie a bit better too. She’d have to ask Leslie how much time she wanted to let Ellie spend with Ned. Ned might benefit from being around her, but it might confuse Ellie if the girl sensed a connection with Ned but nobody would talk about it.
She wasn’t sure where her self-defined Salem project would fit with her time with Ellie. She had to keep reminding herself that she had no right to use Ellie as a sort of spirit Geiger counter, sensing ghosts for her. But, she reminded herself, some of the key figures in the whole witchcraft debacle had been young girls, barely older than Ellie, so there might be some advantage there.
She could hear Ned clanking around in the kitchen downstairs, and she could smell coffee—odd how odors wafted through the old house. She had to be careful to turn on an exhaust fan whenever she fried something like bacon or onions, or she’d be smelling them for at least a day. So, what was she doing today? If she wanted to advance the Salem project—she really needed to find a catchier name for it—she’d better identify a lineal ancestor somewhere up the tree. Her witch hunt? That seemed wrong, not to mention politically incorrect. Besides, she didn’t expect to find any witches because she didn’t believe in them. She was pretty sure there’d be at least one ancestor who’d been accused, maybe even convicted of witchcraft, but she still had to put names to them. Of course, she seemed to be assuming that a relative who’d been there would be an entrée for her, give her a window into those long-ago events. There were no guarantees of that. Surely she had dozens or even hundreds of ancestors who’d live and died—and presumably suffered somewhere along the way—in this part of Massachusetts, and it wasn’t like she was running into crowds of them on the street. Thank goodness.
And she’d better take a look at the real places involved. Did she want to go back before or after she’d put a finger on her ancestors? Go in cold, or with some knowledge? Something to think about. From what she’d seen so far, some of the original buildings from the seventeenth century were still standing in Salem and maybe in Danvers too, and had become museums and were open to the public, generating tourist income for the towns. She couldn’t fault that. In some cases, if the sites weren’t known, the town had put up a sign saying something like, “Near here in 1692 . . .” Why were people so fascinated by that series of events? Because it seemed so unlikely? Because deep down they harbored a lingering fear of witches?
That was something she was afraid of, mostly for Ellie’s sake. She could handle herself, and knew when not to say something. But Ellie was young, and not as socially aware, even though she knew that some people thought she was kind of weird, or was afraid they would. How to explain to her how to decide what she could or could not say?
Abby bounced out of bed. She couldn’t spend the morning sitting and stewing: she had work to do. She dressed quickly and went downstairs to join Ned in the kitchen, taking the back stairs, mainly because it tickled her that the house had two separate staircases. One was fancy, with a gorgeous curved mahogany railing; the second was utilitarian, with no railing at all, and led straight to the kitchen. For the servants. Were servants not allowed to be seen by the rest of the family? Or guests? What if a family member wanted a quick snack or a drink after hours—would they dare venture into the kitchen? Social mores were really strange.
Ned handed her a mug of coffee. “Hey, you look cheerful.”
She put the mug on the table and went hunting for the cinnamon bread she’d become addicted to lately. “I am. I have a plan. And it means more genealogy.”
“You really enjoy that, don’t you?”
“Actually, I do. And there are millions of other people who do—you already know that. This is personal: I’m hunting for a Salem ancestor to connect with. And the Reeds—at least the lineal ones—don’t work. So, new ground! Hey, this weekend can we go check out Salem and Danvers? I want to see where it all happened.”
“Sure. What about wallpaper?”
“Are we ready for that? Don’t we need to scrape and paint the trim first? And what about the floors? Are we sanding them?”
Ned refilled his coffee mug and sat down at the kitchen table. “Abby, you’ve already accomplished more in a month than I have in a few years. Are you in a hurry?”
The bread she was toasting popped up, and Abby slathered on butter, then sat at the table. “Well, kind of. First of all, I hate living in mess—it bothers me. Second, the rooms are so beautiful, I want to see what they could and should look like. Kind of reviving the ghost of the past. Look, if you want to tell me that you don’t like home projects, that’s fine—I can find craftsmen who can help. I won’t pretend I know how to run a belt sander, but I can paint and probably learn to paper. And don’t forget about furnishing the rooms.”
“Your energy astounds me,” Ned said, smiling. “I can’t swear I’ve got any skills along those lines either, but I’ll be happy to fetch and carry, or move ladders around. Maybe you should talk to my mother—I think she’s done some of this stuff too.”
“It wouldn’t surprise me, and I’ll do that. You I officially appoint as keeper of the infrastructure—you can make sure the furnace and the water heater keep working, and the wiring can handle whatever we add. We can haggle over the appliances and who’s in charge of that.”
“Will we be able to actually use these nice rooms you’re planning, or will there be a velvet rope at the door?”
“Of course we’ll be living in them. Well, maybe not in the front parlor, but we have to sit somewhere and watch television or whatever, so the back parlor can be more casual. No lace and velvet. We can shut the sliding doors and hide out there—that would save heat.”
“Sounds good.” He looked up at the clock on the wall—a non-electric one. “Shoot, I’ve got to get going.”
“Ned, what is it you do every day? I mean, it’s your company, right? You’re management, aren’t you?”
“Yes, but that’s my least favorite part of things. I do have oversight responsibilities, but I spend as much time as I can in the lab. I got into this because of the science, and I don’t want to lose sight of that. I’m just lucky that I found a specialty for which there is real demand right now.”
“Can I come visit you there someday?”
“Sure. It’s not a big place—I don’t know how you picture it in your head. And we’re friendly. We don’t bite.”
“Does anyone know about me?”
“Well, I didn’t exactly send out a company-wide memo saying that I’ve met this fantastic woman and she’s moved in with me, but most people kind of figured it out by themselves. They keep telling me I seem happier than I used to.”
“Are you?”
Ned reached out for her hand. “Do you have to ask?”
“I like to hear it.”
“Let me show you . . .”
Her toast was cold by the time she had a chance to eat it, but she didn’t care.
After Ned had left, Abby went hunting for the records she had assembled when she’d first looked into her family tree. She found them in a file box in one of the unused bedrooms, and hauled the box down to the dining room, which was on the shady side of the house but which had an overhead light. If she needed more light there was a quaint round plug embedded in the center of the floor, underneath the dining table. It still worked, although Abby wasn’t going to try to test its limits. She brought her laptop (thank goodness Ned had Wi-Fi!), and as an afterthought, carried her great-grandmother Ruth’s chair into the room. She no longer felt the same impact when she touched it as she had at first, but it had been one of the catalysts that started everything, so it was a kind of good luck charm. Besides, she liked looking at it.
She knew Olivia Flagg was Ruth Pendleton’s mother. Olivia—and her father and mother—had been the first ancestors Abby had “met,” in their house in Waltham, and that meeting had brought about her encounter with Ned, when he saw she was in distress and had sat her down and made her a cup of tea. And more important, had taken her seriously, even though she had had no idea what was happening. Together they had discovered that Olivia’s mother had been born Elizabeth Reed, and that had led to their shared exploration to the whole Reed family line, back until they had found a common ancestor, many generations earlier.
But looking at her notes, she realized she had never followed up on William Flagg, Elizabeth Reed’s husband, and the one who had bought that impressive house in Waltham that she had toured. There simply hadn’t been time then: Abby had been overwhelmed trying to sort out the Reeds, and then she’d gotten the job at the museum and had no time to indulge in research, other than for the job. There were plenty of other lines as well that she hadn’t even looked at, but she might as well start with the Flaggs. Wouldn’t it be funny if the Flaggs had possessed the same “seeing” ability as the Reeds, and that had somehow brought them together? So, on to William Flagg. If she hit a brick wall there, she could look up the line at the Pendletons, who were a mystery to her.
She had to admire genealogists from decades past: they had really had to work for their results. She, on the other hand, could sit in front of her laptop, click a few buttons, and find a wealth of information about almost everyone who had ever lived in the country, and a few other countries besides. In fact, there was almost too much information: either the same bit got repeated over and over (and came up during searches each time), or there were thirty-seven people of the same name, some even born in the same year, and she had to wade through each one to make sure she wasn’t missing anything. And that was just the statistical materials—there was still plenty of information to be found in local newspapers and historical societies. It could be daunting, but she was patient.
By the end of the afternoon she had assembled a nice short profile of William Flagg, including his Civil War record, and several businesses that he had owned or managed, in more than one town. As a person, she rather liked him, especially after finding a lovely photograph of him in his obituary—he had a luxuriant mustache. But he had been born at the other end of the state, and enlisted from there as well. It was a long way from Salem, although Abby was continually surprised at how often and how far people had moved around from the beginning. And William Flagg had been born in 1846, which meant that she had a lot of generations to go back to get to the right era. She could feel her enthusiasm wilting. But at least a migration westward over time made more sense than the opposite. She dug in and started searching for William Flagg’s parents. Which only made things worse, since both his parents seemed to have been born in Vermont. What was it with these people? Abby knew that in the later twentieth century people had moved around a lot, and before that there had been the migration from farms to the cities. But why so much earlier? Goodness knows there had been plenty of wide open spaces.
She plodded through the records. William’s father had been Silas Flagg, and his mother had been Eliza Barton. There at least was a new name. Silas Flagg had been too old to fight in the Civil War, but apparently William and his three brothers had all signed up and served—from Springfield. Which was the other end of the state. Stop whining, Abby! So you don’t know that neighborhood well—get over it. You didn’t know eastern Massachusetts when you started, and you learned fast. Suck it up and dig in. It was a messy mash of expressions, but the last couple of expressions reminded her that she was getting hungry, and it was her turn to cook. Better to start again in the morning with fresh eyes.
She wandered down to the kitchen to see what ingredients they had for supper. She liked to cook, especially if it was more than just for herself. Ned seemed to enjoy her cooking, and that was a compliment (assuming he was being honest with her), because he was a pretty fair cook on his own. Cooking was also something of a relief: she liked the chopping and tasting and envisioning flavors, which occupied some but not all of her attention, and left her time to think.
Was she obsessing about this genealogy and Salem thing? She hoped not. She did want to find a professional job—she’d given up hoping that Leslie would take her back, but she might be able to persuade her to give her a good recommendation, if things progressed as they seemed to be doing. Surely she could find a similar job somewhere in the greater Boston area? And she could be more flexible in her salary requirements now, since Ned could support her.
So, she decided, she should set a time limit on her research—she already knew how consuming it could become if she let it, so she needed a goal. The end of summer would work, because that would allow her to spend some time with Ellie, before she had to go back to school. And she already knew she wanted to steer clear of Salem in the fall, when all the Halloween crazies came out. There, a decision: she had about three months to find whatever she was looking for. Just as soon as she figured out what that was.
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Abby had managed to fill the kitchen with good smells, even with the windows open, by the time Ned came home. Good thing there was nothing cooking that demanded her immediate attention, since Ned gave all of his to greeting her, as though he hadn’t seen her in weeks instead of hours. When Abby finally pulled away, she said, “What was that all about? Not that I’m complaining.”
“I can’t just be glad to see you?” he said, in a mock-humorous tone. “It’s such a nice, welcoming scene—the house is coming together, there haven’t been any crises today—have there?—and here you are, looking right at home in front of the stove. And I’m hungry.”
“Good save, Mr. Newhall. No, no new crises. Not even any major discoveries. And I like to cook. But don’t get used to seeing me slaving over a hot stove just to keep you fed, particularly in the middle of summer when it’s going to be hot in here. Can we think about a ceiling fan, at least? By the way, I’ll do your laundry only if you ask very nicely, and you know how to run a vacuum cleaner as well as I do.”
Ned smiled. “Message received. How long until food?”
“Ready when you are.”
“Can I change clothes?”
“Sure.”
Ned disappeared up the back stairs, and Abby smiled to herself. Getting to know someone new was interesting. Her ex, Brad—her first and only real long-term relationship—had been quite different. For a start, he was a slob, dropping clothes wherever he felt like it, leaving glasses and plates all over their apartment. It was clear that he thought that because he had a Big Important Job in the City, she was supposed to run around picking up after him. Even when she had gotten the job at the museum—which he disapproved of—nothing had changed. It probably never would have, but she’d walked out before she could find out—after she had learned that he was sleeping with a colleague at work.
Ned was completely different: neat and self-sufficient. He cleaned up after himself. How had she ever gotten so lucky?
But what was more important was that they had this extraordinary link, and she meant the basic meaning of the term: something outside the ordinary. They shared a connection that defied explanation, at least so far. Sure, no doubt a lot of lovers claimed that, but in their case it was real. And they still had a lot to learn about it.
Ned came clomping down the stairs again, now clad in a ratty sweatshirt, holey jeans, and a pair of very scuffed running shoes. At least he wasn’t too perfect. “I’m ready—dish up!”
“You can pour the wine,” Abby said, fetching plates.
Once they were seated and had allowed five minutes to satisfy empty stomachs, Abby asked, “Have you ever explored how alcohol affects your, uh, sensitivity?”
“Do you mean, do I see more or fewer ghosts when I’m drunk? Not that I’ve noticed. For one thing, I don’t drink that much, certainly not to the point of drunkenness. For another, I spent most of my drinking days trying to ignore or shut down whatever it is. Pretend it wasn’t happening. Are you suggesting we get drunk together and see what happens? A controlled experiment?”
“I don’t know if I’m suggesting anything,” Abby told him. “I think I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve been truly drunk in my life. And of course I didn’t know what was lurking under the surface until recently, as you well know. I do wonder if there’s some happy medium point between sober and sloshed that might open the door a little more. We could try that.”
“We could. Or one of us could stay sober and test the other who’s drinking, to observe the changes. And then we trade places, on another day, of course.”
“Maybe,” Abby agreed, and ate another forkful of her dinner. “What about drugs?”
“What about them? Have I tried them? Are there some that might be useful in this investigation? Well, if I recall correctly, there were some rather interesting mushrooms, back when I was in college, but most pharmaceuticals didn’t appeal to me, and weed made me stupid, which I didn’t enjoy. It must be more than fifteen years since I experimented with anything.”
“I understand some things have changed,” Abby said demurely. “Not that I have any firsthand knowledge, of course. I have lived a very sheltered life.”
“Well, we can table those ideas for later consideration. Will that do?”
“Fine. I just thought we should think about it. If we’re going to be systematic about this.”
“I agree. So, what were you working on today?”
“Mostly I tried pushing the Reed line back. We’ve got our shared Reeds pretty well mapped out, I think, though there were a lot of matrilineal lines I never had a chance to look at. But it’s slow work, and so far I’ve only added one generation and a new surname.”
“Maybe you’re going at this the wrong way,” Ned suggested.
“What do you mean?” Abby felt miffed—after all, she’d done more genealogy research than he had, so how could he criticize? She struggled to quash it.
“If you’re trying to build a trail back to Salem, why not start with the people we know were involved there and work forward?” he suggested.
Abby said neutrally, “I thought about that and figured that would be cheating. But given how long it’s taking me, you may be right. All that material has been very well researched, and a lot of it is available online. If I dig up that list, then I’ll recognize a name if I stumble over it in the more recent lines. You know, I think I need a corkboard or whiteboard or whatever people are using these days, so I can see all this in front of me and keep it straight.”
“That’s easy. Just tell me how big. And is there dessert?”
“Of course. Ice cream. I’m too busy to bake.”
“Got it. I’ll do the dishes first.”
Yes, he was a wonderful man. While he was busy, Abby wandered back to her laptop in the formal dining room. She already knew that most of the original sources about the witch trials had been transcribed and posted online, and sure enough, there was a list of those accused, as well as those who did the accusing and the prosecuting. And that was just the official ones. There could have been others who were suspected but never arrested or brought to trial—or officials had gotten so overwhelmed within a short period that the record keeping had gotten sloppy. Still, the entire list wasn’t more than two hundred names. It wasn’t like hunting for a single war criminal among an entire army or something like that. Abby printed the list out. And then Ned appeared bearing two bowls of ice cream, and that put an end to her research for the evening.
 
• • •
 
The next morning she felt restless. Some small part of her resented that Ned had a job to go to, one over which he had a lot of control, since it was his company. But that wasn’t fair: he did listen to what she said about what she was working on, and he’d made some good suggestions. She should feel lucky that she had the time to dig into her research, because a lot of people didn’t have that luxury. And she’d better get her derriere in gear, because she didn’t plan to be a lady of leisure forever.
So, what were the names of the accused at Salem? Or, no, maybe she was starting at the wrong place. Abby, focus! Pick one approach and stick to it, or you’ll never finish. She really should know more about the whole series of events, and about the history of the town, in order to put her own findings into context. Assuming she made any findings. It might turn out that she had no personal connection at all—maybe that flash while she was in Salem had come from somebody just passing through town—but that wouldn’t necessarily be the end of the line: she could go back again and see if she could sense any lingering emotional charge. At least she could prove something. She decided to devote a couple of days to filling in her historical blanks, and then go see what was what on the spot.
Thank goodness for the Internet! While she didn’t assume that the quick summaries she found there were entirely accurate or unbiased, at least they provided a framework for further research. After a few hours of trolling websites, she had learned: the first inklings of anything amiss had come in January of 1692, and the whole thing had petered out (when some cooler heads prevailed) by April of 1693. Between those two dates, at least twenty-five people had died, nineteen by hanging, one pressed to death (the description of that was gruesome), and at least five had died in jail waiting for trial. But that twenty-five were out of a total of over a hundred and sixty who were accused. Fifty people had confessed, but mostly because they knew that would spare them from a death sentence. Salem had accounted for the nineteen hanging deaths, between June and September of 1692. She didn’t recognize any of the names on that short list, but that didn’t mean a lot since she knew little about her own seventeenth-century ancestors.
A lot of accusations had been flung about in Andover as well as Salem, which didn’t make sense to Abby when she looked at a modern map, but when she turned to earlier maps she realized that Andover and Salem had butted up against each other back then. What was then Salem Village was now Danvers. The village had broken off from Salem, then a thriving port city, which was what had sparked a lot of conflict even before the witch trials, since Salem didn’t particularly want to lose some of its best agricultural land. The more she read, the more she came to dislike a lot of people in the former Salem Village—they seemed to have given an awful lot of time and energy to fighting each other as well as the town of Salem. Maybe there was something in the water? Or it could be that kindred spirits kind of gravitated together—in this case, people who relished a good fight and who could hold a grudge for years.
There had been accusations of witchcraft in neighboring towns, but Abby decided to set those aside for now. Salem Village had been the epicenter, the focal point, the catalyst—where it had all started. Of all the victims hanged at Salem, nine of them had come from the village.
Abby sat back in her chair and considered what she had just learned. Apparently she had been sadly ignorant before now. While most people would nod knowingly when someone said “Salem” and “witch” in the same sentence, their understanding of the events didn’t go much further than that. What had really happened? And more important, why had it happened—why there, why at that particular time? Abby dug back into her research.
By late afternoon she had compiled a list of proposed causes for the frenzy. It made entertaining reading, but there was no consensus. Candidates included: hysteria (whatever the heck that meant), Lyme disease, Jimsonweed overdoses (Abby found a very amusing story about such a problem at Jamestown, but nothing for Massachusetts), encephalitis, fungus poisoning—including ergot—post-traumatic stress (based on what trauma?), religious awakening, and fear of Indian raids. Those were just the most popular theories.
“Huh,” she said to herself. Okay, she assumed all the surviving legal and personal documents had been examined closely for evidence of something or other. Unless somebody found a handwritten diary under the floor of some 1700 house, there was probably little to be mined there. What about the possible physical causes? She had to admit that “hysteria” seemed to fit well, but many of the lists of causes seemed, well, kind of out of date. “Sexual repression?” “Perverted habits of thought?” “Idleness.” “Faulty emotional training?” It almost sounded as though some of the so-called experts had labeled the symptoms based on what was described at Salem rather than the other way around.
Ergotism: hallucinations, stomach upset, dry gangrene (ick!), and a burning sensation of the limbs. Jimsonweed: disorientation, dizziness, nausea, vomiting, seizures, headache. Okay, maybe some of those fit. Lyme disease was a newer candidate, starting with basic flu-like symptoms and progressing to such things as cognitive impairment, light or sound sensitivity, mood swings, and more of those tingling/burning/shooting pains. Viral encephalitis: early flu-like symptoms, followed by confusion, hallucinations, seizures, loss of sensation or even paralysis, problems with speech or hearing, and smelling nasty things that weren’t there.
Abby was beginning to feel overwhelmed. She could understand why people had seized on one or another of these as possible causes, but from her quick reading it appeared that all the more dire symptoms were the exception, not the rule. From what she knew, initially there had been a cluster of young girls who had shown symptoms. Abby was willing to accept that they could have been exposed to the same contaminant or bacteria or virus, but there was one sticking point: most of the girls had continued to show these symptoms for weeks or months. Most diseases, then and now, ran their course much more quickly than that. One or two girls might have been more seriously affected than the others—but all of them? From different families and different parts of the village? That was really hard to swallow. If the source had been food-based, wouldn’t everyone in the village have suffered to some degree? And what about the people of Salem town who ate what Salem Village produced?
And none of those diseases included as a symptom a malicious urge to accuse other people—old, young, male and female—of awful things like consorting with the Devil and doing harm to others. Knowing full well that such an accusation could lead to their deaths.
All right: assume that at the very beginning there might have been a physical cause. But to sustain this handful of inexplicable symptoms over time, and to have it spread to others, surely there must have been a psychological component. Among a group of teenagers? Really? In a repressed society? And all females, at a time when women were seldom given much power or even respect?
Enough. Abby’s head was spinning (an early sign of hysteria? she wondered, then grinned to herself). She needed to digest what she’d read, and tomorrow would be time enough to delve into the psychology of Salem at the end of the seventeenth century. And to do that she needed to know more about the people and the culture and the history of the time. Her work was cut out for her.
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Over dinner Abby outlined to Ned her observations based on what she’d found so far. Ned was a scientist: he should be able to find a rational pattern in the data. Assuming, of course, that there was one. Could there be real biological evidence lurking among the remains of the accusers of Salem Village? In other cases, hadn’t people found samples of the virus that had caused the flu epidemic of 1918, in frozen corpses? And living bacteria in the guts of frozen mammoths? There might still be something from Salem. If it could be found. Abby kind of ran out of steam at the end of her summary and fell silent. For longer than she had thought, apparently, because Ned prodded her gently. “Abby? You’re woolgathering.”
“I guess I am. Where did that phrase come from, anyway? Was collecting bits of wool so absorbing that you couldn’t pay attention to anything else? Or was it so mindless that you zoned out completely?”
“I can’t tell you, although I could look it up on my phone.”
“You have any comments about what I said? Observations?”
Ned thought for a moment before answering. “I agree with your conclusion about the physical illnesses. Any number of them could fit, but only if there were a few isolated incidents, and for only a short while. What happened in Salem went on too long, and was too consistent, to make a single illness or infection credible. Especially in a small and specific subset of people in the village.”
“Good. So why have all these dedicated researchers been trying hard for years to come up with a single answer? They’re grasping at straws. Oops, another odd metaphor. Why would anybody grasp at straws?”
“Abby, I’m not a walking dictionary!” Ned protested, smiling. “The real question is, why do so many people want to find a rational physical explanation for what happened?”
“Exactly!” Abby said triumphantly. “It was an awful thing that happened. Cruel. People died. Families were torn apart. It’s a wonder somebody didn’t set a torch to Salem Village and burn it to the ground so they could start over. The place is evil.”
“And you say this without ever having seen it?” Ned asked.
“Just read the accounts! What people did . . . Look, before I go sailing off on another tangent, are there any biological reasons that haven’t been looked at? Something in the water? In the air? Ergot has already been suggested, and it would have been found in the grain they grew and ate, but what else did they grow? What if they grew potatoes and there was something like that blight that caused the Irish potato famine?”
“That killed potatoes, not people,” Ned pointed out.
“Yes, but it could be the same but different, couldn’t it?”
“Maybe. Or maybe there’s some localized chemical or mineral that would affect behavior. Or some weed that nobody paid any attention to, and then the cattle ate it all and it went away before people noticed it.”
“Did cattle die at that same time?”
“I don’t know, Abby, but you can probably find out. And there are plants that can harm humans without affecting other animals, and vice versa.”
Abby slumped in her chair. “Why did I start this?”
“Because it was a very intense period, and you wanted to see if it left a residue. One that you could sense.”
“I guess,” Abby replied. “What’s so interesting is that people are still talking about it now, in the modern world. Whatever the cause, I guess we still all feel some sort of a collective guilt, that supposedly decent people allowed it to happen. It’s a blot on our history. It makes us think less of ourselves, and maybe wonder if it could happen again.”
“That about covers it. If we’re done eating, we could go sit somewhere else.”
“Sure,” Abby said. She stood up and carried her dishes over to the sink, and Ned did the same.
He took her hand and led her to the back parlor, where there was a shabby couch. He sat her down, then sat beside her, pulling her toward him so that she leaned against him, with his arms around her. “Let’s try something,” he said.
“What?”
“Try to picture what life was like back then. It’s not as easy as you think. Shut your eyes if that helps.”
“Okay.” Abby obediently shut her eyes. “I’ve never seen Danvers, you know. I’ve seen a little of Salem.”
Ned leaned back to look at her face. “Really? When?”
“Last week. I was bored with the wallpaper and had a couple of hours free and needed to get out of the house . . .”
“Why do you think you have to justify that to me?”
“Because I didn’t tell you that day and I’m not sure why,” Abby ended with a rush.
“Was there something to hide, Abby? Or is that the wrong question?”
“No, I wasn’t hiding anything, exactly. But I didn’t want to wait for the weekend, when you’d be free to come with me, and I felt guilty going alone, since this affects both of us, but I really wanted to get a sense of the place before I did any more research.”
“I really don’t see what you’re apologizing for. It’s not like a shameful secret, exactly. What did you learn?”
“That I’m pretty sure I have at least one ancestor there. In Salem, not what was Salem Village. And he—or she—knew who one of the judges was and which house was his, and hated him.”
“Okay. No names, or anything useful?”
“Only that I think this person lived on Turner Street, not too far from the House of Seven Gables, which was actually the Turner House.”
“You took the tour?” Ned asked.
“Yes. Now I’m feeling guilty again. Is that something you’ve yearned to do for years?”
Ned chuckled. “Abby, I’ve been there, a couple of times. Don’t worry about it. All right?”
Abby nodded, feeling petty. “I don’t like keeping secrets. Not that I have many. See—this is what I’d like to help Ellie avoid. She has to know who she can talk to and when not to say anything—but obviously I’m messing up that part.”
“Relax, Abby. It’s fine. Now, can we get back to my idea about visualizing the time? Now that you’ve seen Hawthorne’s house, it should be easier for you.”
“Okay. What do we do?”
“Shut your eyes again. You’re in a reasonably nice home in Salem Village. What do you see?”
Abby thought. “It’s dark.”
“Are you seeing it at night?” Ned asked, sounding surprised.
“Hard to tell—the windows are so small. I guess so. That would be the scary time, right? No streetlights outside. Inside, not much better. A candle or two. Light from the fire. It’s not like you were going to find a cozy corner and read a book. If you could read at all.”
“All right. Go on.”
“Outside there were animals. Your own livestock, for one, but wild animals that could go after those. And even one cow was valuable then. You had only the vaguest idea what lay beyond your village, or the one next to it, and there were still hostile Indians around. Maybe Salem was more cosmopolitan, since it was a port, but in Salem Village it would have been different. There was a lot of land to the west—but how far did it go? So outside in the dark was a scary place.”
“Go on,” Ned said quietly, still holding her. She could feel a quiet connection flowing back and forth between them. Was he seeing what she was?
“So you huddled inside, together. All you had was your family, maybe a servant or two, and you needed to keep warm. Even by day it would have been dark—windows were expensive, and wood was often unfinished, inside and out. Dark clothes. Dark thoughts . . .” Abby fell silent, her eyes still closed, building the image in her head. In the present, in the real world, she was safe in Ned’s arms. In her head, she was trying to enter another era, one that was frightening and uncertain. Children died at birth or not long after; mothers died giving birth. A simple accident could cripple a man, destroy his ability to work. And there was always the looming specter of an Indian attack—or worse, the wrath of an angry God, watching, watching. Men—and women—were sinful. The Devil was always lurking, looking to capture a soul . . .
“Abby?” Ned shook her gently.
She opened her eyes and was back in the present. The sun hadn’t set yet, and the room was filled with soft light. “I guess I got sort of caught up in it.” She turned slightly to lay her head on Ned’s chest and listened to his heartbeat, strong and steady. “Did you feel it? See it?”
“Let’s say it was clearer to me than it has been in the past. Maybe that’s part of our connections, that we can amplify each other’s visualizations.”
“What we were seeing wasn’t based on anything real—it was imagination. Can we actually boost that between us?” Had this been another experiment?
“I don’t know, Abby. This is almost as new to me as it is to you. Tell me—when you were picturing this scene, was it brighter than usual? Did you feel like you were seeing it on a screen, or were you inside it?”
“Ned, I am not a guinea pig. You asked me to imagine something, and I did. I’ve always had an active imagination, and read a lot. Are you saying this wasn’t different for you?”
“Abby, no, I’m not just using you. It felt different to me too. Please don’t get me wrong. Was it unpleasant for you?”
“You mean, was I sensing fear or anything else? No, no more than I would expect people to feel under those circumstances. But we shouldn’t judge people then based on how we see things now.”
“Agreed,” Ned said.
They were silent for a while, their connection to each other muted but still present. Chemical, electrical, psychological—Abby couldn’t begin to explain it, but she knew she felt it. It was wordless—nothing like mind reading. There weren’t even any images: she didn’t “see” Ned’s thoughts. It was just a feeling, one that sometimes let her see the world around her—and occasionally the world in the past—more clearly.
Finally she said, “I wonder if that’s why I like teaching children. They’re so receptive, and they don’t have as many preconceptions, or ideas about what’s right. Things just are. And they have such active imaginations. They can ‘see’ things in their minds. Why do adults lose that? Is it physiological or do they suppress it, consciously or unconsciously?”
Ned’s arms tightened. “Well, if what happened at Salem is any indication, imaginations need to be controlled.”
“Are thoughts contagious? Just because one person believes something, does that mean anyone he or she comes into contact with can catch it? Even if it’s crazy?”
“Abby, I don’t have answers for any of this. I’m not a psychologist, or even a social historian. I’ll admit I’ve always wondered how Hitler could attract so many people and generate such deep commitment and enthusiasm in them, which in turn led them to do awful things. Or why any such incidents in history rose up and overwhelmed common sense and decency.”
“But it keeps happening. Why do terrorists chop off people’s heads? Or why are there still countries where men believe that women are no more than breeders to produce children, but at the same time they are sluts not to be trusted and have to be kept locked up? Does that make any sense?”
“Abby, didn’t I just say that I don’t know? All we can hope to understand and manage is our own little universe. What lies within these walls, and in the little universe of our work and our families. Few people manage to control more than that.”
“So where do I go next with this?” she asked.
“What would a crime scene investigator do? We’ve decided the physical evidence is next to nil.”
Abby turned and sat up to face him. “Yes and no. Some of the buildings are still standing, or have been reconstructed. Like the parsonage, where it all began. The house is gone, but there’s still a foundation. There are pictures of the place before it was torn down. That gives us a pretty good idea of the setting, and where it was in relation to the rest of the village.”
“Good point. So there is some information to be gleaned there. But no relics, no physical objects?”
“Like what? A witch’s handkerchief? A piece of furniture?”
“Maybe. Have you read anywhere that people made an effort to destroy any artifacts? And what if some people left town and took items along with them? They might never have mentioned that the bits and pieces came from Salem, but they could have survived.”
“And I’m supposed to find them how?” Abby said, but with a smile.
“I’m just putting the idea out there, Abby. You’ve already said that all the documents are available online. What do they tell you, if you read between the lines?”
“Wonder if there’s a handwriting specialist who could tell me something? But back up a sec—a lot of people couldn’t read and write then, so many are secondhand reports, which means they may well have been edited, so we can’t assume they’re accurate. And a limited number of people may have done the official recording—and those people may have had an axe to grind. Shoot, another metaphor. They may have had their own agenda, and slanted their text. Or there might be an official version and a behind-the-scenes version of the same information—I think I saw something about Cotton and Increase Mather getting themselves involved. They may have said one thing in public, but they could have been communicating with other players unofficially to try and calm things down. We have only what survived, not everything that was written, so we don’t get the full picture.”
“Abby, this is beginning to sound like an obsession. You need to set some goals for yourself, and maybe a time limit. Weren’t you going to look for a job sometime?”
“Well, yes, of course, if I can persuade Leslie to write me a decent recommendation. And I agree about limits. I was thinking I could take the summer to sort all this stuff out—not just Salem, but all the family lines. Salem is only a small part of that, and I should wrap that up in a couple of weeks. I should hear from Leslie soon, and we’ll set up a schedule for getting together with Ellie on a regular basis. And then I can get serious about that job when she goes back to school in the fall.”
“Is she going to be involved in this quest of yours?” Ned asked quietly.
Abby studied his face, but he kept it neutral. “If I’m not your guinea pig, I can’t use Ellie as mine. And it wouldn’t be fair—to her, to her mother. I’m not trying to teach Ellie anything, because I don’t know enough myself. I hope to watch, and maybe guide, and reassure her that she’s not alone in the world with this. I’m not about to take her to Salem and say, find the witch. Or the Devil. Or whatever.”
“I’m glad to hear that. Did Leslie say anything about me, when you were talking about arrangements?”
“Not really. Ned, Ellie already senses a connection with you, which shouldn’t surprise either of us. But if Leslie and Ellie haven’t had the talk about who her father is, we can’t get into it. Ellie’s pretty young to have any idea what all that’s about.”
“Which part? Love, marriage, making babies?”
“All of the above. She’s seven. If she asks questions, I’ll try not to lie, but we—you and I—need to talk to Leslie about this. My initial impression is that she’d rather you stayed out of it for now. But that may change. I have no idea where this is going to lead. Are you saying I should keep Ellie out of Salem?”
“No, just that you should let it happen naturally, not force it. If she asks about the place, fine.”
“Ned, there were children involved in the witch trials, you know. Some of them were accused, others were the accusers. Children grow up a lot faster now, and know much more, than they would have in 1692. So let’s say, very broadly, that they’re peers. Does that make sense?”
“Yes. But I’m uncomfortable with the idea of dragging her into this, at least right now. Why don’t you get settled into a relationship and then you can revisit the idea?”
“That’s fair. Goodness, look at the time!”
“Ready to go up?” Ned asked.
“I am. As long as you’re coming with me.”
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Abby was not surprised when Leslie called her early the next morning. “Listen, I’ve only got a minute, but I’ve got to give Ellie’s summer program the final schedule today. Are Wednesdays good for you?” Leslie said breathlessly.
“Sure, no problem,” Abby said cheerfully. Any day would be fine, so Leslie could have her pick. “Should I meet you at the museum and collect her on those days?”
“I guess.” Leslie sounded less than enthusiastic. “Listen—no cemeteries, okay? I know Ellie likes them, though I can’t see why, and I think it’s kind of creepy. Can’t you do something like normal sightseeing?”
“That’s easy. How much do you want me to say to her about this . . . other thing?”
“I don’t know. If she has questions, answer them, but you don’t have to bring it up, do you?”
“Not if you don’t want me to. Look, I know this isn’t a good time to talk about it, but how much does she know about Ned?”
“That he’s a nice man and Mommy’s friend. Period.”
“Leslie, I think she already thinks they’ve got this connection thing. I promise I won’t say anything about the biological link, but I don’t know how many more people we’ll meet that share it. If we don’t find any more, she’s going to wonder why she has it with him.”
“Let me handle that, all right? Damn, she’s so young,” Leslie added almost to herself. “I really thought I’d have more time before I had to explain things.”
“Well, I won’t rock the boat. When do you want to start on this schedule?”
“School’s out the end of this week. Next week all right?”
“Fine. I’ll touch base before that to confirm the details with you. And thank you, Leslie.” Abby could have sworn she heard Leslie mumble something like “ha” as she hung up.
So, she had a plan for Ellie. And a deadline. She should try to learn as much as she could about the whole Salem mess before next week, and then she could decide whether or when to involve Ellie. If ever. Maybe Ellie would just outgrow whatever this thing was, and it would never come up again. Or maybe it would blossom and she’d have a real problem on her hands—and so would Leslie. One day at a time, Abby, she told herself.
Well, if she had a deadline, she needed a quick-and-dirty plan for research. She couldn’t just keep floundering around the Internet, dashing off in six different directions every time she saw an interesting article. It was fun, but it wasn’t efficient. And the odds she was going to come up with some earth-shattering discovery were kind of small—better minds than hers had tried. So if this was CSI: Salem, what would all those brilliant (and ridiculously well-dressed) investigators look at? Her findings didn’t even have to stand up in a court of law; all they had to do was make sense.
She sat down at the dining room table with a clean pad of paper and a sharp pencil (with a good eraser) and thought. What was it most important to look at? She started setting down a list of bullet points.
Point 1: the biological side. She’d already taken a look at possible physical causes, and discussed some of them with Ned, and her immediate impression had been that while on a micro-level a number of them fit, so far none seemed to work for an ailment that dragged on for months and affected only a limited group of people. To her mind, at least. She should check the water and soil and native pest theory (an infestation of poisonous spiders? that could be interesting), but generally she felt that the answer didn’t lie there.
Point 2: the religious aspect. She wasn’t particularly religious herself, and she was far from qualified to understand seventeenth-century theology and its role in the colonial church. She was pretty sure that it was safe to say that a fair number of people believed in both God and the Devil, even in their daily lives. But under a magnifying glass, what had happened between Salem and Salem Village seemed to lie more in the sociopolitical realm than in any commitment to religion. And they hadn’t treated the ministers they’d recruited very well, either.
Point 3: So that led to the political side, on a local level. Or more like warring families within the community, like the much later Hatfield-McCoy feud. Had it really been worth tearing the village apart just to prove one family was more powerful than another? Life must have been pretty dull in those days, if that was what passed for entertainment.
Point 4: Samuel Parris, the minister at the center of the whole mess. The fact that he was a minister was interesting, since it was his space that the Devil seemed to have invaded. From what Abby had read about the man, he didn’t sound like a very nice guy—more like arrogant and pushy. She’d like to know more about the Reverend Mr. Parris.
Point 5: the Indian slave woman Tituba. A slave of her sort must have been an anomaly in Salem. And what a convenient scapegoat she made! A foreigner! Not local! With dark skin! And yet no one suggested she hadn’t survived—Abby had seen one note suggesting that she’d been sold and disappeared from the records.
Point 6: Abigail Williams, who had ignited the fire. Who was she? Where had she come from? Why was she in the Parris house? Why had anybody paid attention to her at all?
Abby sat back and looked at her list, which now covered two pages. That should be plenty to keep her busy for the coming week. But where to start? Big picture to small, or the other way around? What would Gil Grissom do?
Start small, she thought. Was there a crime scene? Yes and no. The place was still there, but few of the buildings, and none of the people. Well, not alive, at least, and Abby had no reason to believe that she could call up the right ones at will and ask them the right questions, much less get an answer. There was a historical society—did they have any physical collections? There were other small collections of personal artifacts scattered around the town, as she’d already seen. She could check if there were more. Had anyone kept a diary? Actually, how many people had known how to read and write back then? Most likely the important people in the community—the ministers, the merchants, maybe the richer people—would have known. But would anything they had written be accurate or honest? Well, she could look for online transcriptions. The odds of actually touching one or another of the documents were slim to none, so she couldn’t hope for any messages that way.
She shook herself. She was spending too much time in her head, or in front of a laptop digging through images of old documents. It wasn’t healthy. She should go out, do something. Get some groceries. Visit the bookstore in Concord and find something to read that was firmly mired in the modern world and did not involve any witches or visitors from the past. Or future.
Call Ned’s mother. Maybe they could get together, take a hike along the Battle Road. Go antiquing. Go canoeing. Anything!
Before she could change her mind, Abby located Sarah Newhall’s number and called. She’d had time to realize that she had no idea whether Sarah worked outside of the home. They’d barely met, back at Thanksgiving, when Sarah’s house was filled with friends and family and they’d had no time to talk. Since then something had always seemed to get in the way of meeting. Sarah hadn’t even seen the house, since Abby had moved into it. In fact, she wasn’t sure Ned had ever shown it to her.
Sarah picked up on the fourth ring. “Abby? Sorry, I was out in the garden trying to get it cleaned up. Is something wrong?”
What was wrong was that this nice woman who Abby really did like would think that there had to be some crisis before she would call. “No, not at all. I just realized I hadn’t seen you in a while, and since I haven’t been working I’ve been trying to keep busy working on the house and a couple of other things. But I suddenly felt the need to talk to a human being. Can we have lunch? Tea? A hike? I’m open to about anything.”
“Abby, I’m delighted that you think of me as human! I’d love to get together. Look, we don’t know each other well. Are you a white gloves and bone china type of lunch eater? Or fast food?”
“Neither, really. You know, what I’d really like would be for you to come over here, and I’ll give you lunch, and you can give me some advice on what to do with this handsome white elephant. This may sound like an odd question, but has Ned ever shown it to you?”
“Do you know, he has not? Is he hiding something?”
“Other than the fact that it’s barely livable, no. It is a beautiful house with great potential, and we’re lucky that we can afford to do a lot of things with it, but I’m kind of stumped. It’s a lot to take on all at once.”
“And Ned doesn’t even notice it needs work, am I right?”
“Kind of,” Abby admitted, feeling disloyal. “He works a lot, and then he comes home and we eat, and boom, the day is gone. But I’m sitting here staring at the walls and trying to figure out what kind of wallpaper I like. And the stove in the kitchen is older than I am. Help!”
“Help is on its way,” Sarah said, laughing. “Why don’t I pick up some sandwiches and come on over, say, in an hour?”
“Would you? I’d love that. I’ll see if I can find another chair.”
“That bad, huh? I’ll be there.”
Abby immediately felt cheered—and then panicked and hit Ned’s speed dial number. When he answered she said quickly, “You mother’s coming over for lunch. Does she know about Ellie? That she’s your . . .” Abby stopped, so no one else could hear on his end.
“No,” Ned said, and he didn’t sound happy. “It didn’t seem to have anything to do with her at the time, and I didn’t expect Ellie to be part of my life. So we simply never talked about her.”
“It’s okay,” Abby hurried to reassure him. “I just didn’t want to stick my foot in my mouth and give away anything you didn’t want me to.”
“Are you going to talk about the . . . psychic thing?”
“I’d like to, since she knows what I’m talking about. And if your ears start turning red, it’s because we’re talking about you.”
“Oh, great. Be kind, will you?”
“Of course. I want to get to know your mother better, anyway. Will you be home on time?”
“I think so. Have fun, you two.” They hung up at the same time.
Abby scanned the dining room. One of the benefits of the way they were living—or rather, camping out in an absurd amount of space—was that there wasn’t much to tidy up. But thanks to all her scraping and sanding off of antique glue from the walls, everything was dusty. And this was the way Sarah would see it for the first time? Abby jumped up and started scurrying around to clean up.
Since it was a warm day, Abby had left the doors and windows open, to try to move the air around and get rid of some of the chemical smells. And the lingering cooking smells. And the underlying mildew smell—must make sure the basement was well-ventilated and there was no standing water. And . . . Abby’s frantic efforts were interrupted by Sarah’s voice. “Abby? Are you in here somewhere?”
“Coming!” she called out and made for the wide entrance hall.
Sarah had already stepped inside, carrying several bags from a local market, and was admiring the curving staircase. She smiled when she saw Abby. “This is gorgeous. I’m so glad nobody decided to rip it out and put in something modern.”
“How anyone ever calculated the right curve to fit the space boggles me,” Abby admitted. “Thanks so much for coming over. And I wasn’t even sure you’d be home. Do you have a job?”
“Not recently,” Sarah said. “I used to be a reference librarian, but a couple of years ago I decided I wanted more light and air and free time, so I simply said, enough! We could afford it, and the mortgage was paid off, so why not? I’ve been enjoying it—and the gardens have never looked so good.”
“Don’t you get bored?”
“No, or at least, not yet. Remember, I’m older than you are. I can understand that you’d be more impatient to do things. How’s my handsome son?”
“Busy. Well, duh—he has a job, and a company to run. If I had a job, I might not feel so antsy.”
Sarah held up the bags of food. “Why don’t we sort this out, and you can fill me in on what’s been happening. Ned is notoriously close-mouthed about personal things. Not that he’s hiding anything, but it just doesn’t occur to him that somebody else might be interested.”
“But you’re his mother!” Abby protested.
“He knows that, but that doesn’t mean he shares. He’s always been like that. Quiet. Introspective. Of course, he’s also kind, and he means well—but there are times when he’s kind of oblivious. Are you hungry?”
“I am. For the last couple of weeks I’ve been trying to get rid of generations of crappy wallpaper, and that’s been hard work, which surprised me. And in between bouts of scraping I’ve been doing some research.”
Sarah looked at her squarely. “About?”
“This thing with seeing dead people.” There, she’d said it.
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Sarah smiled. “I was wondering when we’d talk about that. Is it a problem? For you, or for the two of you together?”
“No. Or at least, I don’t think so. Listen, has he told you how I ended up here? I mean, since we first met, not the years before that?”
Sarah was laying out sandwiches and chips on paper plates that she’d brought along. “Let’s say the updates have been few and far between. One day he introduces you as a friend, and a couple of months later he informs me that you’ve moved in with him. There are a few small gaps between. Sit. I can talk and eat at the same time. Or listen, if that’s what you want.”
So Abby took a large bite of her sandwich while she gathered her thoughts, and then launched into the events of the past couple of months. She didn’t have to go back to the beginning—how she had met Ned—but there was no way to talk about what had happened around Patriots’ Day without talking about this seeing of people who weren’t there. “Sarah, when we first met, you said you felt a kind of connection when we shook hands. Right?”
Sarah was watching Abby carefully. “Yes. And we’ve never discussed that.”
“Exactly. And I’m still working on figuring things out about that, but it’s important because it’s linked to what’s happened lately.” So she plunged into the story about seeing someone not-real on the Littleton green at the reenactors’ muster, and how she’d followed her lineage back until she could identify him.
“You know about Leslie, right?” Abby said cautiously.
“You mean Ned’s ex-fiancée? Of course.”
“Well, she runs the Concord Museum now, and that’s how Ned got me the job there. Which was great, until I ended up babysitting her daughter Ellie one day—”
“Leslie’s married now?” Sarah interrupted.
“Yes, for quite a while, and she has two kids—a girl named Ellie, who’s seven, and a younger boy, Peter. Anyway, one day there was some problem with day care, so Leslie asked if I could keep an eye on Ellie for the afternoon. I was happy to—I was working on children’s programs anyway, but I didn’t spend a lot of time with kids. Ellie and I went out to get lunch, and on the way back we visited one of the cemeteries—you know, the big one closest to the museum, on a hill?”
“Sure, I know it. And?”
“Ellie saw someone. The way Ned and I do. Someone who is dead.”
“Ah,” Sarah said. “You’re going to have to tell me more.”
Abby went on to explain why she couldn’t exactly interrogate Ellie on the spot, and how she had tried to explain things to Leslie, which had gotten her fired. “And it was then that Ned asked me to move in with him here—which might have happened without this psychic stuff. But I still don’t understand what’s happened to me and why, and if it’s the same with Ellie, I want to help her understand it and manage it. I’m sorry—is this too much, too soon?”
Sarah shook her head. “No, not at all. And it makes a couple of things clearer.”
Abby felt her muscles unkinking. “Oh, good—I’ve been worried about telling you. But if you don’t mind talking about it, I’d like to know what you think—or feel—about your own ability. It is there, right? I wasn’t just imagining things, when we met at Thanksgiving?”
Sarah sat back in her chair and took a long drink from the bottle of iced tea she’d brought, before trying to answer. “Not exactly a simple question, is it? I’ve been aware of this, well, ability—we really should work out some better terms for whatever it is—probably since college. I didn’t think much about it at first. You know, life was full of new experiences and people, and I was busy and excited, and if every now and then I’d know something before someone said it, or saw someone who evaporated quickly, I just brushed it off. I had no explanation, but I didn’t really care. It didn’t get in the way of anything. I just went on with my life.
“And then I graduated, and got a job, and another job, and I met my husband and we got married.”
“He doesn’t have this thing?” Abby asked.
“No, not at all. And I didn’t try to explain it to him. Either you have it or you don’t, or at least that’s what I decided. You can’t ‘give’ it to anybody. And he, nice man that he is, just thought I was sensitive and caring and intuitive when it came to people. And then I got pregnant with Ned.” Sarah stopped for another drink, but her eyes didn’t leave Abby’s.
And Abby realized she had never thought about that aspect of this thing. “And you knew he . . .” She didn’t even have words to explain it.
Sarah nodded. “Of course, I wasn’t sure it was anything out of the ordinary. I’d never been pregnant, and people kept talking about hormonal changes, and other things that happened when you were pregnant. But Ned and I, we had something else that went beyond all that. It didn’t involve words—or maybe I used words, but obviously in utero he couldn’t communicate that way—but in a weird way I could feel what he was feeling.”
Abby leaned forward. “And what was that? If you don’t mind my asking?”
“Mostly peaceful, I think. You know, drifting around in this warm liquid cloud. Soundless, except for the beating of my heart, and the gurgling of my dinner on its way by, and kind of muddy noises that I recognized must be voices from the outside. Happy. No cares, no pain, just drifting. Childbirth was a different story, but I was so caught up in what was happening to me that I didn’t have time to tune in to him. But when they put him on my chest and we looked at each other, it was like we already knew each other. I know, this sounds like one huge load of bull.” Sarah got up and paced around the kitchen, coming to rest leaning against the counter by the sink.
“No, Sarah, it doesn’t. I can’t exactly comment on what you and Ned were sharing, but when I started seeing these people, not all that long ago, I was feeling their emotions. And my first impression was that it was only at times of extreme emotion that whatever they were—and you’re right, we need a vocabulary—came through to me. It was the emotion that was the driving force. I’m still kind of surprised that I see actual, recognizable faces, and clothes from the right era, but some of that might be projection, or how my mind is kind of filling in the outlines. Some primitive part of me recognizes who I’m seeing, and then I add the rest to make it more manageable to me. Am I making any sense?”
“I think so. Isn’t this an odd conversation we’re having?”
“It is. Have you ever found anything like it with other people? People like us?”
Sarah shook her head. “I think I was afraid of what I might find, I guess. I was married, and running a household, and I had Ned, and I went back to work, and there just wasn’t time or energy to look at psychic phenomena. And it all seemed so absurd.”
“And now?” Abby prompted.
“Now I wonder if I haven’t been a coward. I could get away with that as long as it was only me who was affected, and Ned had kind of shut it down. But now that I know about you, and that there are others, like Ellie, I guess I have to rethink it. How much have you and Ned talked about it?”
“Some,” Abby said. “Maybe not as much as we should. He’s still having trouble wrapping his head around it, but at least he admits it’s real. You know, one day when I had nothing better to do, I looked up what falls under the heading of psychic phenomena, and it’s a surprisingly long list. Although it’s kind of a grab bag too. I mean, some aspects are more physical than others—like telekinesis or levitation.”
Sarah laughed. “You haven’t tried those, have you?”
“No, and I don’t plan to. And then there are the more subtle ones, like premonitions—knowing something is going to happen before it does—or telepathy. A lot have been dismissed as fake, but there seems to be a germ of truth buried in there somewhere. Anyway, what I’ve been experiencing would probably be called retrocognition or post-cognition—the perception of past events. With a dash of psychometry, also known as psychoscopy, thrown in. That’s learning something by touching an object. So if I want to be pompous, I could say I’m experiencing psychoscopic retrocognition.”
“And a lovely mouthful that is,” Sarah said with a smile. “Is there a short form?”
“Like ‘psychretro’? Or ‘I’m retroscopic—how about you?’ I could have a button or a T-shirt made up. At least it would be a conversation starter.”
“That it would,” Sarah agreed, then sobered. “Does it help, to stick a label on it?”
“Not really. It’s just a description. It doesn’t explain how or why it’s happening, or why it happens to some people and not others. Does anyone else in your family share this?”
Sarah shook her head. “No, not that I know of. It wasn’t the kind of thing we talked about.”
“Sarah, I’m worried about Ellie. You know Leslie—how is she going to deal with this?”
“You’ve seen far more of her lately than I have. As I remember from years ago, she was a no-nonsense type of person, which might have been a good counterbalance to Ned, who spends a lot of time in his head. But I gather they split up by mutual choice. Have you seen her together with Ellie much?”
“No. When I tried to explain, Leslie had no idea that anything odd was going on with Ellie, until I found out that she was sneaking off to the local cemetery and playing hide-and-seek with someone who died a hundred and fifty years ago.”
“Not an imaginary friend, I take it?”
“I saw her too, Sarah. She was a child, about Ellie’s age, from a family line that Ellie and I apparently share, but Ned doesn’t.” And I had several conversations with someone who died last December—in April. But it was too soon to lay that one on Sarah. “Look, I’m not telling you all this to upset you, and I’m not asking you to do anything. Ned seems pretty well-adjusted, all things considered, and I feel extremely lucky that he shares this thing and is willing to explore it, and that somehow we found each other. But there’s a new wrinkle.”
“Do I want to know about it?” Sarah asked.
“Ellie’s been asking to see me. Leslie said no at first—I’m not exactly her favorite person—but then Ellie showed up in Lexington after school one day, without telling anyone where she was going.”
“Oh, wow. She’s seven? So what did Leslie do? Accuse you of kidnapping?”
“No, thank goodness. We’re trying to work out a way that I can see Ellie often enough to help her through this—although ‘through’ is probably the wrong word, since there’s no guarantee that it will end at any point—and I’m going to be spending a day each week with her, over the summer. But I have to admit that I’m still learning things myself, and I’m not sure how to guide Ellie. I can’t tell her too much, because she’s simply not old enough to handle it.”
“I can see your problem, Abby, but maybe you’re overthinking it. It’s not like you have to have a result by a certain deadline. Spend the time with her, have fun, go places and do things—and just watch. You don’t have to force the issue, or ask questions. Just see what she does. No rush.”
“That sounds too easy. But I do like her—she’s a smart kid, and observant. Old for her years.”
“What about her brother? Does he have this?”
“We don’t know yet. He’s young. And he may not be affected. My mother doesn’t have anything like we do.” There were so many other questions she had that she’d love to ask Sarah, but that might be overkill. Sarah might be older, but like Ned, she’d downplayed her ability for a lot of her life, and while she’d had some experiences that Abby hadn’t, she didn’t seem much further along in understanding it. “Oh, there’s one more thing.”
“More? I warn you, my brain may explode,” Sarah said, smiling broadly.
“I’m looking into the Salem witch trials. I want to learn enough so that I can visit Salem Village and see if there’s anything lingering there, even though it’s been a long time.”
“You don’t believe in witches?”
“No, of course not. But people then did, at least as vessels or servants of the Devil. I want to know why people were so eager to believe. And if it has anything to do with people like us.”
“And why things got so out of hand? It was an interesting time, indeed.” Sarah shut her eyes for a moment, and when she opened them she said brightly, “Do you realize I haven’t seen the rest of the house yet? Why don’t you give me the nickel tour?”
Abby decided that Sarah was signaling that she’d had enough of the discussion of the other thing. “I’d love to. But I warn you, it’s a mess, and your son, despite all his good qualities, hasn’t done a whole lot about it.”
“Why am I not surprised?” Sarah laughed.
The tour ended in the backyard. Sarah surveyed the level property. “Nice. Hasn’t been looked after for quite a while, but I’ve seen worse. Good-sized lot, too. Do you have a lawn mower?”
“Got me. I’ve never used one. But the grass isn’t three feet deep, so there must be something.”
Sarah fell silent, and when Abby looked at her, she realized that she was looking past the back fence. “Is that . . . ?”
“Yes. It’s the oldest cemetery in Lexington.”
“And Ned bought this property,” Sarah said, to herself. “Who’s that?”
Abby followed her gaze and recognized . . . someone who wasn’t there. “I’m guessing it’s a member of the Reed family, probably from around 1800, judging by the clothes. You see her too?”
Sarah turned to stare at Abby. “Oh, dear. Are they there often?”
“They come and go. It’s not like we’re keeping count. But Ned sees them too. And so does Ellie.” As soon as she said it, Abby could have bitten her tongue.
“Ah,” Sarah said, then stopped, and her expression changed. She looked at Abby with an odd curiosity in her eyes. “Is she . . . ?”
Abby nodded. “Yes.” Thank goodness she didn’t have to explain. “I wasn’t going to say anything . . .”
Sarah held up a hand. “I understand. Was Ned ever going to tell me?”
“That was between Leslie and him. And Ellie doesn’t know.” Abby watched anxiously as a variety of expressions crossed Sarah’s face.
The final one was sort of happy, if Abby was reading her right. “Will you tell Ned that I know? There’s been too much concealment already.”
“You don’t want to see him yourself?”
“Not yet. I need time to absorb the fact that I have a seven-year-old granddaughter. But you don’t have to say you slipped up: I guessed.”
“Poor Ned must be getting used to things like this by now,” Abby said ruefully. “Thank you for listening to me.”
“Thank you for sharing this with me, Abby. I mean it.” Sarah grabbed her in a quick hug, and Abby returned it. “We’ll talk again, okay?”
“Of course.”
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Abby was in the kitchen, scrubbing cabinets that looked to be about fifty years old and had at least five layers of paint on them, when Ned came home. “Thank goodness!” she exclaimed. “Now I can give up. I think it’s hopeless—some of the drips and lumps are three layers down. I hate to toss the cabinets, because they’re sturdy and well made, but they are so ugly!”
“Abby, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, coming up behind her and kissing her neck.
“The cabinets. There’s no point in trying to clean them, because it doesn’t make any difference.”
“That could be a good thing, you know. Maybe you’ll get used to them the way they are.”
“Like you have, you mean?”
He shrugged. “They don’t bother me. And can’t we finish one project before we jump into another?”
“What ‘we’?” she demanded, turning to face him. “You’ve owned this house, what—five years? I’ve been here less than two months and I’ve already done more than you have.”
“You want me to apologize?”
Abby told herself that she needed to calm down—but working on an old house could be so frustrating! “No. It was your house, and you could do what you wanted with it. But if I’m going to live here, I might have a few ideas of my own.”
“So tell me about them—I’m listening.”
Abby softened. “Sorry—I must be hungry or something. We can sit down and make a list later.”
“How was lunch with Mom?” Ned asked carefully.
What was Ned’s problem with his mother? Too many secrets, or at least knowledge not shared. Well, she was about to blow a big hole in that. “Great! I really like her. She brought over some sandwiches and we spent a couple of hours talking. Why didn’t you ever invite her to see this place?”
Ned shrugged. “I figured she knew it well enough—she’s been driving right past it for much of her life.”
“But she’d never been inside!” Men were sometimes so clueless about what interested women.
“No. I guess I didn’t want her to think less of me, for picking such a dump.”
“Ned! She wouldn’t have said that. This place is structurally sound. Plus it has great potential—I’m sure she would have seen that.”
“So you two talked about interior design?” Ned asked, leaning against the counter, much as his mother had. Funny—Abby hadn’t noticed that they shared the same rangy body type.
“Some. Mostly we talked about this thing we share—we’re going to try to come up with a better name for it. So far we’ve rejected retrocognition or post-cognition, psychometry, also known as psychoscopy, and psychoscopic retrocognition.”
“Wait—are those real?”
“Sure are, but they’re just labels. Sarah’s really never had anyone to talk to about all this, since you weren’t interested.”
“I’m not sure that’s fair, Abby. I was a shy, nerdy smart kid, and the last thing I wanted was to have this peculiar ability that I didn’t want other people to know about. I never meant to shut my mother out, but she held back and let me find my own way. I’m grateful for that.”
That was both good and bad, Abby thought. “And here we are today. Neither one of you knows what you’ve got or what to do with it. Mostly you ignored it.”
“I can’t argue with that. And if you hadn’t showed up, we probably would have muddled along just fine.”
“Look, I didn’t mean to stick myself in the middle of all this. I wouldn’t have said anything to her, except that when we met that first time and shook hands, we both recognized it. And then there’s Ellie. Ned, how much did you tell your mother about Leslie?”
Abby almost took pity on Ned, because he looked so uncomfortable. “I told her I was dating her. I told her when we got engaged—I was under the impression that she approved. I told her when we called it off. And that’s all I told her. You didn’t . . .”
“I’m afraid I did, if not in so many words. I didn’t mean to give anything away, but when we were talking about Ellie’s abilities, she kind of read between the lines and guessed, particularly after I told her that Ellie sees the ghosts in the yard.” Ned looked stricken, so Abby rushed on, “I told her that I ended up with you here because I lost my job, and that was because I figured out that Ellie had this thing and I told Leslie, who wasn’t happy to hear it, and that I wanted to help Ellie figure it out, not just shut it down. And in the interest of full disclosure, when we toured the backyard she saw someone in the cemetery behind, and I said that I saw them too and they were probably Reeds, which she already knows about. And I might have said that Ellie saw them too.”
Ned stared at her for a moment, then shook his head. “Which means she leapt to the logical conclusion. Abby, did you mean to make my life more complicated?”
“Hey, pal, I thought it was our life! I didn’t go looking for this, but as long as we have other people in our small circle who possess some part of this, I think we need to share as much information as we have. I like your mother. Why can’t you just talk to her? Is it a guy thing?”
“How did Brad treat his mother?”
Was Ned trying to divert the conversation? “He didn’t have to treat her in any particular way. She thought he was the sun and the moon. I didn’t stick around long enough to see how he rationalized getting involved with the lovely Shanna. Not that it mattered much: his mother didn’t think I was good enough for her darling boy. I’d bet she’s over the moon about Shanna, if that lasts. On the other hand, my mother thought Brad was just peachy—but she’s never been the intuitive type.” She hesitated before saying, “Look, I’m sorry if I blew the whole story about Ellie, but I’d really like your mother to be part of figuring all this out.”
Ned was still shaking his head, but at least he was smiling. “We really are clueless, aren’t we? Most people in relationships, whether it’s with parents or siblings or lovers, have communication issues. With us, we’ve got a whole other level. Are we all going to end up strangling each other, or just moving to different ends of the country so we don’t have to deal with it?”
“Oh, Ned, I don’t know,” Abby said, contrite. “And there’s no guarantee that we could escape it, wherever we go, now that we know about it.” She paused, trying to find the right words. “Sometimes it feels like a game, like ‘who can see who.’ Other times it scares me, because I don’t know how deep it goes, and whether it’s going to change or grow the more we explore it. And in a way, that’s why learning more about Salem is relevant: people went to extremes all too fast, because they were scared. They wanted to stamp out whatever it was as fast as they could. Never mind that the Devil could be busy just about anywhere and would keep on recruiting new witches or wizards, or that’s what they believed in their time. They just reacted to what they thought was right in front of them.”
“Are you worried that the townspeople are going to hang you if they find out?”
“Yes, figuratively, if not literally. Look, it’s already caused a blot on my permanent record. Leslie terminated me. How am I going to explain that? Or how will she, if a potential employer asks for references? ‘I had to let her go because she sees dead people’?”
Now it was Ned’s turn to look apologetic. “I’m sorry—I hadn’t looked at it that way. But you know you don’t have to work—I can support you.”
“Ned, that’s very sweet of you, but you’re missing the point. I like to work. I like to feel productive. If I can’t, I have no idea what I’m going to do with my life. The remodeling of the house will be finished someday. I could volunteer, I suppose, if I don’t have to worry about money—but the opportunities for that around here are kind of, well, unimportant.”
“Not like saving starving children or teaching them to read, in the inner city?”
“That’s what I mean. I’m not a bleeding heart kind of person, but I do want to help people. I enjoyed teaching children about history and making it come alive for them. And before you ask, I don’t want to do anything flaky like set up a new Kimball Institute for Retrocognition. I just want to understand this and move forward with my—our life.”
Instead of answering, he moved toward her and folded her in his arms. He spoke into her hair. “I do understand, Abby. I’m not putting you down. I’ve probably been wrong to try to stifle it most of my life, but like you said, there weren’t a lot of people to talk with about it, and I guess I didn’t consider talking to my mother because she was, well, my mother. And you’re right—most guys don’t do that kind of thing. But as you say, here we are, and we can’t put the genie back in the bottle. Plus there is Ellie to consider. I don’t want this thing to mess up her life. Don’t take this wrong, but it’s kind of like having a chronic disease. You don’t talk about it all the time. You just suck it up and get on with your life as best you can. If something changes, you deal with it.”
“Mmmm,” Abby said, relishing just being held. She had no idea what she would have done without him to hold her together through the first unsettling stages of this. But what kind of life would they be able to build together? “I know. I’m just venting, and it wasn’t fair to hit you with it the minute you walked in the door. But I’m not sorry that your mother knows now.”
“And I’m sorry that I didn’t realize you could use another person—and a woman—to bounce all this off. I think you were right to include her. You need supportive friends—I’m not enough.”
“I don’t want this to take over my life. Our lives.”
“It doesn’t have to, unless we let it.”
“Do we have a choice?”
“I think so. I hope so.”
They made dinner together—Abby had to admit it was nice having a kitchen large enough for two people to work in at the same time, even if the appliances were older than she was. Some of the old ones had been built to last, unlike modern ones. Abby had read recently that the life expectancy for a new appliance was barely over ten years. And how many people even kept their cars that long? Nothing seemed to last—except a few ghosts, Abby amended with a smile.
“What are you smiling at?” Ned asked.
“The fact that some ghosts outlive modern appliances. Never mind—it was just a silly thought. Is it worth investigating whether this old stove can be salvaged with a good professional cleaning? Or should we just start over? And don’t say it’s up to me—you cook too.”
“Okay, I won’t. That thing”—he gestured toward the vintage stove—“still works. The burners are probably fine, but the oven is a little skimpy. But I love the broiler, the way it adjusts up and down just by moving a lever. So it’s a toss-up.”
“Okay, we can table that for the moment. I’m not planning on cooking any twenty-five-pound turkeys in the near future.”
After dinner, cleanup didn’t take long. When they were finished, Ned said, “Are you working on something tonight?”
Abby shook her head. “I am researched out for today. I’ve got a lot to digest, and a lot of it is interesting, but I don’t think my brain can hold any more at the moment. Did you have something in mind? Like a rousing game of Scrabble?”
“Something a little more personal, I was thinking.” He reached out a hand, and Abby took it.
The first time they’d touched . . . how long ago had that been? There had been the first time, which had done no more than scare her, and Abby had all but slammed the door in his face then. But the second time, while visiting a cemetery . . . It had felt like grabbing a live electric wire, although nicer. She had not been prepared for the jolt that skin-to-skin contact had brought about. Nor, apparently, had Ned. When her head had stopped whirling, she recognized what had happened before, when she had panicked. Ned had been so careful with her, when she was still with Brad, and even after she’d walked out on him. That was very thoughtful of him, because he had no way of knowing how upsetting her breakup might have been to her, and he hadn’t wanted to take advantage of her at a weak moment. She hadn’t known how she’d feel either, and had been happily surprised that her main reaction was relief. She had wanted Brad to be The One, but her subconscious had known that he wasn’t.
But when Ned had lent her a hand to climb over a cemetery wall (illegally, but at least they weren’t vandals), everything had changed. Not just her feelings for Ned, but her understanding of the universe, apparently. She’d been trying to work out what was happening ever since, and Ned hadn’t pressed her. Now, since Ellie was involved, the matter had taken on more urgency.
All that flashed through Abby’s mind in the microseconds before she took Ned’s hand. Some men, she’d heard, said something unsubtle like, So, you wanna do it? Ned had only to touch her and she was lost. Would it last? Was it enough to build a life together on? She had no idea, but she was going to enjoy it as long as it lasted. Which, she reminded herself, could be forever, if their ghosts lingered on.
“Upstairs,” she whispered, her voice thick.
They took the back stairs, the fastest way to the bedrooms. They slowed down once they reached the bedroom, shucked off their clothes and fell into bed. Skin to skin, the sensations were overwhelmingly intense. Was it physiological? Psychological? Did it matter? It was wonderful, no matter how you sliced it. And it hadn’t diminished with repetition.
“You know I can’t think when you do that,” Abby said as Ned traced a finger along the curve of her hip.
“Did you want to think?” he said, kissing her shoulder.
“No, not really. Can we visit Danvers this weekend?”
Ned rolled over onto his back, laughing. “That’s what you’re thinking about?”
“Yes. I’ve been reading everything I can lay my hands on, or at least online, but I need to see the real place, get a feeling for it.”
“See if anybody’s there?” he asked.
“Maybe. They don’t show up on command, you know. I just want to figure out who lived where, distances, that kind of thing. You have other plans?”
“Not a one. I would be happy to serve as your chauffeur.”
“You don’t think you have any connections there?”
“I haven’t really thought about it—I’m letting you lead the way. It’s possible, of course. Have you found anybody specific yet?”
“Nope. So I guess that puts us in the same boat. We’ll just have to wait and see. Saturday?”
“Saturday sounds fine.”



15
 
For the next two days, Abby alternated between the Salem research and—when her eyes crossed and she couldn’t absorb one more fact, much less fit it into some coherent pattern—doing tasks around the house. Actually it was a good balance: scraping and patching and cleaning were physical acts that left her mind free to ponder what she’d read. There was no shortage of material, both original sources and interpretations. The problem was, there was no agreement among them. Was she being absurdly presumptuous to think that she could come up with a new understanding, when so many others had tried and failed? But, she had to remind herself, she had an advantage: the dead. Or undead.
“Undead” was a term that had picked up some odd baggage over the years. It made her think of trashy zombie movies on obscure television channels. The movie Sean of the Dead had at least introduced an element of humor. And Charlaine Harris had given surprising credibility to a whole range of supernatural creatures in her successful series. But Abby lived in the real world, not a fictional one. What she saw were people, or some residue of people. They weren’t evil; they weren’t plotting to take over the world or eat her brains. Most of the ones she’d encountered were not even important people, just ordinary ones going about their lives—or deaths?
She’d never given much thought to what happened after death. Or maybe she should rethink the term “death.” The body died. Biological systems stopped, and rot set in. But now she had proof, at least to her own satisfaction, that some part of human beings could linger on. Not for everyone, based on her own experience—the real world could get pretty crowded if all the dead were wandering around all the time. Or maybe they were, but only certain people—like her, and Ned, and Sarah, and Ellie—could see only certain ones of them. The rest were invisible to them. Even the ones they did see existed only within their own experiences: they weren’t going to be able to create any new ones.
She’d moved on to patching the holes and cracks in the plaster in the front parlor. It was kind of soothing, and Abby liked the texture of the spackle, and the way the putty knife felt in her hand. And at the end of the day, she could look at a wall that, with a little sanding, would look whole again.
Why were the ghosts stuck in one place? Could they move about? Was she likely to run into an ancestor where he or she hadn’t been in life? Was there some charge connected to “place” that fed the human components?
Why did she keep coming back to electrical analogies—spark, jolt, charge? Maybe she should try having herself tazed and see what effect that had. Of course, that might wipe out her ability. Would that be good or bad? Heck, electroshock therapy had been used for years for treating a lot of illnesses, mostly psychological, like depression or bipolar disorder. It actually seemed to work, at least half the time; it changed something in the brain. But what? And how? Still, the bottom line was that electricity could alter the way a person perceived the world. Something else to think about. Or to ask Ned about.
Ned had made passing suggestions about the genetic component of this ability, or at least the perceiving end. She and Ned shared at least a few genes, although they had to go back a long way to find the common source. Ned’s (and Ellie’s) had come by way of Sarah, Abby’s from her mother’s side, although the effects had skipped right over her mother. But what about the flip side? Could they all see only those ancestors who had the same gene, who could somehow stick around? Waiting for a receptor to come along? Was this something that Ned and his company could test for? Or would his employees laugh at the very suggestion? Was there a psychic gene? And would anybody want to test for it?
By late Friday the parlor walls were done. “We’re ready for wallpaper,” Abby crowed when Ned came in the door.
“Where do you want to look?”
“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Abby said cheerfully. “Maybe your mother would know.”
“Maybe,” Ned said neutrally.
“So, are we still on for Danvers tomorrow?” Abby asked.
“Sure, if you want. Were you planning to invite my mother along?”
“Do you not want me to? Actually, I kind of wanted to scout things out for myself the first time around. We can go back again. But this is preliminary.”
“So we’ll make the circuit. We can see Danvers, and downtown Salem, if you want.”
“Let’s play it by ear, okay? But Danvers first, because that’s really where it all began.”
 
• • •
 
The next morning was fair, and Abby and Ned set off after breakfast. “It’s maybe a half hour away,” Abby observed, having made the trip to Salem recently.
“More or less. How do you want to do this? I can drive around, or we can park somewhere and walk.”
“Walk, I think. Something feels wrong about looking for seventeenth-century ghosts in a twenty-first-century vehicle.”
“We could find a horse,” Ned suggested.
Abby looked at him to make sure he was joking. “I can’t say that everyone had a horse in those days. Or that women rode them at all. Besides, I don’t think it would help. For a start, I can’t ride.”
“I can’t either,” Ned replied. “Scratch the horse. Where do you want to start?”
Abby thought for a moment. “I think we should go straight to Danvers, since that was the epicenter. There’s not all that much to see there, and I don’t want to check out the historical society, or at least not yet. Then we can head for Salem itself. That way we’ll know how far apart they are. That made a big difference to the people who lived in Salem Village. For the ones farthest out, closer to Andover, it was over ten miles, and that would be quite a trek for people who wanted to go to church on Sunday. That’s why they argued for their own church in the village. Have you been to Danvers before?”
“No, I can’t recall that I have. Salem, yes, but not lately. What do I need to know?”
“I’ll spare you the history for now, but as far as layout, Danvers is not a typical New England town. You know, town green in the center, meetinghouse and/or church, the houses of the wealthier folk around the green.”
“And there’s a reason, I assume?”
“Because the village just kind of happened,” Abby said promptly. “Most towns back then were created deliberately and laid out. Salem Village was never officially founded, so they missed out on all that. The settlers came first, and the village after. And from what I’ve read, the villagers started fighting with Salem and with each other pretty quickly. Maybe that’s what kept them warm in the winter. Although I have to say, based on what I’ve read, the people who lived in the village didn’t do much else than fight. Maybe that’s just what people thought was worth recording, and the rest of the time they had picnics and hayrides. Or at least tilled the fields and so on.”
“Official documents can be incomplete,” Ned agreed amiably. “People record what they think is important at the time, and now we wish they’d saved all the minutiae. And things get lost over time, which means there are gaps.”
“There are good reasons why I didn’t major in history!” Abby said. “Too many footnotes! You try to make one statement, and you have to qualify it in case somebody attacks you or contradicts you. Academia, or at least the publishing side, can be a real pain that way.”
“Whereas we set forth with a bunch of cockamamie theories about ghosts, and there’s not a footnote in sight.”
“I prefer to call it keeping an open mind. I’m not trying to convince anyone else—except maybe you.”
“Okay, we are now arriving in Danvers. Where to, madame?”
“Uh, the middle?” Abby said, suddenly unsure. “From what I’ve seen, it all began at the parsonage where the minister lived from 1689 on, along with his wife, his daughter, another girl named Abigail Williams, who was a year or two older than the daughter, and the Indian slave Tituba and her husband. The two girls and Tituba started throwing accusations around early in 1692, and it spread from there. But the people accused were scattered all over the village. Even the ones who were related—the three Towne daughters—lived from beyond the northern boundary to close to the southern one. John Proctor and his wife lived south of that boundary, and the Coreys west of them. So it’s not like there was one focus, unless you count the parsonage and the church. So we start there.”
“Uh, I don’t think my GPS can find 1692 addresses,” Ned said.
“Very funny,” Abby retorted. “Besides which, the parsonage doesn’t have an address. It’s nothing but a foundation, now an archeological site, behind some modern houses. You have to park and walk back to it. So find Centre Street and we’ll fake it from there.”
“All right. You’re not related to Parris, by any chance?”
“Not that I know of, but there’s lots I don’t know about my family, especially back that far.”
After a few wrong turns, Ned managed to locate Centre Street, which proved to be a short street lined with ordinary houses from the early twentieth century. The promised path to the parsonage was marked by a small and rather shabby blue sign that identified it as an archeological site, not the nexus of one of the most troubling incidents in the early history of the country. He found a parking space and turned off the engine, then turned to Abby. “Are we going in?”
“We’re here. We might as well. It looks so insignificant, doesn’t it?”
“Very ordinary, but things change a lot in three hundred years. Let’s go.” He came around to the other side of the car, and Abby was waiting for him. “Are you nervous?”
“I . . . don’t know. I don’t know why I should be. I’m pretty sure I’m not related to Samuel Parris, but I want to see where it all began. Is that weird?”
“Abby, there wouldn’t be a sign if people didn’t want to see this. Let’s go.”
The lane was too narrow for a car, and paved with stone blocks. They followed it to a small park, dotted with information signs, but there was no longer a building there, just a couple of stone foundations and cellar holes. Abby walked over and stood at the edge, peering down. “It looks so . . . ordinary. Not very big, is it? I mean, the house might have been a bit bigger than the cellar, but not a lot—there’s no other foundation. I’ve seen a reconstructed floor plan—it was basically two rooms, side by side, and each one had a large fireplace. The stairs to the second story were right in front of the door. And that was all there was. And they had, what, at least four people living here, not including Tituba and her husband—wonder where they stuck them? Maybe she was mad because she had to sleep outside in New England winter, which she wouldn’t have been used to. Wouldn’t that be ironic?” Abby fell silent, looking at what amounted to a hole in the ground lined with rocks.
After a while she commented, “You know, I read that when they were doing the excavations they found a lot of redware, made locally.”
“Doesn’t the glaze have a lot of lead in it? Did you look at lead poisoning?”
“It does and I did. Again, it didn’t quite fit, although I suppose it’s still a possibility. The symptoms included abdominal and joint pains, muscle pains, numbness or tingling in the arms and legs, headache, and mood disorders, but none of the sources mentioned hallucinations. But most people in the village would have been using the same kind of redware, which was cheap and plentiful. One of the earliest potters mentioned by name in New England was John Pride, and he worked in Salem as early as 1640.”
“So why did you reject the idea of lead poisoning as a cause?”
“As I said, everybody would have suffered from it, not just a handful. And the result seems kind of passive, not active—it doesn’t lead you to do crazy things. I know—it would be a nice, simple theory. But nothing about this whole thing seems either nice or simple.” Abby walked away a few steps and shut her eyes, feeling a bit stupid. She was standing in the midst of a middle-class neighborhood—did she expect the Parris family to be hanging around now?
Ned let her alone for a few minutes, for which she was grateful, and eventually she opened her eyes and rejoined him. “Nothing,” she said, before he could ask. “There’s no one here, or at least no one I can see.”
“It’s early days yet. You want to go look for the other buildings in Danvers?”
“I suppose, although as I said, they’re scattered all over the place. You don’t mind weaving your way through neighborhoods?”
“Not a problem.”
Maybe Ned thought it was easy, but Abby found herself having trouble trying to keep an image of the 1692 map in her head while navigating much more modern streets. Did everybody who ever spent time in a place leave some of their energy behind them? Maybe an infinitesimal amount each, but add it to all the other contributions over a few centuries and it could become overwhelming. Since it wasn’t, that suggested that she wasn’t picking up something from everyone, just a select few, starting with her relatives. And people in great distress as well? The jury was still out on that one.
As they drove, Abby said, “You know, I’m not sure I’m doing this right. Either I should get really serious and dig into all the available information, or I should just drift around wearing a lot of scarves looking for ‘feelings.’”
“That I’d like to see.”
“Well, I could track down each and every person who made an accusation or was accused—people have covered that ground and made maps. It would take time, but I have time, if I choose to use it that way.”
“But?” Ned said, watching for the next turn.
“I don’t know. Maybe I’m just frustrated. I mean, I know that some ancestor of mine is not suddenly going to pop up in front of me and introduce himself—that’s silly. But honestly, the idea of trudging around from site to site—where there is no sign of what was there in 1692, in most cases—just sounds boring. I know, I said this was just an exploratory trip. I don’t have to decide this minute.”
“Have you defined what you’re looking for? What your goal is?”
“To see if I have any witch blood? No, seriously—to see if I can pick up even an inkling of anything from that time, and if that tells me anything about what happened. I don’t have to prove anything, or tell anyone except you, but I want to know.”
“What about where the trials were held? Lots of people, both accused and accusers, all crammed together in one place.”
“Okay, that makes sense. Where?”
“Is there a Salem courthouse?”
“Not anymore. There’s a plaque, I think.”
“Is that enough?”
“Let’s find out.”
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Abby pulled out her cell phone and called up Google. “I’ve read that the courthouse at the time was at the intersection of Essex and Washington streets, in the middle of town. Some of the early examinations were held at the First Church, at the same location. Both are gone now, although there were several later First Churches on the site, and then it became a jewelry store. Now there’s a restaurant in the building, but at least the latest church building is still there.”
“Lo how the mighty are fallen!” Ned said. “How do you want to handle it?”
“Well, I could use some lunch, so let’s find a restaurant—not the one in the former church—and then walk around a bit, and then home in on where the examinations happened. Does that work?”
“This is your excursion, so your call, but that makes sense to me.”
Ned found a parking garage from which they could see the water of the harbor, and then they went into an unassuming place that served sandwiches. Once they were settled with their food, Ned said, between bites, “This place goes crazy in October, as you can probably imagine.”
“Well, given that we’ve seen a couple of magic shops between the garage and here, I’m not surprised. Why is that, do you think?”
“People like to dress up? And also hide their identity so they can let loose. Masks play a part.”
“Okay, I can see that. But why here in Salem?”
“Because of its history, I’m guessing,” Ned replied, before munching on a handful of potato chips. “It’s convenient. It’s a place for like-minded people to gather, and everybody knows where to find it.”
Abby sighed. “I suppose what we’re doing here isn’t that much different, although I prefer to do it alone instead of with a crowd of crazies.”
“I understand. You ready to go?”
“I guess.”
They tossed their trash and left the restaurant, then meandered north and east, toward what was now the town center, although Abby knew from her last trip that the town in 1700 had not extended much beyond the modern Essex Street. Along the way, Abby said, “You know, I read The House of Seven Gables, but it was a while ago. I didn’t really make the connection to the witch trials then. I certainly didn’t know that one of Hawthorne’s ancestors was a judge at the trials—the only one who never apologized, which is why Nathaniel added the w to his surname. Funny how much of New England history kind of ties together, over time.”
“Keeps things interesting, doesn’t it? Kind of like Six Degrees of Separation, only played out over time.”
“I’m not related to either of them, as far as I know. I wonder, if this ability is genetic, is it binary?” When Ned looked confused, Abby tried to explain. “I mean, if this is linked to a gene, can I sense a fifth cousin four times removed? Would the signal strength, if you will, be weaker than if I was sensing a fifth great-grandmother?”
Ned laughed. “Abby, I have no idea, and right now, I can’t think of a way to test it, unless you could line up a slew of the people all at once and test them one at a time. Since the ones you meet seem to be tied to places, that could be difficult. You just keep reporting back whatever you see, and someday maybe we’ll put it all together.”
“Big help you are,” Abby grumbled. “I want answers now.”
“Ah, but you are young and impetuous,” Ned said with mock formality.
Abby blew a raspberry at him. “Well, impetuous me wants to go find where the action was in 1692. From what I’ve read, the courthouse and the First Church lie pretty much due west of here. The prison was off that way.” She waved vaguely off to the right. “Nothing’s left of any of them, except historical plaques. I suppose nobody thought they deserved to be preserved, so they fell down from neglect or were replaced.”
“Happens in any city or town, so don’t read too much into it,” Ned said. “Let’s go.”
Holding hands, they wandered along Essex Street toward the historic district, passing a large museum, for which Abby made a mental bookmark. Not today, but later, maybe. Not because it had anything to do with her family or ghosts, but because it was an interesting place: she really did need to hang on to a few outside interests that didn’t involve her dead ancestors, or now witches. A block or so beyond the museum, they came to the intersection that Abby had identified as the site of the First Church. She stopped and studied the corner: it was definitely modern, and busy, with cars passing and pedestrian malls and shoppers. How was she supposed to plug into anything from the past here, in the midst of all this?
She pivoted around and recognized what had been the nineteenth-century church, which sat on the site of the First Church. It still bore the Daniel Low and Company sign that had been added when it was a jewelry store. Conveniently there was a pedestrian plaza running alongside it, with tables and awnings. “I think that’s where the church was. Mind if we sit?”
“No, not at all. You want a soda or something?” Ned asked.
“Sure, that sounds good. I’ll snag a table.” As Ned strolled off in search of something to drink, Abby found a table and sat down. Luckily at mid-afternoon there weren’t a lot of people around to see her acting like a flake. How was she supposed to do this? Call up the ghosts of the past? She felt like a fraud. Well, a quick scan of the passersby didn’t yield anybody wearing clothes a century or three out of date. She closed her eyes.
And the world changed. Part of her knew she was still sitting in the sunshine in modern Salem, but what she saw was a dark room, crowded with both men and women, and it looked to her as though it was a trial. No! How? It was impossible, but she could hear people speaking. A panel of what could only be judges were seated at one side of the room, and a man about her own age stood before them. He looked ordinary: his clothes were clean but not fancy. He didn’t seem nervous, just determined. Another man sat at the far end of the table, pen poised over paper—the court reporter of the day?
“Your name?” one of the judges addressed the standing man.
“Samuel Barton, sir.”
“Age?”
“Twenty-eight years, sir.”
“Why come you here before us?”
“To speak for Goody Proctor, who is accused of being a witch.”
“What do you have to tell us?”
The young man stood up straighter and looked squarely at the judges. “In March of this year I was at the house of Thomas Putnam. They got to talking about who was afflicted, and who the children had complained of. One of them there was Mercy Lewes, and they said she had cried out against Goody Proctor. And Mercy Lewes she did deny it, said she had never cried out against Goody Proctor nor anyone else. She said all she did was point and say, ‘There she is,’ but she was not pointing at Goody Proctor. But Thomas Putnam and his wife said she did. And Mercy Lewes said that if she did that, she did it when she was out of her head, because she had seen nobody.”
There fell a silence, broken only by the scratching of the clerk’s quill pen. Then a judge said, “Thank you, sir. That is all we require from you, and you may stand down. We now call John Houghton before us.”
The room dissolved when Abby felt a hand on her shoulder. She looked up to see Ned, watching her with concern. “Are you all right?”
“I don’t know,” she whispered. “Barton,” she said more strongly. “He said his name was Samuel Barton, and he was testifying on behalf of Elizabeth Proctor.”
Need took a deep breath and sat down, pushing a bottle of iced tea toward Abby. “Abby, I . . . I’m not sure what to say. You’re telling me you just saw a part of the Salem witch trials?”
“Yes. What else could it be? It was right here. Someone was recording it—writing it down. The court records are all available online and in print, so it’s easy to check.”
“Are you sure that you haven’t already read about this particular episode and you’re just fantasizing it?”
“Ned, there are hundreds of pages of court records and testimony! I haven’t had the time to read all of them. You don’t believe me?” She was beginning to feel angry—or was that just the residue from the tense scene she had witnessed?
“No, I didn’t mean that, Abby. I’m just asking. All right, if it’s true, why this particular event out of all of them? Or at least, why first? It’s possible that if you sat here for long, you might see a lot more.”
“Why Samuel Barton, you mean? Because when I started pushing back one of my family lines, I found a Barton—this was only last week. I haven’t had time to follow it back, but it makes sense, doesn’t it? Why else would I see him, rather than someone else? But there are no Bartons on the list of either accused or accusers—I would have noticed that.”
Ned took a drink from his own bottle and gave Abby a small smile. “If it was anyone else talking, I’d think you were just looking to make yourself more important. Like, ‘wouldn’t it be cool to have an ancestor at Salem during the witch trials?’ But I have to believe you, Abby.”
“Thank you.” Abby reached out to touch his hand, and then thought better of it. Maybe joining hands would amplify her own perceptions, but she wasn’t sure if she could handle any more right now without overloading. Had she really just seen something that happened over three hundred years earlier?
“Have you had enough for one day?” Ned asked.
“I think so. I hate to waste the opportunity, since we’re here, but I’m afraid I might short-circuit or something, and you’d have to carry me home. And of course, now I want to get to my laptop and plot out the line from the Eliza Barton I found to Samuel, which I assume exists. Oh, unless you’d like to sit here for a bit and see if you can pick up anything? It’s possible you had people here, you know.”
“I don’t think I’m up for it right now,” Ned said, looking uncomfortable. “One big hit per day between us is plenty, don’t you think?”
“I guess.” Abby wasn’t sure whether she was relieved or disappointed. Maybe she would be more help to him once she sorted out her own impressions. Or was that just a rationalization? “I’ll let you know if I find anyone who I think connects to you.”
“Fine. You ready to go? You don’t want to go look for the prison site?”
Abby stood up. “No, not now. I don’t know if this Samuel was ever there—all I saw of him was when he was a witness—but there must have been a lot of emotional pain at the prison, and I’d rather not find out today. Let’s go home.”
They walked back to the parking garage and drove out of town. Abby was silent for most of the ride, trying to retain and also understand what she had seen. It wasn’t like she was starry-eyed. She knew she’d seen plenty of engravings of the trial sites (or maybe seen the same two or three many times), so she could have projected those into a fantasy. A pretty elaborate fantasy, she admitted. But she questioned everything she learned or saw; she wasn’t just looking for attention, or for the bragging rights for future parties. “Oh, yes, I’m descended from a witch.” Great conversation starter, but she didn’t go to that kind of party. She’d be much more likely to launch into an impassioned discussion about how generations had gotten it wrong about Salem, which probably would have driven away anybody at a party.
“You’ve been quiet,” Ned commented as he pulled into their driveway.
“Just thinking. And thank you for not interrupting. We’re both lousy at making small talk, aren’t we?”
“Kind of. Any conclusions?”
“Just that I need to know a lot more, but at least I know where to look.”
Then she realized there was something she had missed in her excitement. “Ned, there might be more.”
He turned off the engine and faced her. “Why do you say that?”
“You know in the past, sometimes I see these people through someone else? Not always, not since I’ve gotten more tuned in to the whole thing. But sometimes. This may be one of them. I was seeing Samuel, and the rest of the room and the people in it, very clearly. Which means I wasn’t seeing it from Samuel’s point of view. So maybe I’m connected to someone else who was there.”
Ned nodded. “Okay. So right now you need to follow your Barton line back to this Samuel and track down this specific event, and then see who else shows up.” He hesitated before adding, “Are you all right with this? I mean, you looked pretty shaken up when I came back to the table.”
“I was, I have to admit. But it kind of proves my point, doesn’t it? The trials inspired a lot of strong emotions in the people—the accused, the accusers, the witnesses. That’s what I was looking for, what I hoped to find. So I can’t complain when I do find it. And of course, now more than ever I want to know what was going on. So now I have Samuel’s name, and no doubt he’s somewhere in the records, so I can trace him. That’s what I’ll do next.”
But who was the other person, the one who was watching Samuel?
“Let’s go inside—unless you’re up for looking at wallpaper?” Ned said.
“Sure, why not?” She still needed to calm down a bit before trying to do any computer research. It would be a good distraction. Samuel wasn’t going anywhere, and he’d be waiting for her later.
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“I like that one,” Abby said, pointing to a roll of wallpaper, one of half a dozen lined up along the foot of the wall in the front parlor. Too bad the store wouldn’t give out samples, so each could be spread out to show the overall pattern, but at least they had let her bring home sample rolls, so she could study them where they were going to go, by daylight.
“Okay,” Ned said cautiously.
She cocked her head at him. “Well, that wasn’t exactly a glowing endorsement. What is it you don’t like about it?”
“The pattern looks kind of small and fussy, now that I see it here. It’s a big room.”
Abby studied the roll. “I think you’re right. It looked better in the store. But I like the colors. Okay, now it’s your turn. Which one do you like?”
Ned looked more and more uncomfortable. Almost at random he pointed to another one. “That?”
“Why?” Abby demanded.
“It looks, I don’t know, important. Formal, maybe. This is a formal room, one of those that Victorians used only when the minister was coming to tea or they were hosting a wake. The rest of the time they kept the room closed off—hence the pocket doors. Open them up for light when you use the room, close them to save heat when you don’t.”
“Okay, that makes sense. But the colors are kind of blah. I wish I hadn’t seen the William Morris ones first.”
“Why not go with Morris wallpaper, then, if you like it?”
“Because it’s hideously expensive, no matter how historically correct it is. Like over a hundred dollars per roll, and I’m afraid to calculate how many rolls we would need.” Much less contemplate matching patterns around all those windows and doors.
“But you like it?”
“I do. It’s gorgeous.”
“So order it,” Ned said firmly.
“Ned!” Abby protested. “It seems so extravagant. I mean, with a world full of starving people, how can I justify putting a thousand dollars’ worth of paper on my walls?”
“Send another thousand to the starving people.”
Abby shook her head. She was not used to having money. Of course, she didn’t actually have it—Ned did. Ned had earned it, through his own efforts. He had the right to spend it any way he wanted. He wasn’t into showing off—not that anyone, until his mother, had seen the house, and Abby couldn’t see them ever hosting soirees full of important people—that is, the ones who would recognize and appreciate William Morris wallpaper. But it seemed morally wrong, and being so extravagant made her uncomfortable.
But it was so pretty, and it went so well with the house.
“Abby, what’s the problem?” Ned asked quietly.
“I feel guilty, I guess. I mean, the only people who are going to see it are you and me.”
“So? You like it. It makes you happy. Do you have something against being happy?”
“I don’t think so. Maybe I should practice more.”
“So get the wallpaper you like.”
Abby regarded him for a moment, then said, “All right—for this room only. We’ll find something more affordable for the back parlor and the dining room. And we’ll paint the kitchen.”
“Okay, one task done: we’ve picked out a wallpaper for the parlor. Does the floor sanding come next?” Ned asked.
“I think so. Are you planning to do that yourself?”
“No way. I would end up destroying the floor—it would look like a topographic map, with hills and valleys, and it’s too nice to risk it. I love the inlays around the edges. Let’s see if we can find a trustworthy contractor and find out what he’ll charge us. It’ll be cheaper in the long run.”
“Check—I’ll put that on the list. Once we get the wallpaper, we can match the paint color. Oh, and is the wiring okay?”
“That I can answer: yes. It was a fire hazard the way it was when I bought the place, so I had that replaced before I moved in. The same time I put in the Wi-Fi.”
“Oh, great—one decision I don’t have to make. Good thinking.”
“Did we have other plans for today, now that we’ve decided on a wallpaper?” Ned asked.
“I’m hunting for Samuel Barton. You can do what you want, like mow the lawn. Do we have a lawn mower? Your mother asked, and I had no idea.”
“Yes, we do. A gas-powered push model—good exercise. Have you used one?”
“No. Dad always did it at home. Do we have a snowblower?”
“Yes. Abby, it’s May—are you worried about snow already?”
“After this past winter, aren’t you?” Abby retorted. “Where the heck are you keeping these things?”
“In the cellar, near the hatch in back—not the most convenient solution, I’ll admit, since I have to haul them up and down the steps there. The property had a stable when it was built, but it burned down before I was born, and I guess the people who owned the house didn’t bother to rebuild. Are you yearning for a garage?”
“I hadn’t really thought about it. At least the driveway is big enough to accommodate two cars. With a lot of shoveling. But I don’t want to deal with adding an entire building until we’ve gotten a little further with this one.”
“Good point. Then I shall go mow the lawn, and you can go hunt Bartons. We can rendezvous for lunch.”
“A brilliant plan,” Abby said, and kissed him. Which took at least five minutes. Anything worth doing was worth doing well, her mother had always said, although Abby doubted that she had counted on this particular application. She shoved him away at last. “I’ve got work to do.”
As Ned wandered out in search of the lawn mower, and gas for it, and whatever other tools he needed, Abby sat down at the dining room table and booted up the laptop, then laid out what information and diagrams she had. She zoomed in on Eliza Barton, who, by her calculation, was her fourth great-grandmother. Based on her experience in Salem, the man she had seen, Samuel Barton, was most likely a lineal ancestor of hers, so it was time to find out who Eliza was. There had to be a connection, didn’t there?
Abby started by trying to figure out why Eliza seemed to have been born in Vermont. Why did these people keep moving around so much? Abby had always believed that in earlier centuries people lived and worked on the land they owned, or at least leased, and stayed there. She apparently had been wrong, because she was finding that various members of her own family had moved not just from one town to another nearby, but across state lines, or even into uncharted wilderness. What was going on back then?”
Focus, Abby. Bartons in Vermont. Why?
By lunchtime she had made a little progress. Eliza had been born in Vermont, but she had married Silas Flagg in Massachusetts. Samuel Barton had come from Massachusetts. Ergo, maybe Vermont was a detour and Eliza’s people had come from Massachusetts, so why not look there? Well, there were probably good reasons not to make that leap of logic, but Abby was impatient, and she could only hope that all those Bartons were watching over her and would give her a nudge if she got off track. Her hunch was proved right when she found one Daniel Barton who had married a Vila Towne in Hampshire County. Towne . . . why did that name sound familiar? Something from Salem? But that was well over a hundred years earlier—and more than half a state away. She still had a lot of dots to connect.
Encouraged, Abby went back to wading through Bartons in western Massachusetts. There were a lot of them. They all had a lot of children. They all used the same names for all those children. Why did she think she would find anything at all before Christmas?
Over sandwiches in the kitchen at noon, Ned asked, “How’s it going?”
“Don’t ask. Too many people with the same name, and they keep moving around. It’s like Whac-A-Mole, or maybe in reverse. Every time you think you’ve identified someone, he or she disappears down a hole, then pops up somewhere else.”
“You don’t have to do this, you know, if it’s so frustrating.”
“But I do! Now that I’ve seen Samuel. Maybe if I hadn’t, I’d just say, Too bad, and forget about it. But I did see him. And I heard him. And I heard him say what that clerk in the corner wrote down—not verbatim, because the clerk left out the ‘ums’ and ‘ers’ and cleaned it up a little—I’ve read the text, in the scanned version. Although come to think of it, Samuel spoke pretty clearly, and he didn’t seem intimidated by the judges, which is kind of surprising under the circumstances. The whole witchcraft trial thing was just getting started then, and it hadn’t gotten out of control yet.”
“Do you want to like Samuel?”
“You mean, am I biased, so I’m seeing what I want to see? That all my ancestors were brave and true? Or handsome and intelligent? I don’t think so. I knew exactly nothing about him when I started, so whatever I saw should have been objective. Well, as objective as anyone’s view of a ghost can be. Absurd, isn’t it?”
“Kind of,” Ned agreed.
Abby took another bite of her sandwich. “Can we talk about something else?”
“What?” Ned looked wary.
“Ellie. Don’t flinch—I just wondered if you had any idea what she and I should do on Wednesday, assuming this plan Leslie and I have cooked up goes forward.”
“You’ve spent more time around kids than I have. What do you think?”
“I think Ellie’s seen enough history and museums, so I won’t drag her through any more, particularly in summer. But I don’t know what she likes. Can she swim? Is she artistic?”
“Abby, I am not the right person to ask. I haven’t seen much of Leslie for years, and we certainly don’t discuss Ellie when we do talk. Use your own judgment. She’s seven years old. I might suggest that you don’t sit inside playing video games or watching movies, when there’s gorgeous spring weather out there. Go outside, run around, have a picnic, visit a forest or the ocean.”
“What, no cemeteries?” When Ned started to protest, Abby held up a hand and said quickly, “Joking! I’ll just treat her as a normal kid. I can ask her what she likes to do. And about any friends she has, and what they do together. I’ll confess I’m a little worried on that front: she seems like kind of a loner, although I did see her with some other kids when I picked her up at school. I hope she has some BFFs and they giggle together, at least now and then.” She hesitated before asking Ned about something that had been troubling her. “Ned, do you think Leslie is a good mother?”
“What? What are you asking?”
“I’m not sure. You know Leslie a lot better than I do, and you helped her make Ellie and Peter, so I have to assume you felt she really wanted children. But wanting them and having and raising them are different things.”
“I have no reason to believe that Leslie is not a good mother,” Ned said stiffly.
“Normally, I wouldn’t judge—but based on what we’ve learned recently about Ellie, Leslie missed a few things.”
“Abby, nobody watches their own child like a hawk to make sure she isn’t seeing things that aren’t there.”
“What about when Ellie would disappear to visit the local cemetery? Did Leslie not notice?”
Ned stood up abruptly and started pacing around the room. “Abby, I don’t know. Did your mother always know where you were? I know mine didn’t. And I was hanging out with Johnny, and my mother never knew about that either. I can’t speak from experience, but I think hovering parents are a pretty recent development, and I’m not sure it’s good for the kids.”
“I agree. But should we worry that Ellie didn’t share any of what was happening with her mother? Or with George?”
“Again, did you, with your parents? No secrets? No special places you didn’t want anybody else to know about. Abby, what is it you’re asking?”
“I’m not sure. I don’t want to overstep any limits, or Leslie won’t let me see Ellie anymore. And I know I have to watch that I don’t treat Ellie like a lab rat. I’m just feeling my way along here.”
“We all are. Just take it as it comes. You haven’t even spent a full day with Ellie yet. I’m sure she likes normal kid things, but she comes with a little something extra.”
“Gives a whole new meaning to the term ‘differently abled.’” Abby stood up and started clearing away their lunch dishes. “Are you finished mowing?”
“Uh, maybe? I may now go practice my pruning skills.”
“Try not to kill anything, okay? You might want to consult with your mother about gardening—I think she’s been practicing lately.”
“I’ll see how it goes.” He came over and squeezed her shoulders. “Don’t worry about Ellie, okay? I think any kid will pick up on your anxiety. Just relax and let her set the pace—you’ve got plenty of time.”
She smiled at him. “Time kind of has a new meaning these days too, doesn’t it? I seem to keep dropping in on different centuries.”
“That it does.” He went out the back door, whistling tunelessly. Abby marched back to the dining room and sat down in front of the laptop. “Okay, Bartons, where are you hiding?”
It seemed only a short time later that she looked up and discovered the sun was low in the sky, the room filled with shadows. The table was strewn with pads and loose papers covered with scribbled notes and diagrams. But she’d found what she was looking for.
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“Earth to Abby?” Ned said when he came into the room and found her sitting in the dusky light staring at the ceiling.
“What? Oh, hi. Sorry, I was thinking. I’d better stop, since my head feels like it’s stuffed full of insulation. The pink kind.”
“Want me to figure out dinner?”
“Sure, if I can watch and talk to you. I want to make sure I’ve got all this stuff straight in my head.”
“Got what?”
“The Bartons. I’ve followed them back to Salem, but it’s kind of a long and twisting path.”
“I’ll be happy to listen. I can do that and cook at the same time.”
“You are a wonderful and multi-talented man.”
She settled herself on a stool and watched Ned as he moved efficiently around the kitchen. Was being a scientist an asset or a hindrance to cooking? Did he insist on accurate measurements? Did he get frustrated when using a precise recipe didn’t turn out the same way each time he made it? But she wasn’t going to interfere, and she hadn’t been disappointed by the results.
“So, what have you got?” he prompted.
“My goal was to trace the line from me back to Samuel Barton from Salem, by way of the Flagg family, who you’ve already met. That’s eleven generations, if you can believe it.”
“William Flagg’s wife was a Reed, and we’ve already pinned them down. So it was William’s mother’s side?”
“Exactly—his mother was a Barton—Eliza. But it bothered me that Eliza seemed to have been born in Vermont, so I had to go hunting for her father, who, as it turns out, was born in western Massachusetts. Eliza’s father was Daniel, and his father was also named Daniel, but I ran into a snag there because Dad didn’t exactly marry Daniel Junior’s mother. As you can probably guess, people weren’t always eager to record illegitimate children. But there I got lucky, because there’s a document that shows that Junior’s mother got pissed when Daniel Senior announced he was planning to marry someone else, right about the time Junior was due. So she sued him! And since he had no money of his own, she included his father in the suit. Good for her!”
“So Daniel Senior was not a sterling citizen, and you found his father’s name. What ever happened to Mom?”
“She moved back home, married twice, and wound up living in Ohio, although I’m not sure who Daniel Junior ended up living with. But she provides another clue—she came from Oxford, and so did Daniel’s father, Reuben Barton. And Reuben’s father was Joshua Barton, and his father was Samuel!” Abby finished triumphantly. “Samuel died in Oxford.”
“That is good work, Abby. I wonder why he left Salem?”
“I haven’t gotten that far yet. Maybe he wasn’t too popular, after he stood up for Elizabeth Proctor. She’s the one from The Crucible, she and her husband John.”
“Yes, I have heard of that,” he chided her as he started sautéeing pork chops.
“I’m sorry—do I sound condescending? It’s just so weird to find these connections, and that they’re personal.”
“Is that what you hoped to find?”
“Yes, I suppose. But . . .” Abby stalled, wondering if she wanted to go on.
“But what?”
“Like I told you, when I saw Samuel, I saw him from the outside, you know? I was watching him, not seeing through him. Which means I could have been seeing through someone else’s eyes. There may have been someone else there who belongs in my family tree. So finding him or her would be the next step.”
Ned put a lid on a casserole and turned down the heat. “What’s your goal here, Abby? You’ve already made your point. Salem was a nexus for strong emotions, and you found an ancestor there who was in the thick of it, and then you saw him. Point proven. Why do you want more?”
Abby took a moment to consider. “I’m not sure how far I wanted to go. But if I now believe there was someone else involved, I want to know who it is. Call it curiosity. And was it Samuel who was generating that energy? Or the person who I was seeing through? Or was it just kind of free-floating, because everyone was upset?” She studied him a moment. “Ned, do you disapprove of what I’m doing?”
He didn’t answer immediately. “I . . . I don’t know, to tell the truth. I understand why you’re doing it, but I’d hate to see it become an obsession.”
“Ned! That’s not fair. I’ve known about this for less than a year, and I’m a long way from understanding it. Am I going to let it consume the rest of my life? No, I don’t think so. I’ve always thought of myself as pretty level-headed”—well, maybe not so much where Brad was concerned, but that wasn’t the same thing—“and I haven’t lost my perspective. But right now I want to know. Don’t you?”
“I guess I’d have to say I’m ambivalent. Part of me wishes we’d never uncovered this ability. Another part of me wants to pin it down and analyze it until we both understand it. All I want is a simple, normal life. With you.”
The simple normal ship sailed a while ago, Abby said to herself. “And so do I. Just two ordinary people who happen to see ghosts.” She smiled at him. “But I’d like to find out more about what happened at Salem. I still don’t really grasp why it happened. How can people have been studying this for three hundred years and still have no single answer?”
“You’re not the only one who wonders that, Abby. Hey, dinner won’t be ready for another half an hour. You want to stroll around the garden and decide what annuals to put in?”
He was clearly changing the subject, but Abby didn’t have the energy to object. “That sounds lovely. How do you feel about marigolds?”
 
• • •
 
The next morning Abby sent Ned off to work with a kiss and a smile—that faded as soon as she turned to go back in the house. He was right, in a way: she shouldn’t let this unexpected ability dominate her and shape her life. After all, it didn’t intrude on other people, unless she made an issue of it. It didn’t get in the way of her leading a so-called normal life, as long as she didn’t gasp and point when she saw one of the people from the past. If she kept her cool, no one need ever know. But ignoring it didn’t seem right.
In the past she had heard that genealogy could be addictive. That was true, she had discovered, even without the bonus of all those family ghosts. Too bad they didn’t come with handy name tags, or even a brief description: “Hi! I’m your sixth great-grandfather Fred Smith, born in Cambridge, moved to Worcester, and fought in the War of 1812.” No, that would be too easy. The bottom line was, it was up to her to decide when to put the whole issue to rest, or at least on the shelf until some later date. Right now she had a man she loved, a house that needed a lot of improvement, and a job to find, somehow.
That resolution survived through breakfast. After cleaning up, she found herself drifting back toward the laptop. Just for a little while—then I’ll do something else, like buy plants, Abby told herself. Or rather, lied to herself, because one thread led to another, and then there was this interesting footnote, and . . . The day sped by, and at the end of it she was left with another stack of notes, this time about Salem, who was who, who lived where, and what happened in what order. As she had seen from her earlier cursory research, there were lots of theories and little agreement. Kind of like the research on Stonehenge, in fact, and that went back much further: each generation came up with new theories and interpretations. But as far as she knew, she had had no ancestors at Stonehenge—and there was no way to prove it anyway.
She stood up and stretched—all this sitting sure was hard on her back. Tomorrow she really needed to get out of the house and move around more. As Ned had said, the weather was lovely, and she hadn’t begun to see half of Massachusetts. But . . . Salem nagged at her. She wasn’t finished with it yet, or maybe it wasn’t finished with her. Before she started to make dinner, she called Sarah Newhall.
“Hey, Abby,” Sarah answered, sounding ridiculously cheery. “What’s up?”
“You want to play hooky? I need a sounding board, or a friendly ear, or something, about my family tree.”
Sarah laughed. “Sure. What did you have in mind?”
“How would you feel about visiting Salem tomorrow?”
Sarah was silent for a moment. “Oh-ho. So that’s the way the wind blows.”
“Yes. I’ve found someone of mine there, and there may be more.”
“And you need someone to watch your back, in case they gang up on you?”
“Kind of, I guess. Do you mind?”
“No, not at all. I haven’t been to Salem in years. You want me to drive?”
“Sure, that’s fine. I can direct you, since I’ve just been there.”
“Then I’ll swing by and pick you up at, say, ten?”
“Sounds good to me. See you then.”
They hung up simultaneously. Abby felt absurdly pleased: having Sarah along would keep her grounded. Sarah wasn’t affected by whoever was running around Salem, or else Ned would have been, so Sarah would be a steadying influence. Abby, why do you need one?
She was smiling as she went into the kitchen. Over dinner she somehow neglected to mention to Ned her planned excursion the next day with his mother—time to tell him about it afterward.
 
• • •
 
The next morning Abby was ready and waiting when Sarah arrived. “You want coffee or something?” Abby asked when she opened the door. “It’s not like there’s any hurry.”
“But you have a bee in your bonnet.”
“Am I that obvious?”
“Yes, kind of. Weren’t you just in Salem over the weekend?”
“Yes, and Danvers too—which used to be Salem Village. But that was just to get the lay of the land, because I’d never been to Danvers, and only once to Salem, for a couple of hours. Now I have a better sense of where things are.”
“And you saw something,” Sarah said.
“More like someone,” Abby replied. “My ninth great-grandfather, if I’ve got it right.”
Sarah grinned. “Cool! What was he like?”
“Uh . . . not real tall. Probably about my age. Dressed in homespun kinds of things, all in shades of brown. So I guess he wasn’t rich—he didn’t get dressed up to speak in court.”
“Ooh, he was testifying? Tell me more!” Sarah leaned her elbows on the table and waited for Abby to explain.
Abby obliged. She described how she had found the most recent end of the Barton line, but hadn’t followed up until she’d “seen” him in court in Salem, and then she had traced the rest of the line and even found an image of the original copy of Samuel’s testimony—the one she had seen herself. And why she thought there was something more to be found. “Up until now I mainly see through people, so if I was watching Samuel, it’s likely there was another relative there, except I’m not sure who,” she finished.
“This is really fascinating,” Sarah said slowly. “So as far as you know, Samuel was neither an accused witch—or did they call the men wizards?—nor an accuser. He was there to testify for someone else, someone he knew.”
“Exactly. His testimony is recorded—he was defending Elizabeth Proctor. And no Bartons appear on any of the lists, apart from this one appearance, which was short. His testimony didn’t do any good, by the way—the poor woman was convicted anyway, because there were a heck of a lot more witnesses who spoke out against her.”
“Which means your Samuel was taking a risk—he must have known about the others, in such a small community. Why did he do it, do you think? He could have kept his mouth shut and gone on about his business. Other people did.”
“I don’t know, Sarah. I haven’t had time to find out. Most of this I put together yesterday. I’d like to believe he thought he was doing the right thing, because he didn’t stand to gain anything by it.”
“So you’ve got more work to do. Elizabeth Proctor was one of the big names during the trials, along with the Towne sisters.”
“Ah, that’s where I saw the name Towne. Three sisters, all accused, right? And two of them were hanged early.”
“Exactly. There was Rebecca, who married Francis Nurse—I think she was the oldest—and Mary, who married Isaac Estey, and the youngest one, Sarah, who married Peter Cloyce. Sarah was the one who survived. The Nurse house is open to tourists, at least part of the year.”
“One of my Bartons, a couple of generations after Samuel, married a woman with the name of Towne, but that was much later and in a different part of the state, in Oxford.”
“Could have been a coincidence, then. Anyway, Sarah was the baby of the family, and came along really late in her mother’s life.”
“Why do you know about the Townes, Sarah?” Abby asked.
“Well, they were among the first accused, sort of witchdom superstars, I guess, like the Proctors. There was a PBS movie filmed on location a few years ago. You should track it down.”
“I should, I guess, although not until I’ve seen what I want to see in Salem. You ready to go?”
“Sure. Let’s hit the road.”
Once they were in Sarah’s car, the ride seemed shorter than Abby remembered—maybe because now it was familiar. “Ned went with you on Saturday?” Sarah asked.
“Yes. You know, I think he’s not happy about this whole thing. He’s trying to do the right thing by being supportive, but I think he’d rather it had never happened.”
“He’s a man. They like things simple.”
“I don’t suppose he’s tried to talk to you yet?” Abby asked tentatively, although she was pretty sure she knew the answer.
“You mean about Ellie? Nope. You told him I know?”
“Yes, I did. It wasn’t like he was hiding her from you. Since he won’t tell you, I will: Leslie’s husband can’t have children, so Leslie asked Ned to help out with a, uh, contribution. Twice. But that’s as far as it went. She’s happy with her husband, and Ned was content to stay out of it, which is why he knew so little about Ellie.”
Sarah smiled to herself. “Thank you for letting me know, Abby. I won’t let on that you did, if he ever decides to fill me in. My, how complicated this has become!” She paused for a couple of miles before saying, “Does he have a problem with you digging all this old stuff up?”
“I don’t know yet. I hope not. I know I’ve been kind of wrapped up in it lately, but I tell myself I can quit any time, and I do want to know what’s going on. What the limits are, I guess. How to manage this thing, if that’s possible.”
“So you don’t find yourself taking a shower in some nice bed-and-breakfast somewhere and a not quite live man wanders through?”
Abby giggled. “I hadn’t thought of that, but yes, that could be a problem. But is there some way to shut them out? Maybe a sign I could put up?”
“No ghosts allowed? I doubt it. We’re almost there—where do you want to park?”
“Near the center of the historic district, if you can. That’s where I saw Samuel, and that’s where they held the trials.”
“What, not Gallows Hill?”
Abby shivered involuntarily. “Well, there’d be plenty of emotion there. Of course, nobody’s quite sure where it was. There are a couple of hills that could be it, but it’s not certain. It’s almost like people in the eighteenth century made a point of forgetting. Although I read about this one guy who was born on the day of the first hanging, in sight of the gallows, or so he said long after the fact.”
“You’ve really been doing your homework,” Sarah said.
“Guilty. I got interested, more so when it became personal. I’ll stop soon, but I’m not done yet. Do you mind tagging along?”
“No, of course not. I haven’t been here for a while, and I figured if we were going to have a witch in the family, I’d better know my stuff.”
“Am I? In the family, I mean?”
“Of course you are. Don’t mind Ned—he’s a little slow on the uptake sometimes, but his heart’s in the right place.”
Sarah guided the car into a convenient garage and parked. “All right, we’re here. Now what?”
“We go looking for Samuel and friends.”
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Standing on the pavement outside of the garage, Sarah scanned the area. “Where to?”
“I have to keep trying to fit the old maps over the reality here,” Abby told her. “If I’ve got it right, the courthouse and the First Church are about a block in that direction—that’s where Ned and I were sitting when I saw Samuel.” Abby pointed. “And the prison would have been behind us. I’m guessing there would have been a lot of back-and-forthing then between the prison and the court. And then of course the final journey from the prison to the gallows.”
“Did they have to walk?”
“No, I think they got to ride in carts. Kind of like the French Revolution, right?”
“Were there people lining the streets, or did they stay away?”
“I haven’t read all the histories, but I’d guess people would want to see the officially convicted witches and would turn out to watch. And to make sure they were dead, hoping that executing them would be the end of things. Which of course it wasn’t, at least not for a while.”
“How do you want to do this, then?” Sarah asked.
“Let’s start with where the trials were held and see what—darn, I still don’t have a vocabulary for this! See what I see? Or sense? See who shows up?” Abby realized that she was kind of keyed up. Was that because she so urgently wanted to prove something, anything? Or was she picking up the collective residual anxiety that those poor people had felt so long ago? A couple of pedestrians gave her an odd look as they passed, and Abby was tempted to say something rude to them. After all, this was Salem—they should be used to crazy people roaming the streets.
“It’s up to you, Abby. We don’t have to do anything. If it’s too much, we could go visit the museum, which I recall is very nice.”
“It’s okay, Sarah. We’re here for a purpose, and you’re the trusty sidekick who will bail me out when I get too serious.”
Sarah laughed. “Ah, so I’m the comic relief here? I think I can handle that. So, trials it is.”
Abby led the way to the small plaza where she and Ned had been a few days earlier. Early in the day, there were only a few people drinking coffee and reading the paper, so they had their pick of tables. Abby sat at one, and Sarah sat across from her. “That’s the site of the First Church,” Abby said, pointing to the Victorian building, “and the place where the trials were held was right around here somewhere. I feel so silly sitting here and waiting for some spirit to come calling. I think I understand why some psychics use a crystal ball or other object—it gives them something to look at or to touch. Maybe it even reassures the marks. If I came here alone and sat here with my eyes closed, somebody would probably grab my bag, or ask me if I needed medical help.”
“And that’s why I’m here, Abby,” Sarah reassured her. “Don’t worry. If nothing happens, no problem. If something does, you can tell me all about it while it’s still fresh.”
“Do you think you had anyone here?”
Sarah shrugged. “I don’t know—I never did the research. Maybe that’s denial, but I’ve spent most of my life dulling my perceptions, not sharpening them. Anyway, today is about you and the Bartons. Why don’t I get us some coffee?”
“Sure, fine. I’ll be here.” Waiting—for what? From what she’d learned, Samuel had appeared only once during all the court proceedings. Did ghosts do reruns? Would she see the same event over and over? But if there was another person, would he or she show up? She put her bag between her feet, in case there were any lurking bag grabbers, and shut her eyes.
The same room as before, or one much like it. Dark wood, small windows. Crowded with people, both men and women. She recognized a couple of the faces at the front table—the judges? She hadn’t memorized them all, and of course nobody really knew what they looked like, save that they were all men. It was hard to guess ages for anyone—life had been difficult in those days, life expectancies short, medical care nonexistent. You lived and died by God’s will, unless the Devil intervened. This group believed they were fighting the Devil. Her gaze turned toward the spectators, who wore a variety of expressions, ranging from fear to anger to curiosity. In the front row was a cluster of young girls, maybe teenagers, and Abby realized with a start that they must be the accusers who had started everything. They were children! How could they have done this? Why had anyone believed them? There they sat, giggling and twitching like any girls their age—but what they said in court had resulted in multiple deaths.
One of them turned and looked at her. Well, not her, exactly, but the person through whom she was seeing. It was a woman, Abby realized—not Samuel, watching and waiting. The girl all but smirked, and Abby felt an irrational urge to slap her. Then one of the judges said something, and her conduit turned her attention to him. Abby realized she was standing, and she was tired, exhausted really. This wasn’t the beginning of something, this was the end.
“Abby? You okay?” Sarah’s voice interrupted, and Abby was back in the real world.
“Yes. It was more of the same. But I didn’t see Samuel, and I was seeing through a woman. Oh, God—that obnoxious little brat in the front row must have been Abigail Williams!”
Sarah sat down and slid a cup of coffee toward Abby. “You don’t look very upset,” she commented.
“Well, no, I guess not, because I knew what to expect. And in a weird way, this is exciting. I mean, I’m seeing the judges, and the accusers, right there where it happened.”
Sarah turned her cup slowly in her hands. “Abby, I know you believe this, but can you be absolutely sure you’re not just seeing what you want to see?”
The same thing Ned had asked. Abby fought down a surge of anger. Why would anyone do this to herself, deliberately? But she recognized that Sarah was trying to help, and it was a fair question. Except that the answer was yes, she knew what she had seen. Twice now. She took a deep breath. “Sarah, I haven’t studied a lot of history. I’ve been doing serious research on this for like a week total. Obviously there are no photographs from the trials, and any engravings done after the fact are probably pure fabrication. If I were making things up, no one would be able to disprove them, unless I stuck an iPad into the scene. But what I’m seeing . . . the detail is so specific. I can tell you what people were wearing, where they sat, what they sounded like—heck, what they smelled like. If it’s a hallucination it’s a damned good one.”
“Okay,” Sarah said. “I believe you. And I know you aren’t doing this to call attention to yourself or to impress anyone. So who were you seeing? The girls who were flinging accusations around?”
“Yes, and giggling all the while. I so wanted to shut them up!”
“And the magistrates. Other witnesses?”
“A fair number of people. I can’t exactly identify them all.”
“And the woman who was your . . . what? Ancestor, at least?”
“I think so. She seemed exhausted.”
“Was she on trial?”
“Maybe. Or maybe this was a different date. I didn’t see Samuel, but maybe they sent him out after he had made his statement. Sarah, what am I supposed to do?”
“I can’t tell you that, Abby.” Sarah laid a hand over hers, and Abby felt a tingle of warmth. It felt nice. It was also different from what she felt when Ned did the same thing. Closer to what she felt when Ellie held her hand, like when they crossed a street. She’d have to think about that—later. Right now she was at Ground Zero and she had to focus.
“Well, there’s one more thing I want to do today: find Gallows Hill, where they hanged the witches.”
“Is that a good idea?” Sarah said anxiously. “I mean, it’s bound to be hard on you. If we can even find it. Isn’t there a park?”
“Yes, and the park is probably in the wrong place—they kind of picked a convenient hill a long time after the fact, when there was no one around to remember. It wasn’t the site of one of their best events—I think they’d have been happier to forget all about it. Until the tourists showed up.”
“So how are we supposed to locate it?” Sarah asked. “Follow the pain? Sorry, that was in poor taste.”
“It’s okay, Sarah—humor helps. I found something online, written by a person who approached it logically and looked at all the primary sources, and then looked at the old roads and a topographic map. I think he made a pretty good case. I vote for checking that out.”
“Okay, as long as it’s not miles away.”
“It did lie just outside town limits—in 1692. Which means it’s a few blocks from where we’re sitting.”
“Then onward! Should we have a safe word, if you get overwhelmed?”
“Nice thought, but I don’t think it’s necessary. I mean, I don’t lose track of who I am, exactly—I’m just in a very real dream. I haven’t tried to touch anyone, and they haven’t touched me. It’s all visual and audible.”
“And you said something about smell?”
Abby smiled. “Well, yes, maybe. That I could do without—things were pretty rank in those days, not that they had much of a choice about it.” Abby stood up. “So, we need to go west until we cross Bridge Street, which leads to a bridge that isn’t there anymore, and then we take Bridge until it crosses Boston, at which point it becomes Proctor Street. It should be about a mile. Is that okay?”
“I’m not ancient, Abby—I think I can manage that.”
They set off at a moderate pace, heading more or less westward. The main intersection between Boston Street and Bridge Street looked like every other street corner in every other city—the biggest landmark was a Walgreen’s on one corner, with a large parking lot. Abby looked around and found Proctor Street, which sloped gently upward, as it would. “Hill” was probably a generous description of the low rise. The whole area was filled with modest houses probably built after 1900, much like the neighborhood she’d seen in Danvers.
Abby looked up the hill, feeling depressed. There was nothing impressive about the landscape. Nothing except the name suggested a dramatic history on the site. So the poor doomed women had been hauled out of the jail, stuck in a cart, and dragged to the town line, up a tiny hill—her source had said it was all of thirty feet high, about the height of a three-story house—and hanged from a tree. And when they were dead, they were pulled down and dumped into a gully. Lovely. How long had they hung from that tree, visible from the town?
“Now what?” Sarah asked.
“We’re here.”
“What, at Walgreen’s?”
“Unfortunately, yes. I told you, I found a source online who looked at all the available information, and his explanation made a lot of sense. If you believe him, the hanging hill is right behind Walgreen’s. There used to be a pond where the building is now. The actual hangings took place behind the parking lot there. And the bridge crossed right where we’re standing.”
“Talk about an anticlimax. How sad!”
“Yes, it is.”
“Well, now that we’ve located this historic Walgreen’s, what do you want to do?” Sarah asked.  “Sit cross-legged in the parking lot staring at the trees?”
“That’s a recipe for disaster—we’d probably get arrested. Do you mind if we see if we can find a way into that stand of trees? I know they haven’t been there since 1692, but the rocks have.”
“In for a penny, in for a pound,” Sarah said cheerfully. “At least I dressed for it. You do know what poison ivy looks like, don’t you?”
“Yes, that much I’ve figured out. Let’s go.” Abby set off toward the back end of the parking lot, wondering if she had really lost her mind. Behind the lot lay a scruffy patch of land with the underlying rock jutting through the skimpy soil in many places. Most of the trees were less than twenty feet tall, and spindly. Obviously the plot had been altered in the past three centuries. Why did she think she had any chance of picking up any residue of those poor women? But it was all she had.
There was no fence at the back of the parking lot, so Abby plunged into the underbrush, keeping an eye out for poison ivy. She reached the crest of the hill quickly; it gave her a great view of the roof of the drugstore. Well, if she looked beyond, she could see the historic part of Salem, less than a mile away as the crow flies. Behind her the outcrop ended in somebody’s backyard, with a fence. She didn’t need to go any farther anyway. Sarah had reached the top and was standing a few feet away, scanning the horizon. She wasn’t even winded, which annoyed Abby: she really should get out more and do something. Maybe climbing up and down ladders and scraping walls was a form of exercise, but she wanted to stretch her legs and get some fresh air and sunshine. She was spending far too much time hunched over the laptop, oblivious to whatever was happening in the rest of the world, near and far. She sat down.
Where she sat, give or take a few feet, was where nineteen people had been hanged in 1692. Nineteen ordinary citizens, going about their business until some smart-assed young girls had decided to turn their world upside down. And they’d gotten away with it. The convicted—men and women alike—had gone to their deaths under the mocking eyes of their friends and neighbors, knowing they had done nothing wrong. Wondering how everything had changed so quickly and completely.
The next time Abby looked up, the Walgreen’s wasn’t there. It had been replaced by a silent crowd of men and women, and she was in the midst of them, facing toward Salem town. She turned quickly and looked up to see the bodies hanging like limp laundry from the old trees.
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Abby fought back panic. She was still in the real world; she knew who she was, and where—she could feel rocks and leaves under her, and the sun falling on her shoulders. But at the same time she was standing with a group of people, staring at something awful. The swinging bodies were dead, no question, sagging limp from several different branches of tall old trees. She counted five, all women. Modern Abby wondered irreverently whether the officials of the town had waited for a day without rain, so that the execution would draw a bigger crowd. Or was there something special about the date? Obviously they hadn’t had to build anything for the purpose—those trees had been there for a while. What kind were they? Locust? Too bad she couldn’t ask Sarah, who would probably know.
Who was she? Whose body had she borrowed to watch? Or had the owner of the body summoned her in?
Abby felt calmer now, more in control of herself, although she had no control over her host—hostess, she amended, looking down at the shabby skirt and apron she was wearing. She glanced to her right and was startled to see Samuel Barton, who had his arm around her. Samuel tugged on her arm—Abby could feel it—and looked like he was ready to go, but she—or rather, her seventeenth-century surrogate—pulled her arm away and returned her gaze to the dangling bodies twisting in the breeze. The trees were in full leaf, and the wind was warm. Summer, then. After the first trials. Some of the earliest executions. What else should she notice? How long did she have?
Abby tried to still her roiling emotions and just listen, although “listen” was not quite the right word. Try to hear the emotions? The woman she was seeing through was grieving, an almost physical pain. Other emotions began to emerge slowly, trickling in from all sides, then building in force. What were these people feeling? Fear came through the loudest. Fear of—what? The Devil? Or that they’d be next to see Abigail Williams’s finger pointed at them? Where was dear young Abigail—who probably more than anyone present deserved the title of Devil’s Tool? Almost as if she’d heard, a girl near the front turned and looked smugly at the silent crowd, her eyes locking briefly with Abby’s. The same girl she’d seen when she’d first seen Samuel: it had to be Abigail. When the girl was satisfied, she turned back to her peers in the front row, looking pleased with herself. Look what you did, you little bitch. You and your little buddies killed these women. I hope you paid for it.
Abby tried to quell that anger: that was her own, not from the people around her, and it mattered to her that she find out what they were thinking, or feeling. Did they believe they’d done the right thing, by trying to purge their community of an evil influence? But in a way they had invited the Devil in, or left the door open, at least. Were they now horrified by how things had turned out, and fearful for what was yet to come. I know what’s coming, and it’s not pretty.
And gradually she came back to her carrier’s emotions, a convoluted mix of pain and sorrow and fear, nestled like a huge ball in the pit of her stomach. Was she at risk? Or someone close to her? Was Samuel under suspicion for standing up for Elizabeth Proctor?
Samuel’s hand on her arm again, insistent. “Hannah, we must go.”
A horn blared in the parking lot below, and abruptly Abby returned to the present. Sarah was sitting a few feet away, her back against a mid-sized tree, watching her. “You okay?”
“I think so,” Abby said cautiously. “Thank you for not interrupting.”
“You didn’t look like you needed help. Except you’ve been crying.”
Startled, Abby reached up and found her cheeks were wet. “I didn’t realize . . .”
“Are you going to tell me what happened?”
“Yes. But give me a few minutes to sort things out in my head, will you?”
“You want to walk back to the car now?”
“Sure. I’m fine—just confused. Do you know, Salem looked a lot different in 1692.”
Sarah cocked her head. “Are you saying you saw it?”
“Yes, from right here.”
Sarah nodded without comment and began picking her way down the slope toward the parking lot, and Abby followed. She wasn’t sure what she should feel at that moment: awe that she’d seen a piece of the past, even if it was a particularly unpleasant one? She had no doubt that it had been real, not something she’d imagined. Sorrow for those who had suffered then? It was one thing to read about what had happened and infer people’s reactions (something the official record definitely did not include, unless an individual started spewing curses at the crowd); it was entirely different to be in the midst of it, and Abby was pretty sure that the person—Hannah?—she’d been inhabiting had had a personal connection to one or another of the hanged women. Why else would her grief have been so sharp?
“Abby!” Sarah’s hand on her arm. “We should wait for the light to cross, you know.”
Abby looked around her to find they were standing at the main intersection of Proctor and Bridge Street, and on her own she would have just kept walking, right into the traffic. “Oh, right. Thank you, Sarah. I’m glad you’re here.”
“I’m glad you asked me to come along, Abby. Okay, now we can cross.”
They made it back to the parking garage, silent along the way. Sarah was peaceful company: she didn’t ask questions, and she didn’t babble just to make noise. Ned had inherited some of that too. Of course, taken too far it could be seen as lacking in empathy, unable to connect to other people. That idea made Abby smile: the problem in Sarah’s and Ned’s cases was probably too much empathy, and the difficulty of not knowing how to respond to it without terrifying other people.
“You want to get a bite or something?” Sarah asked while they were still outside the garage.
“No, there’s something I want to check online, so I need my laptop. I can offer you tea and cookies at home. I think you might be interested if what I suspect is true.”
“Sounds good to me.”
Once Sarah had maneuvered her car out of the center of Salem, Abby started to describe what she had seen, while the memory was sharp—slowly at first, and then more rapidly as the emotions had taken over. She had just about wrapped it up when they arrived in Lexington. Sarah pulled into the driveway and turned off the engine. But before getting out, she turned to Abby.
“You know, this may sound strange, but in a way I’m jealous. You’ve seen something that very few other people have—actually, none that I know of, so I’m just guessing that there are others who share our gift. I know it must have been frightening and upsetting for you, but was it exciting? You can tell me to shut up if you want.” Sarah smiled anxiously.
“No, Sarah, that’s all right. I’d have the same questions if I was in your shoes. It was kind of schizoid, I guess. I mean, I knew who I was and I never really lost sight of that, but I was seeing what someone else saw then. Someone with a real connection to the events, not just a snoopy bystander. So I was two people at once, in a way. Let’s go inside—I want to see if I can figure out who that other me was.”
“Of course.” Sarah followed her up the front steps and into the house. “Hey, why don’t I make the tea and you can do your searching?”
“That makes me sound like a terrible hostess, but I really would appreciate it, Sarah.”
When Sarah disappeared into the kitchen, Abby sat down at the table and opened her laptop. She had to admit she had very confused feelings about what she was about to look for. What did she hope to find? Or what was she afraid she would find?
Previously she had ended her search when she found Samuel in Salem. So who was Hannah?
When Sarah returned, she found Abby sitting and staring into space. “Abby? The tea is ready.”
Abby didn’t move at first, then turned slowly to face Sarah. “I know who Hannah was, and who her mother was, and who her aunts were.”
“You need food, and sugar, and caffeine. I’ll bring in the tea, and since I couldn’t find any cookies I made some cinnamon toast. Then you can tell me about it.”
Abby waited, still in a daze. Sarah returned with a tray full of tea things. She poured Abby a cup, added sugar and milk, and set it in front of her. “Drink this.” Abby obeyed, because it was easy. When Sarah slid a plate of buttered toast sprinkled with cinnamon and sugar, Abby dutifully picked up a piece and munched. It did help: after five minutes she was feeling almost human.
“Well, you look better,” Sarah said. “You ready to explain?”
“Yes. And thank you. I feel like I need a keeper as I keep stumbling through this, and I can’t think of a better person than you, Sarah.”
“Not even Ned?” Sarah said.
“No, because he’s a man. That’s not a criticism, just a fact. Haven’t you noticed that most of what happened in Salem was generated by and aimed at women? Sure, the magistrates were all men, and some of the accused were as well, but it was the women—well, mainly the girls—who started it all. By the way, Abigail Williams looked like a very nasty piece of work.”
“You saw her?” Sarah asked, incredulous. “I cannot believe I am having this conversation. Okay, lay it out for me, and I’ll try to keep my comments to a bare minimum.”
Abby nodded, and dove in. “I knew who Samuel was because I saw him in court last Saturday, where he gave his name. I know—saw isn’t quite right, but you know what I mean. Today Abigail Williams was there with her little friends, right up front. Anyway, I recognized Samuel when I saw him on Gallows Hill today. He was standing next to me, and he had his arm around me. He called me Hannah.”
“One quick question: was the person who you were seeing through on Saturday the same as the one today?”
“Oh, I hadn’t thought about that.” Abby paused for a moment to recall what she’d seen. “The first one, in the courtroom—yes, I think so. The one at Gallows Hill was someone else. So that’s two female relatives there, plus Samuel.”
“That’s what I was wondering. Go on, please.”
Abby picked up the thread. “I realized I hadn’t really finished the research on Samuel the other day—I’d only been looking to make the connection to him, so I hadn’t looked at the rest of his family in any detail. Like his wife. Her name was Hannah Bridges. They got married in Salem in 1690, before all the craziness started.”
“So you were seeing through his wife?”
“Looks like it, the last time. But that’s not all. Hannah’s father was Edmund Bridges, but he was already dead by the time Hannah married Samuel. Hannah’s mother was Sarah. Her married name in 1692 was Cloyce, and she was one of the accused witches.”
“Oh, wow,” Sarah whispered.
“I’m not done yet. It turns out that Sarah’s maiden name was Towne. Two of the witches hanged at Salem were her older sisters, Rebecca and Mary. I think what I was seeing today was the day that Rebecca Towne was hanged, with her niece Hannah watching. And I think that the other person at the courthouse, before we went to Gallows Hill, was Hannah’s mother, Sarah, who was the accused at the hearing, along with Elizabeth Proctor. They were arrested together, and examined by John Hathorne—that’s Nathaniel’s ancestor—and Jonathan Corwin, the one who lived in the so-called Witch House. Abigail accused Sarah in court that day, and then Sarah was shipped off to prison in Boston the same night. So that’s not the same event when her son-in-law Samuel testified. Sarah’s my lineal ancestor, and I was seeing the hearing through her—and seeing Abigail.”
“Oh, my,” Sarah said. “How awful for you.”
“Yeah, I guess it was.” And Abby burst into tears.
She’d been so good, so strong, keeping it all together in the face of incomprehensible visions. Sure, Abby, you just watched your umbledy-dumpth great-aunt get hanged as a witch in 1692, with her community watching—and some of them had enjoyed it. She was the rational one, the one in charge. It was like a historical diorama, right? Or a play. Except it wasn’t: they had been real people, and she was related to them. She wouldn’t be sitting where she was now, or be the person she was, without any and all of them. She had guessed right: the pain had lingered through the centuries, soaked into the ground, the stone. The pain had been very real. The Devil had walked among them, only not in the way they thought.
Sometime in there Sarah had pulled her chair closer and wrapped her arms around Abby. It felt good. Thank God she’d found Sarah, and thought to invite her along on this weird expedition. Sarah understood. Sarah knew.
Time stretched like an old rubber band. After a while Abby was reduced to hiccups, but she’d let out most of the anguish she hadn’t even known she was carrying, and the tears slowed. Sarah spoke first. “Don’t you dare apologize for this. I can’t imagine what you’re going through, but I’m glad I was here to help.”
“So am I, Sarah. There are no guidebooks for this kind of thing, and it’s a lot to take in all at once. I feel so badly for everybody involved, which is useless because they’ve all been dead for centuries.”
“But people still remember and talk about those events. They mattered.”
“I know, even though I didn’t understand it before. Sarah, what do I tell Ned?”
“The truth?”
“What will he do with that?”
“He’ll try to understand it. Seriously, he cares a lot for you, and he needs to know about this. He truly wants to believe you, that you’re seeing what you’re seeing, but it’s hard for him. Give him time, but include him, whatever you do. Pretending it’s not happening won’t be good for anyone.” Sarah checked her watch. “Oh, my word—look at the time. Abby, will you be all right if I go home? I’ll stay if you want me to.”
Abby smiled at her. “Thank you for worrying about me, but I think the storm is over.”
“Well, don’t keep it bottled up, okay? And talk to Ned. And if he doesn’t get it, send him to me and I’ll knock some sense into him.”
“That I’d like to see.” Abby stood up, as did Sarah, and Abby grabbed her impulsively. “Thank you, for everything.”
“You’re welcome. And take care of yourself, please.”
“I will.” Abby stood in the doorway and watched as Sarah pulled out of the driveway, just as Ned’s car was approaching from the opposite direction.
He parked and came bounding up the front steps. “Was that my mother?”
“It was. We spent the day in Salem.”
“Oh?” Ned clearly could sense that there was something more coming.
“We have a lot to talk about.”
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“Something wrong?” Ned asked anxiously.
“No, not exactly. But I think I’ve made a quantum leap forward in what I know about Salem and my ancestors. Come on into the kitchen while I make dinner.”
Ned followed her to the back of the house. “Did you invite Mom, or did she kind of insinuate herself into your trip?”
“That’s not exactly fair to your mother, Ned. She’s not a snoop. And I’m the one who called her—I figured I might need backup.”
“Against what? Angry ghosts?”
“Sit. Have a glass of wine or a beer or something, and listen to me.” Abby waited until he had complied and settled himself at the small kitchen table against the wall. “I don’t know if in your experience you’ve encountered intense negative emotions. I mean, if most of the people you’ve seen have been in cemeteries, they’re probably mourning and sad, but not exactly aggressive. So the emotion is strong but not what you might call confrontational.”
“Okay, I’ll buy that. Salem is different?”
Abby found enough ingredients to make a quick pasta primavera and started laying them out. “That is what I guessed, as I told you. Clearly emotions would have been high at the time—they were talking about life-and-death issues, and they took them seriously. Now, on Saturday, with you, what I saw was a court scene, so while there was plenty of tension, it was under control. It was a formal legal proceeding. And I was lucky to identify Samuel Barton because his name was mentioned.”
“Where are you going with this, Abby?” Ned asked.
“Bear with me. After I got back, as you know, I figured out the link to Samuel. And yesterday I did more research on Salem in general, and that’s when I realized I’d seen a kind of subdued side of the whole thing. I didn’t mention that on my first trip to Salem, I’d felt some kind of vague connection, and now I think I know what it was. It turns out Samuel’s father Matthew lived right up the street from the House of Seven Gables, and since Corwin was sitting in judgment on Sarah Cloyce, who was essentially family, he had every right to be angry at Corwin. But when we went back I realized that there was so much more, and I wanted to see if I could track that down.”
“My mother knows all this?”
“Yes. I asked her to come with me, and I explained what we had found, and what research I’d done since, and what I was hoping to find. She was interested.”
“You’re corrupting my mother. She’s lived quite happily for over fifty years without knowing anything about this stuff.”
Abby checked to see if he was serious. Apparently he wasn’t, but his statement still troubled her. “You think that was a good thing? She’s been stifling this for most of her life, and now she’s curious. So far she’s been just an observer—a spotter, I guess you’d say. Isn’t that what they call the people in gymnastics who watch out for you on the equipment and keep you from landing on your head?”
“Sounds about right. So now you’ve awakened my mother’s curiosity, and she’s your psychic in training.”
“Ned! If you keep making fun of me and this, I’m not going to tell you about it. Is that what you want? Would you rather not know?”
Abby could almost see the battle going on inside him. Finally he said, “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m making jokes because I’m not sure what I think and I’m also not sure I want to believe it, and now you’ve got my mother involved.”
“Poor baby! Do you think your womenfolk are ganging up on you? You can always go over and hang out with your father and watch football. Or basketball. Or whatever sport season this is.”
“No, Abby, I don’t want us to operate like that. Dad doesn’t share this thing with you or Mom, but I do. And if I’m with you, I need to know what you’re going through. Since my mother knows, she might kill me if I don’t.”
Abby smiled. “Yes, there was some mention of beating sense into you. May I resume?” She put a large pot of water on the stove to boil, then turned back to him.
“Please. I promise I’ll listen.”
So Abby recounted the events of her day, and what she had seen in Salem, both in town and particularly on that forlorn Gallows Hill. Mostly the facts, though: she was unsure how to explain her own emotional reaction to what she had seen. Ned remained silent, watching her face, nodding occasionally. The water had long since boiled by the time she finished; at least she’d remembered to turn off the gas under it. “So?” she said finally.
“I don’t know where to start. You are amazing.”
“You don’t think I’m crazy?”
“No. And I’m not just saying that. I’ve been around you long enough now, when you’ve seen things, to know that you really believe in what you see. And then you produce proof after the fact. I share enough of it with you to have some idea of what you’re feeling, although I’ve never known anything so strong.”
“Maybe we should look for an ancestor of yours who died on the battlefield, and you can tune it to whatever he’s feeling. Sorry, that sounds kind of flippant, and I just criticized you for doing that. But that would give you some idea of the impact of this.”
“You picked Salem for precisely that reason. You found what you were looking for. Now what?”
“I, uh . . . don’t know. I’ve been so eager to figure out how my ancestors fit that I didn’t look past that. Now I’ve got that, and a lot more experience from the inside, so to speak. I guess . . . I want to know what really happened—the whole thing, not just my family’s part, although they were right in the thick of it. I’ve been doing a lot of reading lately, both in print and online, and there’s no one theory that fits, after all these years. I have a unique perspective. Like I said, when I was in the courtroom, and at the gallows, I was picking up an entire range of reactions—fear, anger, pain, grief. And a few people like Abigail Williams actually seemed happy about what they had done. I want to follow up on that, as far as I can. I want to understand it in my head, not just my heart or my gut or wherever my emotions live. Does that make sense?”
“I think so. Do you plan to publish this? Join the Society for Descendants of Witches?”
“Is there such a thing?” Abby said, laughing. It felt good to laugh.
“I think so. Probably.”
“Well, no. I feel no need to make what I find public. This is for me: I want to understand. I don’t plan to go head to head with the scholars and the kooks who have been digging into this for years. Just for me, and you, and your mother, and maybe Ellie at some point.”
As if by magic, Abby’s cell phone rang. When she checked it, she saw that it was Leslie. Oh, right, she reminded herself—tomorrow was Wednesday, her first scheduled day with Ellie. She pressed the button to answer. “Hi, Leslie, what’s up? Are we still on for tomorrow?”
“I guess.” Leslie sounded less than enthusiastic. “I just wanted to set up where to meet. And to set a few ground rules. Ned there?”
“Yes, he is. You want me to put you on speaker?”
“Might as well, so I don’t have to repeat myself.” Leslie sighed.
Abby sat down at the table and put her phone between her and Ned. “Go ahead.”
“This is for both of you. I have not told Ellie about her connection to Ned. I haven’t found the right time, and she’s pretty young still. I’m asking that neither of you says anything to her. If she asks any awkward questions, tell her to talk to me. Agreed?”
“Leslie,” Ned broke in, “I don’t expect to see Ellie at all, so that’s probably not a problem. Unless you want me to spend time with her?”
“Not now, not yet. Maybe later. I want her and Abby to sort out this thing they have.”
“Leslie,” Abby said, “this is not something that I can wrap up in one conversation. And I haven’t been planning to jump right in. I want to get to know her a little better. If she asks any questions, I’ll try to answer them in terms she’ll understand, but I won’t bring it up. Is that all right?”
“I guess. What do you plan to do tomorrow?”
“I haven’t really made any plans,” Abby said, feeling guilty: she’d been off chasing ghosts. “What does she like to do?”
There was a silence at Leslie’s end. “Oh, God, I spend so much time at work I don’t even know what she’s interested in. She likes to read, and reads well above her grade level. She doesn’t like girly things like shopping at malls. Sometimes she likes making things—maybe you can teach her to knit or something. Do you know how to knit?”
“The basics. Look, I’m sure we’ll find something to do. When do you want me to meet you?”
They settled on the details of pickup and drop-off, without any further discussion of anything more serious. It was an odd negotiation, Abby reflected. Leslie clearly would be happier if Abby had nothing to do with her precocious child, but she was a good enough mother to know that she needed Abby’s help. They’d just have to take it one week at a time.
When Abby had hung up, Ned asked, “You aren’t going to drag Ellie into the whole Salem thing, are you?”
“No. Why would I do that? Plus, Leslie would go ballistic and never let me see Ellie again, or at least until she’s eighteen.”
“Good point. It’s tricky, isn’t it?”
“That it is.” In so many ways.
 
• • •
 
Dinner made, dishes done, Abby retreated upstairs, deliberately avoiding her laptop. She had a lot of information now, and a lot of it conflicted. She had a unique perspective, but was it presumptuous to believe she could add something to the ongoing debate? But then, she wasn’t doing it for attention or fame or money: she just wanted to know. Why not?
Ned joined her after a while. “Can we try something?” he asked, sounding unusually tentative.
“What did you have in mind?”
“Well, you know that when we touch, things kind of get amplified, at least when we’re seeing them.”
“Yes. Like we boost each other. Why?”
“I’m wondering whether you can share what you’ve seen—particularly what you saw today—after the fact?”
“You mean, like play it back in your head? I don’t know—that sounds kind of unlikely.”
“I know, but I thought it was worth trying.”
“I’m happy to try, particularly if it involves some skin-to-skin contact. Okay, that sounds kind of smarmy, but you know what I mean.”
“I do. And it’s a win-win situation, don’t you think?”
“I do.”
Touching Ned had been a joy from the beginning, once she had sent Brad packing—she did have some scruples, even if Brad was the one who had betrayed her—and then had overcome her surprise at the shock of touching, the first few times. She had to admit that the first time they had made love, the experience had been overwhelming. How did that compare to what she had experienced today? The circumstances were different, but they might be equally strong. She could sort of see what Ned was trying to do.
They lay side by side, in the dark. “What do we do now? Should I think about Salem? Or do you think about it?”
Abby smiled, even though he couldn’t see it. “Ned, I have no idea. I’ve never done this, remember? And I can’t summon up ghosts at will—they’re kind of linked to a place, and they don’t travel far. You know that.”
“Then is this pointless?”
“I don’t know. Maybe I’m like a human DVD—those are just impulses recorded on plastic, right? That make pictures and sound, with enough electronic equipment? So maybe I’ve got a file copy of what I saw stored somewhere in my head, one that I can share. Let’s find out.”
She reached out a hand, and Ned took it and wrapped his around it, bringing their twined hands to his chest. It was dark, and warm; a slight breeze blew in through the open windows . . . and stirred the corpses hanging from the trees. Abby gasped, and Ned’s grip tightened on her hand as he pulled her closer. Did he feel it too?
“Hannah, don’t do this,” Samuel said, trying to pull her away.
“She was my aunt. It is not right to leave her here.”
“You can’t help her now. It will go badly if the constable finds us here.”
“And my mother?”
“She still lives. There is still hope. Come away.”
Abby sat bolt upright in bed, gasping, her face wet. Ned followed. “Abby?”
“Did you feel that? See that?”
“I think so. Who where they?”
“Samuel Barton and his wife, Hannah. My ancestors. The bodies of the witches were left hanging on Gallows Hill for a while, to send a message to the people of Salem—they could see that hill from the town. One of them was Rebecca, Hannah’s aunt. Her mother was already under arrest, but she was in prison in Boston, not Salem. Ned, why could we see them? Salem’s miles from here.”
“They were touching. Maybe they had this thing too, and they amplified each other.”
“Which would mean this came through Hannah, rather than Samuel?”
“Or both.”
Abby went on without hearing. “And if Hannah had it, did her mother? Did all the Towne sisters? Oh, my God. No wonder . . .”
“No wonder people called them witches?” Ned finished her thought.
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They slept fitfully, due to both the close contact that neither of them wanted to relinquish and to the disturbing images they had somehow managed to share. Abby woke up early but groggy and realized that she had to meet Leslie and Ellie in Concord in less than two hours. It hardly seemed fair to Ellie, to offer her only a befuddled Abby at half strength, but she wasn’t about to cancel. She slid carefully out of bed, trying not to wake Ned, and padded off to shower, hoping it would help clear her head.
She was downstairs in the kitchen with a half-empty cup of strong coffee when Ned ambled down the back stairs and dropped into a chair opposite Abby. “What happened last night?”
“Apart from the obvious? We—that is, you and I together—saw two people who died three hundred years ago, who were also together, and we saw what they saw. That’s the best I can do. Do not ask me to explain it because I can’t, but at least I know who those people are. See, it could be worse.”
Ned got up and filled a cup of coffee for himself, then returned to the table. “I’m embarrassed to say it, but some small part of me didn’t believe you before. I apologize.”
“I accept your apology. I’ve never had that happen either. If we had a rule book for this phenomenon, we’d be rewriting it like every other day. I’m so glad you’re in this with me! And your mother.”
“It’s a lot easier with a support group, even if it is only three people. Today’s your day with Ellie? You worried about it?”
“Yes, and maybe. She and I have always gotten along well, but obviously some things have changed, and it’s kind of like a minefield, with all the things I can’t say, or don’t want to say. I have to keep reminding myself how young she is. I remember myself at her age, and I was pretty independent, but I’ve probably also forgotten a lot of the bad stuff, and I have no idea what my mother would say about any of it. So all I can really go by is my own memories. As I recall it, I used to do some pretty weird things, like excavating an old dump, just like Ellie, or going exploring in some places where I probably shouldn’t have been. But I usually had one or another friend along. It bothers me that Ellie doesn’t seem to have friends.”
“I’d guess she feels that most people her own age don’t understand her, which is probably the truth. What would you recommend? A private school? There are plenty around here, and there’s money to pay for it. Skip a couple of grades?”
“Skipping grades might work academically, but in terms of social skills, not so much. And kids seem to grow up so fast these days! I looked at the girls who came in with elementary school groups when I was at the museum, and they looked flashier than I did at eighteen. It’s a whole new world—but Ellie seems a bit out of place in it. That’s why I want to get to know her better. It may be she’s just a kid who marches to her own drummer, or it may be the effect of this psychic wavelength. Or a combination. Or none of the above. I won’t know until I spend some time with her.”
“Fair enough. I’m sorry I can’t join you, but Leslie made it pretty clear that I wasn’t wanted.”
“That may change—don’t worry about it. You’ll be home for dinner?”
“Yeah, there’s nothing unusual on my calendar. You’re dropping Ellie off at five?”
“More or less. I’ll let you know if anything changes.”
They ate breakfast, and Ned took off for work, only slightly late. Abby pulled herself together, cleaned up the kitchen, dressed, and managed to arrive at the parking lot behind the museum in Concord on time, although she spotted Leslie and Ellie waiting for her. Ellie said a cursory good-bye to her mother and hurried over to Abby’s car. Abby opened the passenger door, but she herself got out and called out to Leslie, “Anything I need to know?”
“Nope. Sorry, I didn’t have time to pack her a lunch, but I think you can manage. You’ll be back here at five, right?”
“I will.”
“Have a good day,” Leslie said, then turned and disappeared into the building.
Abby turned to Ellie, who once again had already fastened her seat belt. “So it’s you and me, kid. What do you want to do?”
“I thought grown-ups were supposed to tell the kids what to do, not the other way around,” Ellie said, a look of challenge in her eyes.
“A lot of the time they do. But you should never turn down the chance to do what you want, if it’s offered to you. If it’s too risky or too expensive or something, I’ll tell you. If you could do anything in the world, what would it be?”
Ellie took her time in answering. “Climb a real mountain. A high one.”
Abby nodded. “Interesting. I don’t think it’s going to happen today, but we can put it on the list. What else?”
“Go fishing for some really big fish? Not like a dolphin, but one we could eat. Just killing nice fish would be wrong.”
“Again, we could plan on that. Or whale watching.”
“That’d be cool!”
“I’ve never done that either, but the ocean is kind of far to go for today. Do you like cities?”
Ellie shrugged. “Maybe. My school takes us on field trips now and then, and my mom and dad have taken me to Boston a couple of times.”
“Old Sturbridge Village?” Abby suggested.
“Mom’s talked about it sometimes. What is it?”
“It’s like a re-creation of a town from around 1820, I think. All the buildings are the right age, and the people wear costumes. There are craft shops and a sawmill and stuff like that.”
As soon as she’d spoken, Abby wondered if she had made a mistake. Did Ellie “see” the past, the same way that Abby was seeing Salem now? Or did she see only people, out of context? What was context, anyway? She’d seen the girl in the cemetery in Littleton, but the tombstone had been there for a long time. Did Ellie see past or present, or both at once?
Ellie didn’t answer right away, and Abby was all but holding her breath when she finally answered. “That might be good. Is it far away?”
“No, about an hour. You want to try it?”
“Okay.”
Abby breathed an inward sigh of relief and started her engine. There was little traffic on the highways, and they arrived in just under the hour Abby had promised. Along the way Abby had asked Ellie about what she liked in school, and what she expected to learn in the coming year. She asked about books that Ellie read, and was pleased to learn that she was reading chapter books on her own. She asked about what movies Ellie had seen or wanted to see. By the time she pulled into the parking lot at Old Sturbridge Village, she felt like she’d been conducting an interview. Ellie’s answers had been polite and not too short, but they hadn’t been exactly spontaneous. And all the while Abby had had the feeling that Ellie was judging her—and finding her wanting.
“We’re here,” Abby said, and cringed at stating the obvious.
“You been here before, Abby?” Ellie asked after she’d climbed out of the car.
“Once, last year. I’d heard about it and I had some free time, so I came out to see it. I didn’t see everything, though.” And Brad had been too busy to come with her. Of course, that was just his excuse. He was so wrapped up in the present—the wonderful world of Brad—that he didn’t have time to explore the past. “Let’s go in.”
They walked through the admissions building and Abby paid for tickets. On the other side she turned to Ellie. “Which way?”
Ellie pointed straight ahead. “That way.”
It was a beautiful day to be outside, particularly in a place as charming as the village. The trees were almost completely leafed out, and a few clouds drifted across a deep blue sky. After a short walk they reached the town green, surrounded by a variety of houses, a bank, a store and a church—all transplanted from somewhere else. There were a couple of oxen being driven from one place to another by a young reenactor. Smoke spiraled from a couple of the chimneys.
“This is pretty,” Ellie said. “Did it really look like this back then?”
“Pretty close, I’d guess. I’m sure the people who put it together did their homework. Most towns two hundred years ago had a town green in the middle, with a meetinghouse or church, and a couple of stores, and maybe a few houses belonging to the richest men in town, who wanted to show off. I think they’ve done a good job here. You can’t see the highway or anything that looks modern. It’s pretty quiet. Maybe  every now and then a plane might fly over, but other than that you can imagine you’re in another time and place.”
“Do a lot of people like to do that?” Ellie asked, looking up at Abby.
“Some do, or this wouldn’t be here. It’s easy to forget how quickly things change, here and everywhere else too. People read books from other centuries, but they have a hard time picturing what the places looked like, or what kind of clothes people wore or what they ate. Of course, in New England we’re lucky, because so much of the old has survived, in the middle of the new. We could go see Plimoth Plantation another day, if you’d like to. That’s where the Mayflower landed and they built a village there too, but the re-creation looks about two hundred years earlier than this. Is there something in particular you’d like to see?”
“Can we walk around first? And maybe get something to eat? We don’t have to hurry, do we?”
“Nope, we have all day. We’ll have to leave here about four, but I like your idea.”
They set off, strolling counterclockwise around the green, enjoying the dappled shade and dodging piles of manure left by the oxen or maybe a horse, one of those pulling the coach that rattled by periodically. Abby noted a place that sold food, and then they reached the end of the green, where what would have passed as a mansion stood proudly. The sign in front identified it as the Towne House.
Abby stopped abruptly. No, it couldn’t be—could it? The same Towne family? She bent down to read the plaque in front of the building. The house had been built by one Salem Towne, and had originally stood in Charlton, which Abby didn’t know but assumed wasn’t too far away. But Salem Towne had been born in Oxford. Where Samuel Barton had migrated too, along with various other families—including Townes.
“Abby?” Ellie tugged at her hand. “Are you okay? You look kind of funny.”
Abby pulled herself together. “I’m fine, honey. You want to go into the house?”
Ellie shrugged. “Can we look in the barn? They have oxes, and sheep.”
Abby suppressed a sigh of relief. She didn’t have to wonder if she’d meet any non-corporeal Townes in their own living room. The odds were slim, but she’d rather not, not right now, not with Ellie. “Sure we can.”
They admired the animals for a few minutes, and then they completed the circuit of the green. “You ready to eat now, Ellie?” Abby asked. “I thought we could get some sandwiches and something to drink and sit out and enjoy this nice weather.”
“And cookies?” Ellie asked eagerly. And Abby was happy to see her do something childlike.
“Of course.” They backtracked to the place selling food and bought what they wanted, and then strolled in a different direction, toward the back of the village, where Abby recognized the sawmill and the gristmill, and the water supply that had provided power for both. They found an empty bench and sat down, enjoying the view of the millpond, and dug into their sandwiches.
They’d finished half the meal when Ellie said, without looking at Abby, “Did my mom tell you not to talk about the people I see—the ones in the cemeteries, I mean?”
“Not exactly. Has she talked to you about it?”
“She tried, but she doesn’t get it. She doesn’t see them.”
“I know. That’s not her fault. Some people can, and others can’t. It may be inherited—that means passed down from parents to children. We just don’t know enough about it yet to be sure. Do you want to talk about it?”
Ellie shrugged. “Maybe.”
“You can ask me whatever you like. I won’t lie to you, but I may not be able to answer your question. But I promise I’ll try.”
“Okay. Did you see anybody at that big house back there?”
Oh, crap. Nothing like getting right to the point. “No, but I wasn’t paying attention. Can I ask you something?”
“Okay. What?”
“When you ‘see’ people, what do they look like to you?”
“Normal, pretty much.” Ellie squinched up her eyes and looked out over the millpond. “Well, I can’t see through the other ones, but they’re kind of faint. And they can come and go real fast. Sometimes I can’t see them when I want to, and then they’ll pop up when I’m not looking. Is that what you see?”
“That’s pretty close. Do you see a lot of them, in different places?”
“Not a whole lot together. And I don’t go to a lot of places, just around Littleton and Concord, but I’ve seen different ones in different places.”
“And you know they’re not, well, modern people?”
“Sure. They’re different. Why were you looking funny back at that house?”
“I’ll tell you what I think, but you may not understand it. That house was built by a family whose name was Towne, and they came from somewhere south of here, in a town called Oxford. But before that the family lived in Salem, north of where you and I live now. And some of my ancestors came from that family, and mostly I see my ancestors.”
“Cool!” Ellie seemed impressed.
Ellie seemed to be handling this a lot better than she was, Abby thought. “Ellie, you know you can’t talk about this to everybody, okay? It kind of scares other people.”
“Yeah, like my mom.” Ellie looked disappointed.
“You can tell me, though. Listen, you can do me a favor. When you do see someone, can you write it down? Describe the person, and where and when you saw them? The more information we have, the better we can understand it.”
“Okay, I can do that. Like a ghost diary.”
“Exactly.”
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Abby and Ellie completed their leisurely tour of Old Sturbridge Village, stopping in at a farmhouse at the farthest point, where Ellie complained about how many flies there were in the kitchen. Abby had to agree: that was another downside of the past that was never mentioned in history books. They arrived back at the Concord Museum just before five, to find Leslie pacing in the parking lot. Abby felt amused and annoyed in equal parts: had Leslie thought she would kidnap Ellie? And go where?
Ellie bounded out of the car, looking rumpled and sunburned and pleased with herself, while Abby emerged more slowly. “Mom, Mom, we went to Sturbridge and saw animals and a sawmill and I got some penny candy at the village store!” Ellie sounded like any other tired happy kid.
Leslie grabbed her daughter in a hug. “Sounds like you had a good time, sweetie. Did you say ‘thank you’ to Abby?”
“Only about six times,” Abby said quickly. “We had fun. She got lunch, but I told her she couldn’t eat all the candy until after dinner.”
“Thanks,” Leslie said, not exactly warmly. “We’d better get home. I’ll call you about next week.” She shepherded Ellie into her car and got in herself, then pulled out of the parking lot without a backward look.
Abby felt deflated. Her time with Ellie had gone well, she thought, and the subject of their shared ability had come up only briefly, and they hadn’t dwelt on it. Leslie would have nothing to complain about there. But from the way Leslie had acted, Abby suspected she still had mixed feelings about letting Ellie see Abby at all. No doubt Leslie would quiz her daughter thoroughly at home before making any future plans. Not that Abby could blame her. They were both feeling their way along.
She drove home and arrived to find Ned sitting on the front steps. “Waiting for me?” she called out as she shut the car door behind her.
He smiled. “Maybe. Or maybe I’m admiring the view? Notice I’m not looking at the house, because then I’ll start thinking about all the things that need to be done, especially now that the weather’s nice.”
“You’ve successfully ignored them this long—why start now?”
“You’ve made me see it with new eyes. How’d it go?”
Abby sat down on the top step next to him. “We should get some nice wicker chairs so we can actually sit out here. As for Ellie, about as well as could be expected. We didn’t poke into difficult topics, just kind of skirted around them.”
“What did you do?”
“Went to Old Sturbridge Village.”
“Interesting choice. Why?”
“Kind of random. I asked Ellie a lot of questions about what she liked to do, and after we’d ruled out mountain climbing and whale watching—hey, don’t laugh! She suggested both of those.”
“With a straight face? That kid has got a sense of humor.”
“I’d love to go whale watching with her. I just need to plan ahead for it. So I finally proposed the Sturbridge option and she seemed kind of interested, so I jumped on it. I was there a while back but I don’t know it well, and she’d never been there. Which is kind of surprising, given her mother’s occupation. Anyway, we went and we had a good time.”
“Curious choice, don’t you think? I mean, they’ve created a town the way it would have looked in the past, right?”
“Yes, and it’s very convincing, especially when there aren’t a lot of tourists around. Ellie enjoyed the animals.” Abby stopped, unsure about whether to mention the Towne house.
Which Ned noticed. “What? Did something happen?”
“Not exactly. If you’ve seen the place, there’s a nice big house at one end of the green. We stopped in front of it, and I realized it had belonged to the Towne family—the same one as in Salem. In fact, the man who built that house was named Salem Towne. I guess I looked startled, because Ellie asked me if there was something wrong, and I guess that kind of led into a short discussion about seeing our past relatives. But neither one of us pushed it. I think that’s a good thing, treating it as though it was normal, at least for some people, like us. I think it makes Ellie sad that Leslie doesn’t share it—maybe she’d actually like to talk with her about it. But that may be expecting too much too soon. Leslie didn’t exactly greet me with open arms when we got back, and she’s probably grilling Ellie about the details as we speak.”
“Don’t be too hard on her—she’s got a lot to get used to.”
“I know. I understand that. But I still feel like I’m walking on eggshells. If it’s any help, I can promise to go somewhere totally neutral next time—assuming there is a next time—like the ocean. Of course, that would be the moment that we’d trip over my seventh great-uncle, who was a mariner who died in a shipwreck.”
Ned laughed, then said more soberly, “Don’t borrow trouble, Abby. You have any ideas for dinner?”
“Not a one. Let’s go explore.” Abby stood up and held out her hand, and Ned took it.
They froze for a long moment, hands clasped, lost in each other, until Ned pulled back. “We probably shouldn’t do this in front of the neighbors. You want to take it inside?” he said, his voice husky.
“Lead the way—I’m right behind you.”
 
• • •
 
Over a sketchy dinner that included a lot of lettuce, Ned said, “So you think Leslie wasn’t happy about you and Ellie getting together?”
“She’s conflicted, I’d say. She knows she should do it, but she doesn’t like it. She’d probably have been happy if she’d never crossed paths with me again, and I can understand that.”
“But it was Ellie who brought it up, right?”
“Yes. Of course, Leslie could have said no.”
“So now that you’ve survived the first round, where do you go from here?”
“One week at a time, I guess. Maybe by the end of summer things will have settled down between us all. And then Ellie will go back to school and things will change again.”
Ned forked up a few bites of leaves and sliced carrots and radishes and chewed thoughtfully. “Do you see any resolution to your Salem research?”
“You mean, do I see an end to it, or am I going to obsess over it indefinitely?”
“I guess.”
Abby considered. “I think I need to set a cutoff. I don’t plan to set myself up as the world expert on this. I was never cut out to be an academic, so I don’t plan to write the meticulously researched, multi-footnoted final solution to a centuries-old problem. I can see people getting sucked into exploring nits like, did so-and-so say this on Tuesday or Wednesday? I guess I’m looking for an understanding of the whole, not the details.” She paused to eat for a bit, before beginning again. “Ned, you remember last night, I said that this psychic thing might have come through the Towne line? Which means that in a sense, the Towne sisters were actually witches?”
“I know you said it, but I’m not sure what it means.”
“I’m not either. I guess my question is, how aware of this were they, and how careful were they to conceal it? I mean, within a small community, where a lot of people were probably interrelated, if any particular person seemed to know too much or too quickly, wouldn’t others come to look on them with suspicion? Wouldn’t it be a short step from that to thinking those people had some kind of second sight or special knowledge?”
“It’s possible. It is curious that three women in the same family, albeit pretty widely separated in age, would be accused. By all accounts, before the craziness started they were regarded as upstanding members of the community. They were married, they had children, their husbands were respectable citizens. So if—still a big if—they shared this particular trait, it could have jump-started some suspicion. So tell me this: how did Abigail Williams come to focus on them?”
“I don’t like Abigail Williams,” Abby said, surprising herself.
“You sound like a schoolkid, Abby. Okay, I’ll bite—tell me why.”
“I told you I saw her, twice, right? Once in court, and again on Gallows Hill.” When Ned nodded, she went on, “She smirked. She preened. She was very pleased with the mess she’d made. I suppose it’s understandable. In a time when women had limited power, and children even less, suddenly she’s managed to tear apart the whole community. She points a finger at someone and the whole town quakes. Heady stuff.”
“Kind of like a mean girl today?”
“Exactly, although there was a lot more at stake back then. Girls of her age—and eleven or twelve was probably pretty close to being an adult in those days—can wield a lot of power within their own circle. Although I’m kind of surprised that in a not-wealthy farming community, the young girls had time to hang out and get into mischief. I’ll bet the boys were out doing farm work pretty early.”
“Most likely,” Ned agreed.
Abby went on, “There are always toadies who will suck up to the head of the clique so they can feed off that power. They want to be part of the in crowd, or at least on the fringes.”
“It sounds like you speak from experience, Abby,” Ned said.
“Some. I was never part of a group like that. My nerdy friends and I hung out together and tried to avoid being noticed by anyone. Heaven help you if the mean crowd set their sights on you—they could make your life miserable. Tell me, are there parallels among the boys? Because boys could have been Martians for all my friends and I knew. No brothers among the lot of us.”
“Maybe. I’d say my own experience was pretty much like yours. My friends and I weren’t jocks, but we weren’t geeky enough to be worth bullying. We were kind of the invisible middle. We were decent kids and we got good grades, but we really didn’t come into our own until after we left high school. Do we agree to label Abigail Williams an official Mean Girl?”
Abby nodded. “I think so. Especially after seeing her in action and looking her in the face.” She burst out laughing. “Can you believe how ridiculous that sounds? But it’s true! I disliked her even before I figured out who she was. Very petty of me.”
“And completely normal, I’m sure,” Ned said. “Listen, can I suggest something?”
“Sure. About Salem, you mean?”
“Yes. Why don’t we hold sort of a roundtable. We sit down and allow as much time as it takes, and pull out all the theories, crazy or not, and put them out there? Some we can probably shoot down because the evidence doesn’t or never did support them, or whoever wrote about it had an axe to grind. But at the same time, some theories may stand out because later discoveries have added new perspectives.”
“You know, I kind of like that idea. Can we invite your mother?”
“Why?”
“Because she’s objective, and intelligent, and she’s been to Salem, and she shares this thing, which is the one wild card we’ve got that all those other historians and witch hunters don’t have.”
“Okay, fair enough. Our own tribunal, if you will. And when we’re done, we’ll put the whole thing to bed, at least for a while. Is that fair?”
“Only if you promise to talk to your mother about Ellie. Apart from that, I do understand that you want me to get on with my life, without this hanging over us. That’s fair. I started this as a kind of test, not a lifelong pursuit. So it’s a deal. You want to call your mother or should I?”
“I guess it’s my turn. And it’s my idea.”
“When do you want to schedule the tribunal?” Abby asked, tongue in cheek.
“Sunday? The Lord’s Day. Seems fitting, don’t you think?”
“I suppose. So I get the next few days to dig in and research everything, so I can present my case. Am I the prosecutor or the defense?”
“I don’t know. Who would you be defending?”
“The so-called witches, I guess. They got a lousy deal. So that makes the prosecution side Tituba and Abigail and the Reverend Mr. Parris? And any other followers they attracted along the way. Are you representing them? Making the case for the existence of witchcraft, and specifically those who practiced it in Salem Village?”
“I guess. Can I borrow some of your reference books?”
“Why should I make it easy for you? Do your own homework. Or go into it armed only with ignorance and prejudice and maybe a little animosity—that’s the way it happened the first time around.”
Ned smiled. “You know, this may be fun. Which are we: CSI: Salem or Law and Order?”
“The best of both.” Abby stood up. “I’ll do the dishes if you call your mother and invite her.”
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Over the next few days Abby launched into her research with a focus she hadn’t known since her college days. If she was obsessing about her past and the ancestors she kept bumping into, maybe this was a way to at least put the brakes on. The history of what had happened at Salem was fascinating—and obviously people had been finding that out for centuries now, but there was little to be gained by wallowing in it, except maybe a small measure of personal satisfaction. The idea of reconstructing a trial, this long after the fact, was kind of fun, and it also forced her into a different kind of thinking. Present the evidence; make the case. Convince other people. And then move on.
The first two days of Salem Immersion took place when Ned was working, so he’d give her a kiss in the morning, then head out the door, leaving her with hours of peace to pursue her leads. Leads they were, in a way: she would come up with an idea about a certain event, and then she would have to check how many others had beat her to it. Usually there were plenty. If none, or only a few, she then had to do more research to see if there was any kernel of truth lurking in the theory. Sometimes there was enough to add it to her list, which kept growing. She’d started with the list of physical causes, and even there she’d managed to add a couple of ideas that people in centuries past might not have recognized. Still, she wanted to be able to list them and then dismiss them, because in her gut she felt that it was the people involved who had made the unholy mess, not an errant microbe or toxin. Maybe that was arbitrary of her, but she had to set limits somewhere.
Friday night Ned came home and Abby didn’t even notice. “Hello?” he said. “You seem to be breathing, so I assume that means you’re alive.”
“Ned? I didn’t hear you come in.”
“Obviously. I’ve been standing here for a few minutes watching you at work.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. I just wanted to figure out a few details . . . Wait, is it that late already?”
“It is. Have you eaten today?”
“Uh . . . I think so? I know I’ve had coffee. Lots of coffee.”
“Have you left the building?”
Abby shook her head. “Not that I remember.”
“It’s a beautiful day out there. How about we walk into town and see what they’ve got to eat there?”
“Sure, fine. Oh, maybe I should take a shower first.”
“Good idea.”
She stood up and grinned at him. “That bad, huh?”
“Let’s say it’s not your usual standard.”
“All right, I get the message. You can save your welcome-home kiss until after I’ve brushed my teeth—I’m not sure I got around to that this morning.”
Ned took a step back in mock horror. “Go forth and scrub!”
Abby dashed up the stairs and saw herself in the bathroom mirror. Good grief, she looked like a street person! Combing her hair was another thing she’d kind of skipped that morning. And she really did need a shower. Maybe it was a good thing that this would all be over soon.
She showered quickly, aimed a blow-dryer at her hair until it was no longer visibly wet, and found some clean clothes in a stack in a laundry basket on the floor. Another thing she’d been neglecting: laundry. But she had enough clean clothes to make it to Monday, and Ned could fend for himself. She was back downstairs in just over ten minutes.
“Better?” she asked.
“Definitely.” He stepped in for the promised kiss, and Abby returned it enthusiastically. A chunk of time passed, until Abby looked at her watch. “I’m starving.”
“It’s your own fault. So let’s get moving.”
Once outside in the balmy late-spring air, Abby felt her muscles unkinking. Sitting hunched over a laptop all day was hard on an assortment of body parts. Probably the brain as well, since Abby was sure half the blood in her body had settled below her waist and was waiting for orders. “It’s not June yet, is it?” she asked as they approached the famous green.
“Not quite. You’ve really been sitting there all day?”
“Yup, and yesterday too. But I’m having a great time! I love learning something new. And there are so many odd preconceptions that go into this. People think they know something, but it’s wrong!”
“And you are going to set it all right?” Ned asked.
“Of course not, not after a week or two. But I’ll get closer. Oh, how was your day, dear?”
“Ordinary. No crises. A management meeting to plan who was going to take their summer vacation when. That was the high point.”
“I’m either on a permanent vacation or I never get a vacation. Where have you visited? We’ve never really talked about our college years and such.”
“England, France, Mexico, and an assortment of states. You?”
“No Mexico, but I did squeeze in a couple of weeks in Italy—goodness, five years ago now. Any places on your bucket list?”
“Australia and New Zealand, I guess.”
“Good choices—I could go for that. Will you ever let yourself take that much time off? I hear it takes at least a day just to get there.”
“Maybe. We’ll see how it goes.”
They’d reached the center of Lexington, passing the library and the train station. Plenty of people were out on the street, enjoying the fact that it was Friday and the weather was good. “Do you know, I haven’t been in half these shops?” Abby told Ned.
“So play tourist now and then. I grew up around here, so it’s familiar to me. I forget that you’re the new kid.”
“Do you have friends around here?”
“Depends on what you call friends. I don’t keep in touch with any of my high school pals—they’re scattered all over the place. A few college friends, I guess, but they’ve all gone different directions too. I get together with the people from work now and then. You know, they’re going to demand a housewarming party, once we get the house straightened out.”
“Maybe by the end of the summer. As long as you make it an outdoor barbeque and potluck. How many people would come?”
“I dunno—twenty, maybe? I’m sure there are plenty of people who are curious about this place. And you.”
“I’m afraid to ask what they’re imagining about me. Did they despair of you ever finding a mate? Wait, did they know about Leslie?”
“No, because we hadn’t gotten the company off the ground when Leslie and I were together. Do the math—you know how long ago that was.”
“So without knowing about her, they must have decided you were a wonk monk who lived in a crumbling cave and avoided women.”
“Just about. How about we stop here?” Ned pointed to a small restaurant they were passing, where delectable odors wafted out of the open door.
“Looks good to me.”
After they’d eaten, they strolled back the way they had come, not hurrying, enjoying the soft waning light and the breeze that drifted across the green. “Have we worked out a warning system?” Abby asked idly. “I mean, like ‘colonial soldier at three o’clock’ or ‘Teddy Roosevelt straight ahead’?”
“What, you expect to run into Teddy Roosevelt on the Lexington green? Is he a relation?”
“Not that I know of, but these days I never say never. Did you have a life plan at any point?”
“Your thinking is all over the place, isn’t it?” Abby nodded, so Ned went on, “When I was in college, I thought I did, but it kind of boiled down to ‘I’m going to do something really important and make a difference.’ Possibly with the subtext, ‘I’m gonna show all you guys who thought I was a dweeb.’”
“Actually you’ve come pretty close. Did you ever change course?”
“I thought I had the whole package when Leslie and I were planning to get married—you know, job I loved, woman I loved, or thought I did, kids somewhere down the way. And then I realized that the part about the woman wasn’t working.”
“Leslie told me it was a mutual decision, a while back,” Abby said softly.
“As I remember it, it was. After a while we realized we were just too different. What I had thought would be complementary turned out to be two people going in different directions. So we ended things before they went too far. We stayed friends, obviously—at least, until recently.”
“You and I are much more alike than different,” Abby said. “Is that good or bad?”
Ned looped his arm around her shoulder. “I don’t think there’s any right way to do it. Some people work out, others don’t. I can tell you that I feel a lot different about you, and being with you, than I did with Leslie.”
“I hope that’s good. Before all this . . . kind of blew up in our faces, I liked Leslie. She has a lot of qualities that I don’t, and that I admire. And maybe we’ll work it out eventually, once she gets used to the idea of her child seeing dead people.”
“Have you talked to your parents about any of this?” Ned asked.
“No. There’s no point. They’re lovely people, and they love me and I love them, but that’s one wavelength we’ll never be on together. That’s fine. If I need a maternal presence I’ll just borrow your mother. She is coming on Sunday, isn’t she?”
“She said she would.”
“What did you tell her?”
“That we were going to lay the Salem dead to rest.”
“That fits.”
They’d reached their house. The few lights they’d left on inside glowed in the gathering dusk, making it look warm and welcoming. Luckily the world couldn’t see the scruffy walls and peeling paint. Well, that could be fixed, maybe by the end of summer. Right now it looked nice.
“You still working on Salem tomorrow?” Ned asked as they climbed the stairs.
“Yes. I think I’ve done all the research I want to, but I have to organize my thoughts and write my opening statement for the court.”
“So what roles do my mother and I play?”
“You get to poke holes in all my theories. Most of them are pretty new, so I won’t be offended. I’m looking forward to a couple objective opinions. Just don’t pelt me with rotten tomatoes.”
“Would we do that? Waste of perfectly good tomatoes.”
“So, which of the many house-related chores are you going to tackle tomorrow?” Abby said, changing the subject.
“Uh, scraping paint? Is that the answer you want to hear?”
“There are so many possible answers that there’s no way I could have a favorite. Maybe you should take me on a tour of the attic before it gets too hot. Is there anything up there?”
“I’m not sure. I took a quick look at it when I did a walk-through, around the time I bought the place, and I think there were unidentified lumps here and there, but I haven’t been back since. No vermin, anyway, and no leaks—the roof’s okay.”
“Well, that’s good to know. And we can save the basement for the hottest part of the summer.”
“Yes. But I warn you, there are things lurking in the corners there too.”
“Ned Newhall, you are a singularly uncurious person. How do you know there aren’t any treasures down there? Or some incredible vintage wine? Or a chest full of antique tools?”
“Which by now would be permanently fused together with rust. If I’m going to be diplomatic, I’d say I’ve been waiting for you to come along so we could go through them together.”
“Good save, pal, so I’ll give you a break for now. But next week, we get serious about this place!”
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On Sunday morning, as she waited for Sarah Newhall to arrive, Abby found she was surprisingly nervous. She had never liked public speaking—she kept tripping over words, even though she had written them and knew them well, and in between she went blank, even though she had talking points neatly laid out on paper in front of her. She had never had the same problem talking to children, even in groups, although in the short time she had worked with them, they’d gotten more blasé and harder to impress. Nobody wanted to stay young anymore.
Why should she be nervous talking to Sarah? She liked Sarah, and she was pretty sure Sarah liked her, and not just as Ned’s girlfriend. Sarah had gone along on the Salem trip and had been supportive and curious—more so than Ned, in a way. But Abby really wanted to have her interpretation of what had happened at Salem make sense to other people, even if that view never made it out of this house. Why, Abby? She had to believe that it was part of understanding who she was, and what this ability to see the dead meant, and how it connected to the other people in her life. And that didn’t even address a different question: Were there more people like her? How many? How could she find them—and did she want to?
Sarah arrived just after nine and brought a coffee cake still warm from the oven. “We need our strength for this, right?” she joked as she handed it to Abby. “I’m assuming you’ve got coffee.”
“Gallons. Come on in.”
Sarah followed Abby to the back of the house. “Are there any changes to the house I’m supposed to gush over?”
“Nope. I’ve been so busy with this Salem stuff that I haven’t done anything new, at least since you were last here. But I’ve promised myself—not to mention Ned—that next week I’ll dig in and get back to working on the house. We can’t afford to waste this lovely weather and the long days. Did you do a lot to your place, you and your husband, or did you hire people?” Abby busied herself making another pot of coffee.
“A bit of each. When we bought the place, we sank most of our capital into the purchase, so any improvements we wanted we had to do ourselves. And a colonial is so different from this place! Of course, at our house I felt guilty every time we cut into a wall—some of those boards are the width of a tree, and you could still see the saw marks from seventeen-whatever. But we thought we really needed electricity in the house, so we had to go ahead and cut—respectfully, of course.”
“Did you have an audience?”
“You mean, like Johnny or another family? No. I don’t think they liked the fuss and noise, and we didn’t know they were there. I’m sure Ned told you that Johnny had stayed around because he died young in an accident? It’s not like they all just drop in to say hello—there has to be that precipitating event, right?”
“That’s what I’ve found, but my theory is a work in progress.”
“I know the feeling. Anybody at home here?”
“No, not in the house, just in the cemetery, as far as I know. That’s okay with me. There were enough real people here who left their own physical evidence that we don’t need specters to help.”
“How did your day with Ellie go? I didn’t get the details,” Sarah said, settling herself on the kitchen stool and accepting a mug of coffee from Abby.
“Good, I think, although I haven’t had a report card from Leslie. We stayed away from touchy subjects, but they weren’t off-limits. It’s going to take a while all around, I think. But that’s fine.”
“I’d like to get to know Ellie, someday,” Sarah said wistfully.
“Oh, of course,” Abby said, contrite. “She is your granddaughter. But I don’t think I can bring that up with Leslie just yet.”
Sarah waved a hand at her. “That’s all right—I understand. But it’s hard to be patient. So what’s your agenda for today?”
Ned came down the back stairs in time to hear Sarah’s question. “Hi, Mom—I thought I heard your voice. And I’d like the answer to that too.”
“Abby hasn’t shared it with you?” Sarah asked her son.
“Only the general idea. This is her show.”
“Well, guys, fill your mugs and we’ll get down to it,” Abby said. “I move we adjourn to the dining room.”
They took seats around the dining room table. “What, no slides? No whiteboards? No video?” Sarah said mockingly.
“Uh, no?” Abby said, smiling. “It’s just us, talking. But I will admit, as I was going through the information I’ve collected yesterday, I kept thinking about it in legal terms. Like on Law and Order, you know? You look at a suspect, and you search for evidence. If you find a reason to reject that suspect, you find a second suspect, and so on. Then when you get to court, you have to present the evidence in a way that makes it clear to the jury that the particular suspect you decided on really did do the deed. So you guys are the jury, I guess, except that you get to ask questions along the way.”
“Why don’t we just get started?” Ned prodded gently.
“Right.” Abby cleared her throat. “First, let’s go over the basic time line, to set the stage. In the later sixteen-hundreds, Salem was a major port, rivaling Boston. It had a population of about twenty-five hundred people, and a fairly well-to-do merchant class. Salem Village, now known as Danvers, was the poor relation to the west. It was part of Salem but too far away by standards of the day to really be part of the town. It was also mainly agricultural, so you might say there was a class difference. Anyway, the village decided it wanted its own church, since for some people to get to the Salem church was a ten-mile walk. But nothing happened quickly or easily, and even when they got their church, it wasn’t clear that it was officially recognized. Anyway, the bottom line was that Salem Village wanted to be its own place, with its own church. But even then, the five hundred or so residents of the village couldn’t seem to agree on much else, and spent a lot of time fighting each other and Salem and the church. I told Ned I think that’s what kept them warm in winter.”
“The fighting?” Sarah said, laughing.
Abby nodded. “So that’s the background. Now comes the part most people know, or think they know. In 1689 the village hired Samuel Parris to be its minister. By the way, he wasn’t the first. I’ll tell you more about him later, but he was kind of demanding, considering what a tiny church it was. Anyway, he was hired in June, and he moved his family in, as well as a South American Indian couple named Tituba and John, and another girl named Abigail Williams, who will play an important role, as you’ll see. Things roll along well enough until January of 1692, when Abigail and Samuel Parris’s daughter Elizabeth start acting strange. Nobody could find a cause, and in February the local doctor declared that the girls were bewitched. And the two girls start flinging accusations around. Then, as you probably know, it spreads like wildfire, and by the time things died down, nineteen people had been hanged, one was pressed to death, and some others died in prison. The frenzy, if you want to call it that, went on through all of 1692, and then kind of fizzled out by May of 1693. Anybody who hadn’t been executed by then was pardoned by the governor. End of story. But the big question is, why did this happen at all?”
Sarah applauded. “Great summary, Abby. You sure you don’t want to go to law school?”
“Nope, not me. Anyway, now we come to part two: the causes. Ned and I have talked a little about this, and I thought we could get the physical or chemical causes out of the way first.”
“You don’t believe any of them?” Sarah asked.
“Not really, or not as a sole cause. Look, the majority of the accusers were young women, say between the ages of ten and twenty. Most physical causes wouldn’t affect that group so selectively, or not naturally. Let me say before I start that a lot of people have been digging into this subject for centuries, so I’m just the last of a long line. Various people, from serious scholars to cranks, have proposed all sorts of theories, although I haven’t seen anyone mention aliens. People have cited convincing evidence, but I think trying to pinpoint a single physical cause is not useful. Anyway, here’s the list I’ve made of proposed sources.” Abby outlined what she’d read, which she’d already discussed with Ned. “And I’d like to add to that possible lead poisoning, from the glazes used on most plates and bowls of the time, which fits some of the symptoms but which again wouldn’t be so specific to that group of sufferers; and carbon monoxide poisoning.”
“That’s a new one,” Ned commented.
“Yes, it is. But it makes some sense. I’ve read that the winter of 1692 was particularly cold, and I’ve also read that Salem Village was kind of cheap about giving firewood to the parsonage, even though it was included in Parris’s contract. So I can easily imagine that whoever was living in the parsonage in 1692 huddled together in one room with a fireplace. Ned, you’ve seen the foundations—it wasn’t a very big house. Anyway, they probably plugged all the cracks they could find, to conserve heat, so there wasn’t good ventilation. Burning wood released some carbon monoxide, which could cause some of the symptoms. The timing makes sense, and it explains why it was the two girls living in the parsonage who were affected first.”
“Not the others?” Sarah asked.
“This is pure speculation, but I’d guess that Parris spent a lot of time outside the house. His wife Elizabeth was sickly anyway, so maybe any new symptoms weren’t noticed. And I have no clue where the Indian slaves slept or spent their time, but I find it hard to imagine them cuddling up with the rest of the family. So the girls were the most likely victims. Of course, half the town might have been suffering from the same problem.”
“But you said you’ve rejected all the physiological causes?” Sarah asked.
“They might have been contributing factors, but I don’t think they were the main problem.”
“What about psychological causes?” Sarah asked. “The so-called hysteria?”
“I hate that term—it’s so demeaning to women,” Abby responded. “Even though most of the accusers were young women. And I stress that ‘young’ part, because we’ve probably all seen the effects of puberty on young women, even today, although it might well have been later in onset in those days. But the decade between ten and twenty should cover it.”
“Hang on,” Sarah interrupted. “You’ve got a bunch of physical symptoms, and a lot of medical causes for at least some of them, if not all, or not all at once. And you’ve got natural hormonal spikes, hence mood swings. And then you’ve got a sort of mob effect. As you say, Abigail and Elizabeth started it, but then it spread to their peers in different places throughout the village. Worse, it lasted for months. The first official accusations started in February, right?” When Abby nodded, Sarah pressed on. “And accusations continued through, what, May?”
“That’s about right. Once the accusations had been made, one or another court had to follow through, so the trials went on for a while after that. You might be interested to hear that once someone was accused, they were tried very quickly. And executed fairly quickly too, at least by today’s standards. The first hanging in Salem took place in mid-June, barely a week after the trial and conviction.”
“So what’s your verdict on hysteria, Abby?” Ned asked. “Is it real? And does it fit here?”
“Maybe.” Before he could protest, Abby held up a hand. “I know, that sounds wishy-washy. But in my opinion, I think there were multiple and sequential causes, so there’s no simple answer.”
“And you’re going to tell us about them?” Sarah said.
“If you two will stop interrupting!” Abby said. “You okay for coffee? Because this is where the story starts to get interesting.”
“I could use some more,” Ned said, standing up. “And this seems like a good point to pause, since you’ve left us with a cliffhanger of sorts.” He smiled at Abby.
“My intentions exactly, sir. I’m spinning you a story.”
They all drifted to the kitchen and refilled their coffee mugs. Ned snagged a piece of coffee cake and was munching on it when they heard the front doorbell ring. “Are we expecting anyone?” Abby asked.
“Not that I know of,” Ned replied. He headed for the front of the house, while Abby and Sarah followed more slowly and stopped in the dining room, listening. Ned returned thirty seconds later with the caller: Leslie.
Leslie stopped dead at the sight of Sarah. “Ned, you didn’t tell me you had company. I can come back some other time. Hello, Sarah.” Leslie looked distinctly uncomfortable.
“Nonsense,” Abby said firmly. “You must have come here for a good reason, and you’re not interrupting anything. We’re just rehashing the history of the witch trials.”
Leslie studied Abby’s face to see if she was joking. “Seriously?”
“Yes. I have a new theory.” And some new ancestors you might be interested in, Abby thought but restrained herself from mentioning.
“Well,” Leslie hesitated. “Ned, does your mother know about . . . you know?”
“About Ellie?” Ned said. “Yes. And also about Ellie’s ability to see the dead. But they haven’t met. And I haven’t seen Ellie since we talked.”
“Leslie, don’t worry,” Sarah said quickly. “I don’t expect anything. But since I have the same ability, I’ll help if I can. If you want me to.”
Leslie was shaking her head, but more likely in disbelief than in rejection. “I guess that’s why I’m here—we need to talk about all this. I can see that now. And Sarah? It looks like you’re a part of this discussion.”
“Did Ellie say anything?” Abby asked anxiously.
“No, or not about this family mess.” Leslie waved her hand vaguely at the people around the room. “But I can see that something’s got to give, and sooner rather than later. Can we sit?”
“Sure. You want coffee? Or coffee cake? Sarah made it.”
Leslie smiled briefly. “You always did make great coffee cake, Sarah.”
“Why don’t I go get . . . everything?” Sarah volunteered, and turned and hurried toward the kitchen before anyone could object.
Leslie turned back to Ned and Abby. “This isn’t going to work.”
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“What isn’t?” Ned asked.
“All this lying and pretending and making nicey-nice in front of Ellie. No, don’t interrupt. I made a promise to myself when Ellie was born that I would never lie to her. I expect honesty from her, but I don’t feel I can ask for that if I’m not honest with her. Okay, maybe that’s simplistic, and obviously there are things I can’t and won’t say to her, at her age, but I try to stick to that rule. And then I found out she’d been sneaking out to local cemeteries and talking to dead people.”
“Hold on, Leslie,” Abby said. “Did she lie about that?”
“No, not once I asked her. But what normal person asks their kid, hey, do you have any dead friends? It never came up.”
Her look challenged Ned and Abby. But then she added, reluctantly, “But I have to say I’m feeling kind of guilty now that I didn’t notice that she’d disappear for an hour or two at a time, at least in nice weather. I’d ask her where she’d been, and she’d say, playing with my friends. I didn’t want to hover, so I didn’t ask for the particulars about which friends and where. Maybe that makes me a lousy mother. And Ellie never lied about it—she just didn’t tell the whole truth. She’s kind of smart that way.”
“This whole seeing ghosts thing scares you, doesn’t it, Leslie?” Abby asked gently. “I know it terrified me when I first discovered it. I’m still trying to learn to live with it. But you can’t use that against Ellie. You can’t make her feel there’s something wrong with her.”
“Don’t you try to tell me how to raise my daughter!” Leslie said loudly, just a shade short of shouting. An uncomfortable silence fell, broken only when Sarah came in with a tray laden with coffee and plates.
Sarah scoped out the scene quickly. “Not a good moment, I’m guessing. Please, sit down and maybe we can talk like reasonable adults. Have a cup of coffee.”
Leslie, still fuming, sat, and Sarah filled a mug for her. Abby and Ned exchanged glances, which seemed to signal the same thought: let Sarah handle this.
Nobody spoke until Leslie had added sugar to her coffee and sipped it. It seemed to calm her. “How long have you known about this thing, Sarah?” she asked in a quieter voice.
“Longer than I care to admit. I wasn’t expecting it, and I didn’t know what to do with it. For a long time I just figured I was more empathetic than most people, and I had an overactive imagination. But since I was in denial, I wasn’t much help to Ned. It never occurred to me that we might share this thing—I just thought I was weird.”
Abby could sense Leslie swallowing a sarcastic comment at that.
“We got along well, didn’t we?” Leslie finally asked.
“You and I? Yes. I liked you—I still do. I wasn’t sure you were the right person for Ned, but I kept my mouth shut. Didn’t I, Ned?” Sarah turned to her son.
“Yes,” Ned agreed. “You didn’t say much, but I think I knew what you were thinking. Damn, that phrase takes on a whole new meaning, doesn’t it?” He looked at Leslie. “As I remember it, we both kind of decided at the same time that things just weren’t working between us. Do I have that right?”
Leslie nodded. “Yes, more or less. It was mutual, and obviously we stayed friends. And then I came to you for Ellie, and Peter, so I can’t be holding a grudge, now, can I?”
“I never thought you did,” Ned said. “And if I’d had any inkling about this thing, and that it could be passed on, I would have told you up front.”
“I know. You’re a ridiculously honest guy, when you’re not busy ignoring what’s right under your nose.”
“Leslie,” Abby began, “what is it you’re asking now? Why are you here?”
Leslie took another sip of coffee while she marshaled her thoughts. “Ellie had a good time with you Wednesday, Abby. She didn’t mention anything about any people who aren’t really there, and I didn’t ask any questions about that. I just listened to her. But that made me realize that this charade isn’t going to work in the long run. We need to be able to talk about it, all of us together. I need to know if the same thing’s going to happen with Petey, and I’m even less prepared to understand it when it comes to boys. So either we stop this right now, and I never bring it up again, and I hope Ellie will simply forget and will outgrow this thing, which doesn’t seem to be working, or we’re going to have to figure out a way that you can be part of our lives.”
Sarah was the first to speak. “I hate to ask a stupid question, but when do kids start learning about the birds and the bees these days? Back in my day Mom didn’t say anything to me until it was inescapable, but things have changed.”
Leslie sighed. “What you’re not saying is, when do I think Ellie is going to figure out that Ned’s her father? Or more than just some guy we know? I’m still wrestling with that, and I need to include George in any decisions we make, because Ellie believes he’s her father—which he is, in every way except biological. Heck, you probably know as well as I do that some girls are entering puberty by the age of ten, thanks to all those hormones in the hamburgers and such. And like I said, I won’t lie to Ellie, especially not about something this important. But can I wait just a little bit longer? We can phase you into our lives gradually, and let things evolve. And I guess that includes you, Sarah—I suppose you have some rights in this, if there is such a thing.”
Sarah reached out a hand and laid it on Leslie’s arm. “Thank you, Leslie. I’ll respect your boundaries, but I really would like to get to know my granddaughter.”
Leslie looked a lot less stressed than when she had arrived. “So, we all agree? Details to be determined? You’re still on for Wednesday, Abby?”
“Of course. And I’m taking it slow with Ellie. Not so different from the way you’re handling it, I guess. I’ll answer her questions, but in terms she can understand as a seven-year-old.”
“Fair enough.” Leslie stood up briskly. “Well, that’s all I came to say.”
“Wait—do you have to be home right away?” Abby asked.
“I guess not—George is watching the kids. Why?”
“Because we’re in the middle of solving the riddle of the Salem witch trials, and you might be interested.”
Leslie looked confused for a moment, and then the light dawned. “You mean this thing you’ve got actually helps you understand what happened?”
“I think so.”
“Don’t tell me—you had ancestors who were witches,” she said.
Abby grinned at her. “Yup. And the politically correct term is accused witches.”
Leslie sat down again. “This I’ve got to hear.”
“Great. Let me bring you up to speed.” Abby gave her an abbreviated version of what she had told Ned and Sarah, and Leslie nodded impatiently. Not surprising, in that Leslie managed a history museum not far from Salem, and would know more about the topic than most people. When she was done, Abby said, “Since I’ve set aside the physical causes as the primary trigger for this series of events, I want to touch on another couple of factors. Let’s start with religion. Samuel Parris called himself a minister, and was accepted as such by the village, but in those days that was kind of all it took. There’s some question whether he was ever officially ordained. He’d been a plantation owner in Barbados and a merchant in Boston earlier in his life, and he gave up the ministry after he left Salem, so it doesn’t look like it was a lifetime calling. But that’s not the same as saying that people did not believe in God or the Devil—although they seemed to worry a lot more about the Devil. God was a distant figure, but they were prepared to believe that the Devil appeared among them, and held face-to-face conversations with people they knew. I know, it’s hard to imagine these days, at least for most of us.”
Leslie looked like she was sincerely interested. “So you’re saying there wasn’t a religious element to this?”
“I think religion was a convenient hook to hang this on, but that’s not what started things. I’m getting to it. Let’s take another detour to the socioeconomic side of things. One author I read thought there was a strong resentment of older women who held substantial property, and that accusing them of witchcraft was a convenient way to get them out of the way and free up their land. Although there was a substantial age range among the accused, so that might not make sense in a general way. Other recent studies have looked at the social makeup of Salem Village, where there were two basic factions, which very broadly can be broken down into the haves and the have-nots. The town committee, which managed municipal matters, kept shifting in their membership and their allegiances. And the town was pretty split between the pro-Parris faction and the anti-Parris people—so much so that they circulated and signed petitions for each position. Men and women alike. You can see the records, and even scanned images of the original documents online—it was that important to people then. Whatever else you say, Parris provoked strong feelings both ways. You could argue that that was about religion, but it was really more about local politics—the standing of Salem Village versus the town of Salem, and what rights and privileges the members of Salem Village had. As I told Ned and Sarah, this was a group that liked to fight, and they left a surprisingly good public record of it.”
“Wow, you really have done your homework, Abby,” Leslie said with admiration. “I know something about the history, but I’ve never gone into this kind of detail. I didn’t even know most of this information was easily available.”
“Neither did I. Most people we know say, ‘Ah, yes, Salem,’ because they learned about it in school and they think they know what happened. Maybe I’ve been watching too many procedural shows or reading too many mysteries, but I keep finding myself saying, ‘Okay, we have all this information, but where’s the why?’ Why did a small village go berserk all of a sudden? And I’ve yet to see a single coherent argument that explains everything. Just a lot of interesting theories that explain one bit or another. So here we are three-plus centuries later, and people are still trying to understand it.”
“It was certainly a memorable event, whatever the cause,” Leslie said thoughtfully. “People remember the horror of it—that ordinary people could suddenly turn on their neighbors, and the neighbors were publicly disgraced and hanged. Maybe it’s a good thing that capital cases now take a long, long time to work their way through the system.”
“Exactly!” Abby said. “So that’s why I’ve been trying to look at this in terms of what we now consider evidence that wouldn’t have appeared to matter earlier.”
“What, DNA? Fiber analysis? That kind of forensic stuff?”
Abby smiled. “There’s not much physical evidence to look at now, unless someone digs up a trunk buried in a cellar hole in Danvers. Stranger things have happened. But what I’m thinking is that we need to look at events and timing based on a more modern understanding of psychology, and most important, motive. I think there are some people who had a strong motive to trigger something like this.”
“Wow,” Leslie said. “So you, Abigail Kimball, waltz in from out of state and solve a mystery that’s been bugging people for three centuries? Bravo!”
“Leslie,” Ned said sharply. “You don’t need to mock her. What’s wrong with that approach?”
“Ned, I can defend myself,” Abby said. “Leslie, I’m just laying out the evidence as I see it. I’m not about to call the Boston Globe and announce a major breakthrough—not that they’d listen to me anyway. But I do bring something new to the table, and you know what it is. I’ve seen part of what happened in Salem in 1692, because I had lineal ancestors who were there. I’ve looked some of these people in the eye, and I’ve watched how they interact. You may not want to believe it, and I can’t blame you for that, but to the best of my knowledge, no one else has ever had that perspective.”
Leslie looked silently at Abby for a long while, and Abby could almost see warring emotions battling inside her. It was a lot to dump on someone, and a year earlier she wouldn’t have believed it either. But she had seen it. Finally Leslie spoke. “Will Ellie be able to see this?”
“I’m not sure. I haven’t worked out where her genealogy fits, except where we overlap. This was much earlier than what I do know about us. Ned and Sarah have been there with me in Salem, and they didn’t see what I saw, so maybe Ellie won’t be affected.”
“But you can’t rule it out?”
“No, I can’t.”
Leslie looked at Ned, and he nodded his agreement without speaking. Then she turned back to Abby. “Part of me wants nothing more than to walk out now and declare all of this a load of crap. But if Ellie may be involved, I have a responsibility to hear you out. So tell me: What do you think happened at Salem?”
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“I think this would be a good time to break for lunch,” Sarah said, standing up.
“Is it that late already?” Leslie said. “Time flies when you’re having fun. Oh, sorry, Abby—that came out wrong. Actually I am having fun, kind of. This is really interesting stuff. Anyone would think you’d been researching this for quite a while, not just—what, weeks?”
“More or less. I don’t think what I’ve put together would make it into a prestigious publication—I can’t imagine trying to explain where I got my information. ‘Oh, my ninth great-grandfather told me, while he was watching his wife’s aunt get hanged.’ Not going to fly.”
“Wait, what? Are you serious?”
“Leslie, I wouldn’t joke about it, not with you. Yes, my ten times great-grandmother was one of the infamous Towne sisters—the one who survived.”
“This just gets better and better,” Leslie said. “And you’re saying you were there, by proxy?”
“That’s about it.”
Leslie was shaking her head. “I feel like I’ve walked into la-la land. How can this be?”
“I can’t tell you, but it’s real. Let’s go see what’s happening in the kitchen.”
Ned and his mother were bantering cheerfully as they assembled sandwiches—apparently Ned had done some grocery shopping while she was immersed in the seventeenth century. Abby vowed to make it up to him, once she’d put the whole Salem mess to bed. He’d been carrying the load for a while now, not that he complained.
Sarah greeted Leslie and Abby with a smile. “Ham? Chicken? Cheese? Help yourselves. Abby, I made more coffee. Hope you don’t mind.”
“Of course I don’t. And I have to say, you trained your son well.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
They took their sandwiches back to the dining room to eat. Abby could see Leslie relaxing. She had to feel sorry for the woman: she’d been going along happily raising her children, and by doing the simple good deed of giving Abby a job Leslie had tossed a grenade into the heart of her life. Not that anyone could have foreseen such a thing, but it would be traumatic no matter how it happened. Abby was willing to give Leslie all the time she needed to come to terms with her new reality—she knew all too well that it wasn’t easy, and that was without involving a child. She was so lucky to have Ned and Sarah to prop her up, although in a way they were all learning together.
Sandwiches finished, table cleared, they were ready to plunge in once again. After she had described her findings, Abby was getting more and more comfortable with her narrative. Maybe there would never be hard evidence to support any of it, but to her mind it fit in terms of human emotions and interactions, even allowing for the centuries between. Humans were still humans, weren’t they?
“Hey, Abby—can we get this rolling?” Leslie demanded. “I’ve got to get home sometime today.”
“Of course. I gave you the basic picture of Salem Village at the time this began in 1692, and who some of the major players were. I think it all comes back to the Reverend Samuel Parris.”
“So what’s new about that? It’s not like he’s exactly a mystery figure,” Leslie said, her voice tinged with skepticism.
“Hear me out. Pretend this is forensic psychology, if you want. Samuel Parris was born in London in a wealthy family, but he was the second son, so when his father died all he got was a crummy small sugar plantation in Barbados, and even that was wiped out by a hurricane. So he decided to try his luck in Boston, and he moved there in the 1660s. He bought himself a warehouse and a wharf and tried to be a businessman, but not terribly successfully. He married and had three kids. Somewhere in there he put in two years at Harvard, but sources take some sort of glee in saying he left without getting a degree. Then he decided he wanted to be a minister and started shopping around for a church.”
“You could do that then?” Sarah asked.
“So it seems, although I can’t claim to be an expert on how the church operated then. Anyway, he set his sights on Salem Village. Maybe he thought that getting in on the ground floor with a relatively new church would pay off in the long run. Still, even if he had a long-range plan, he made the villagers jump through hoops before he agreed to take the position. He wanted better pay. He wanted to own the parsonage and its land, which was unusual at that time. He wanted free firewood. It took him a full year to say yes, and he did get most of what he asked for. What does this tell you about the man?”
“He was a self-serving jerk with a sense of entitlement?” Leslie suggested.
“That’s pretty much the way I see it,” Abby agreed. “Although there’s no shortage of those. So in November 1688 he gives a trial sermon to the villagers, and he’s officially hired in June of 1689. He moved to Salem Village with his wife and three kids: his son Thomas, who would have been about eight, his daughter Elizabeth, about six—who we will meet again—and his daughter Susannah, who was a babe in arms. He also comes with an Indian couple, Tituba and her husband John. They originated in South America, but apparently our Samuel bought them in Barbados. And then there’s Abigail Williams.”
“Who was one of the first accusers, right?” Leslie asked.
“Yes. If you want a mystery figure, she’s it. Some early sources say that she was a niece of Samuel’s, but no one has ever found any proof, and I didn’t see any Williamses in his genealogy. More recently people have suggested that ‘niece’ is a kind of honorary term, and she might have been no relation at all, just someone the family adopted and was willing to raise. Maybe a refugee from one or another of the Indian massacres that took place farther north—I’ve read that Salem took in a number of orphans from those. Now, you might suggest that Abigail was there to help mother Elizabeth with the new baby, but she was awfully young for that, and besides, there was daughter Elizabeth, who was only a year or two younger than Abigail, not to mention the slave woman. Why was Abigail there? But we’ll come back to her. By the way, I’ve found no mention of what happened to the son Thomas, and his name doesn’t come up in any court records during the witch trials. Baby Susannah would have been too young to take any part. As an aside, she lived to 1706, and never married. Are you with me so far?”
Nods all around. Abby resumed her tale. “So, fast-forward to the winter of 1692. Parris has been the minister for three years, and they haven’t exactly been smooth sailing. Reading between the lines, I get the feeling that Parris didn’t get the respect he thought he deserved. He did have his supporters in the village, as well as his critics, and they were pretty evenly split, but there were a lot of arguments. And here’s where things get interesting.”
“How so?” Sarah asked.
“Did it never seem odd to you that the first accusers were living under the roof of the town’s minister? Abigail and young Elizabeth were the instigators of the whole thing. Why? Girls didn’t get much respect in those days. Why did anyone believe them?”
“Because they were under the minister’s roof,” Sarah said triumphantly.
“Yes—sort of authentication by proxy. If the reverend believed them, he had enough followers who would accept his word. After all, he didn’t get fired until years after the whole witchcraft episode. So he said he believed they were telling the truth. And one of the first victims they turned on is the Indian slave Tituba, who has lived with them for years. Why?”
“Isn’t there some story about how they were playing with magic, with Tituba showing them how?” Leslie asked.
“Yes, that came up in an early source, and has been repeated ever since. But didn’t you ever do anything like that, when you were their age? Play with a Ouija board? A Magic Eight Ball? I know I did. Both are still around—are they so different? And I have always wondered, once I heard the story—when did these girls, and the female servant, find the time to sit around playing at spells? I didn’t think anybody had that kind of free time back then.”
“Tituba made a convenient scapegoat,” Leslie said. “She was not English, and she must have had some kind of dark skin. Plus, she confessed pretty fast. So it was easy for everyone to point a finger at her.”
“All true. What’s more, the Arawak Indians had a tradition of magic rituals, and they even used hallucinogens in some of them.”
“Wait—you’re saying the slave Tituba dosed the girls with something to produce the symptoms?” Ned asked, sounding incredulous.
“No, I’m not. Think about it: whatever herbs or roots or seeds she was familiar with were most likely not available in Salem. I guess you could argue that as a port some particular items might have been brought in, but she lived maybe eight miles away and had no transport and presumably she had household duties. When was she supposed to go off to buy supplies like that?”
“Her husband?” Sarah volunteered.
“Maybe. The records say little about him—after he apparently helps brew a witch cake that was supposed to prove whether the girls were telling the truth. Before you raise objections, an awful lot of this information comes from sources that might be suspect, but once they’re out there, they get repeated over and over. What did he know about magic and brews? We don’t know. There’s no way to find out.”
“If there were some plant native to Barbados that can be found growing in or around Salem, that might be a clue,” Ned suggested.
“I’m pretty sure the climates in Barbados and the colony were not exactly similar. But please feel free to look for such a plant,” Abby said, smiling to soften her sarcastic comment. “Anyway, are you willing to accept that it’s unlikely that Tituba played the role that history has assigned to her?”
“There’s no record about how any other villagers felt about Tituba? Or the fact that the Parrises had servants at all? Did many other households in the village have them?” Sarah asked.
“That I don’t know, but it’s a good point. May I go on?”
More nods.
“Thank you. So Abigail Williams and Elizabeth, or Betsy, as she was known, started having fits and acting very strange in January of 1692. It went on for a few weeks, and then they were both examined by the town doctor, who couldn’t find any physical cause, so he declared that it must be witchcraft.”
“Whatever happened to him?” Sarah asked.
“I have no idea. Then came the witch cake episode, which was uncovered pretty quickly, and the reverend started holding prayer services—I’d guess he was covering his butt by then, since he’d been harboring the afflicted girls under his roof. And at the end of February the formal accusations were flying, and you probably know the rest. Tituba confessed really fast, and she and two others were sent to prison in Boston. And still the accusations kept coming.”
“How many came from Abigail?” Leslie demanded.
“A few. Her biggest coup was accusing the Reverend George Burroughs, who had held Parris’s position in Salem Village earlier. Now, this was a man who appeared to have been beyond reproach, and who wasn’t even in Salem during the whole witch mess. In fact, he was living in Maine. On the strength of Abigail’s accusation, the man was dragged back from Maine, put on trial, and hanged. A minister. Abigail most likely never met the man. So where did this come from?”
“You’re saying that Parris engineered this whole thing,” Ned said flatly.
“Yes, I think so. He saw his grasp on his position in Salem Village slipping, and he figured out a way to turn the tide. He had means, motive and opportunity. And he succeeded.”
“You’re going to have to walk me through this,” Leslie said. “You make him sound like a megalomaniac, able to bend all sorts of other people to his will. How? Why?”
“I’ve got some ideas about that,” Abby said. “This may be oversimplified, but I think it hangs together. We’ve already seen he had a pretty big ego, even before he moved to Salem Village. He wangled himself a fancy house and set himself up with servants. That got expensive, and the townspeople started grumbling about footing the bills. Now, I’m not saying he wasn’t an effective minister. Sources say he definitely had religious enthusiasm, and was serious about the state of religion in Salem Village. The job mattered to him. When the villagers started complaining, he felt threatened, so he needed a distraction, and boy, did he find one: Abigail.”
“Why?” Leslie shot back. “Because she was easy to manipulate?”
“No, because he was sleeping with her.”
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The reaction from the others was almost comic, as their jaws dropped in unison, and Abby fought not to laugh. “Got your attention, didn’t I?”
“You’re going to have to explain, Abby,” Sarah said. “Is there such a thing as historic libel? Or do I mean slander?”
“I believe the statute of limitations has run out either way. Let me give you my reasoning. I’ve told you why Samuel Parris wanted to keep his job. But haven’t you noticed that men with large egos and an inflated sense of their own importance also have large appetites in other areas?”
“That’s hardly proof of anything,” Ned commented.
“No, but it’s part of the big picture,” Abby said. “I found sources that said that his wife Elizabeth wasn’t very healthy. She had the three kids while they were still in Boston, and then nothing, although she was still of childbearing age—one author suggested she might have had a series of miscarriages. Maybe that’s one reason they had servants, because Elizabeth couldn’t do the daily tasks of any housewife then, although apparently Samuel had owned the slaves before he married. I know, it may be a stretch, but remember—I didn’t start this idea.”
“But Abigail was a child!” Sarah protested.
Abby turned to her. “Sarah, how much do we know about Abigail Williams? After three hundred years, nobody has figured out who her parents were, where she came from, how she ended up in the Parris household? We have only Parris’s word that she was eleven or twelve. Certainly she must have been close to his daughter Betsy’s age, but she could have been a couple of years older. Not a big difference. She might have been small at fourteen. But some girls did get married that early back then. Leaving that aside for now, there are other related bits of information that are interesting. One is that early in 1692, after the frenzy had begun, the Reverend Parris sent Abigail out of his house to live with a Samuel Sewell in Salem town. Sewell was supposed to be some kind of distant relative, but I haven’t had time to check that. Anyway, Abigail’s accusations dropped off rapidly once she was in the Sewell household, although they didn’t stop. What is even more interesting is that Samuel Sewell was appointed as a judge on the special Court of Oyer and Terminer that the new governor set up in May 1692.”
“Which proves what?” Ned asked.
“Parris and his maybe-relative Sewell had a hand in steering the outcomes of the witch trials. And they both controlled what Abigail could say.”
“That’s interesting, but pretty thin,” Leslie said.
“All right, try this on for size: Abigail’s last public appearance was when she testified in court on June third, 1692. She never appeared in any record after that. Any record. We don’t know where she lived, if she married, when she died. After setting off all this, she disappears completely. If this were a movie, I’d have forensic people in Salem looking for her grave. The daughters Elizabeth Parris and Susannah Parris lived long past 1692: did they know where she went? Did they ever tell anyone what had happened to Abigail? Did no one ask either of them? Or were people content not to drag up the old troubles?”
“So where did the whole magic spells and incantations and stuff come from?” Leslie demanded, still unconvinced. “Was it all a distraction?”
Abby had really warmed to her subject by now. “Ah, I have a theory about that too. I discarded the idea that Tituba was some kind of drug dealer handing out hallucinogens to innocent girls, but she could well have been an herbalist. And there are a lot of uses for herbs. I picked up a nice book from England about medicinal herbs, and one thing I noticed when I read through it was how many warnings there were not to give a lot of the decoctions to pregnant women, because they can bring about miscarriages—or help a woman deliberately end a pregnancy.”
“Oh, wow,” Sarah said, with a gleam in her eye. “So you’re suggesting that not only was Reverend Parris sleeping with his ward, for want of a better term, but he may have gotten her pregnant?”
“It’s a theory. It’s a little late to prove it—unless, of course, Abigail was shipped off to who knows where to have the baby. But say it’s true. Say Tituba knew what was going on in the household—in a house that small, with so many people living in it, it would have been hard not to know. And say she figures out that Abigail was in the family way. She could have gone to either Abigail or to her master and said, I can help you take care of this.”
“But Tituba was accused too! By Abigail!” Sarah protested.
“Yes, she was. Maybe her brews didn’t work. Or maybe it was a ruse to draw attention away from her by focusing on her, if you see what I mean. Make Tituba the villain, leading the girls astray. Or maybe she threatened the reverend with a bit of blackmail about the possible baby, so it was important to get her out of the way. It worked, in that she got shipped off to the Boston jail.”
“But not hanged?” Leslie asked.
Abby shook her head. “No, or not according to any record. She confessed, which in those days meant she would be spared, so presumably they didn’t hang her. Like Abigail, she disappears when the fuss dies down and never reappears in the story. I’m still puzzled by why nobody seems to pay any attention to those two disappearances. It’s easier to accept losing sight of Tituba, and maybe her husband, because they were slaves and Parris could have sold them. He was hard up for money, since most of the time the village wasn’t paying him his salary, or even providing the promised firewood. Records for slaves in those days were probably sloppy, so Tituba kind of fell through the cracks. But Abigail? Both of them?”
Ned leaned back in his chair and stretched. “So you’re saying that Parris wasn’t sleeping with his wife but being a lusty man he was sleeping with Abigail, under his own roof?”
“It’s a hypothesis,” Abby reminded him.
“If you say so. And Abigail may have gotten pregnant, and either Parris or Abigail may have recruited Tituba to help her end the pregnancy, or Tituba volunteered to help?”
“Yes.”
Ned shook his head and went on, “Then, Abigail, pregnant or not, is first shipped out of the Parris house to Salem, away from Parris but not too far away, in the home of a convenient relative, and a few months later, she disappears forever?”
“You’ve got it,” Abby said.
“Well, it’s an interesting theory,” Ned said, looking unconvinced.
“So how do you fit in all the other accusers?” Leslie demanded.
“That’s a little trickier,” Abby admitted. “There were around twenty of the girls, with an age range spanning the teen years—and we shouldn’t read too much into that description, since that age isn’t what it is today. I don’t know how that number fits with the demographic of the village—I mean, was that all the girls in Salem Village, or if not, what percentage? Half? A quarter? Anyway, there were enough girls of a certain age who obviously knew each other, had probably grown up together, and might have been interested in being part of a rebellious little plan during a boring winter. They might not even have known about the whole pregnancy thing. Abigail could have recruited them and told them a different story. Although I’m still boggled that so many girls could have been spared from household chores and such to hang out and get into trouble. This wasn’t the rich end of Salem, this was the farming end.”
“The pregnancy is still just a theory,” Ned interrupted.
“Yes. If there was a pregnancy, maybe the rest of the girls didn’t know, or maybe they were all interested in how to stop a pregnancy. Either way, it’s not necessary to the plot. They were a gang, led by one manipulative little schemer, who was probably encouraged—and given instructions—by Samuel Parris, and they were probably happy to have a reason to cut loose. What it comes down to is this: I refuse to believe that Abigail, whatever her age, was smart or savvy enough to create this whole elaborate scheme—it had to be Parris. I’m willing to guess that once things got started, she really enjoyed the attention, and it made it easier to recruit other girls. Strength in numbers, you know? And then maybe the whole plan took on a life of its own, and got out of hand.”
“Whose idea was it to go after Burroughs, then? What had he done to anyone? If that was Parris’s idea, wouldn’t that cast his own standing in doubt? If it was accepted that a minister could be in league with the Devil?” Sarah asked.
“But Burroughs was long gone by the time the witchcraft thing started up. It was easy to accuse him of who knows what, when he wasn’t there to defend himself, and Parris took control by leading the charge, through his puppet Abigail. Remember, it was Abigail who spoke out against Burroughs, and it’s pretty good odds that she was coached by Parris. Don’t you think?”
“You make it sound plausible, Abby,” Leslie admitted. “But why have people glossed over a lot of these things?”
“You tell me,” Abby said. “Each generation views the past through its own lenses. I found it fun skimming through the histories of Salem, and nineteenth- and twentieth-century interpretations. I’m not saying any of them is wrong, but they each had a viewpoint specific to their time, that they couldn’t escape. And our generation will probably be just as right or wrong in its own way, and we just keep moving further away from the event, with no way to glean any more real information until somebody invents time travel.”
“I think you’re as close as they come, Abby.” Leslie hesitated, then said softly, “What did you see?” Her tone was almost wistful.
Abby glanced at Ned and Sarah, and they nodded encouragement. “Ned and I went to Salem on Saturday. I was looking for where the early trials were held, in the historic district, the old meetinghouse and the First Church. Of course, the buildings are long gone now, but we found the site. And I ‘saw’”—Abby made air quotes—“parts to two of the trials. As I told you, I can only see things through one of my ancestors, so in a way I got a bonus: I was seeing one of my ancestors testifying at a trial. He gave his name, which is how I knew who he was. He gave testimony at only one trial, in defense of Elizabeth Proctor, so it was easy to narrow that down. But I was watching him through someone else’s eyes, so I knew another member of my family had to be there. And that’s where it ended—just a minute or two. But I could see the judges—and the accusers. Abigail Williams was there, in the front row, looking very pleased with herself. She really liked all the attention.”
“Was that all?” Leslie asked.
“No. I came home and did some more research, so I’d be better prepared. Then on Tuesday I asked Sarah to come with me to Salem. We stopped again in town, and I saw part of Sarah Cloyce’s hearing, through her eyes. Then we went looking for Gallows Hill, where the accused witches died. And we found it.”
“There’s a park there,” Leslie said.
“Yes, but it’s in the wrong place. The real hill was smaller—it’s right behind the Walgreen’s there, not far from the official park.”
“So what happened?” Leslie was watching Abby intently.
“Samuel was there again, but this time he was with me, or the me I was seeing through—a woman, and she was very upset. Samuel kept trying to get her to leave. He called her Hannah, and I came back and worked out that she had to be his wife, Hannah Bridges. And when I worked my way up the line, I found that her mother was Sarah Towne, and what we were seeing was the hanging of Hannah’s aunt Rebecca Towne Nurse. It was awful. And then some car in the parking lot blew its horn and it was over.”
Leslie stared at Abby, uncertain. Then she glanced at Sarah. “You were there?”
Sarah nodded once. “I was.”
“You don’t see these things?”
“I see some things. I didn’t see anything at Salem.”
“You believe Abby? She’s not just going into some phony trance and making things up? Or fantasizing the things she’s read about?”
Sarah responded quickly. “Leslie, how can anyone answer that? Abby didn’t know who Samuel Barton was until she saw him in Salem. She didn’t know who his wife was, or that she was descended from the Townes. And why on God’s green earth would anyone make up things like this? I know you don’t want to believe it, but you’d better get used to it. Do you not believe your own daughter?”
Leslie shook her head without looking at anyone. “I swear, I thought she was just an imaginative kid. I’d say something vague like, ‘sure, that’s nice,’ and I probably sounded dismissive. After a while she stopped telling me about what she saw, and I thought I was right—I thought she’d outgrown it. I guess the reality is that she saw how I reacted and she just shut up. Until Abby came along.”
“Leslie, I—” Abby began, but Leslie stopped her.
“No, this is nothing you did. I suppose I acted by the book with her, but that wasn’t right. But you know how hard it is for me to wrap my head around this? To sit here in this room and have you tell me that you had a conversation with people who have been dead for centuries?”
“Leslie, I’m not there! I’m just seeing through people. I can’t talk with them, and they don’t see me. I’m like a passive receiver.”
Leslie waved a dismissive hand. “Whatever. It doesn’t make a lot of difference, you know? I can’t do this thing that you can. I’ll never be able to do it. I don’t have the gene or whatever it is. I can’t buy it, or practice it. But my child can. And that scares me.” She stood up abruptly, almost knocking over her chair. “I’m sorry, but I have to think this through. Thank you for sharing it with me, all of you—I do appreciate it. This is my problem, not yours. Abby, you can keep seeing Ellie, and we’ll eventually figure out how to tell her where Ned fits in the picture. But right now I’m going.”
Ned stood up and followed her to the door. He said something in a voice too low for Abby to catch the words. Abby felt exhausted, even though all she’d done was talk. “Was I making any sense?” she asked Sarah.
Sarah smiled briefly. “As much sense as those people who described the Devil in minute detail. Seriously, I think you pulled a lot of details into one package. Is it perfect? No, but it’s not bad for a week’s worth of research. What are you going to do now?”
Abby sat back and said, “I’m going to write it all down, and then I’m going to stick what I wrote in a drawer and not think about it for a while.”
“That’s probably sensible. But don’t you have some unfinished business with your Samuel Barton? Now that you know him, kind of?”
“Probably. But I’m going to worry about that tomorrow. Will Leslie be okay with all this, do you think? You’ve known her longer than I have.”
“That was years ago, and before she was a mother, which changes things. I think Leslie is an intelligent, practical person. She liked and trusted you before all this started, and you haven’t changed as a person. She’ll come around, eventually. As she said, she doesn’t really have a choice. And she left the door open. I think she’s listening to you.” Sarah glanced at her watch. “Oh, shoot, look at the time! I’d better get back and start dinner. I really did appreciate you including me in this—it was fun, and at the same time I think you may have discovered a few kernels of truth, although we’ll probably never know for sure.”
“That’s all right with me. I’ve learned a lot.”
“Don’t get up—I’ll say good-bye to Ned on the way out.”
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Abby mustered up enough energy to take the remaining tea things back to the kitchen, where Ned joined her. “So, what’s your verdict?” she asked.
“About Leslie, Mom, or your Salem hypothesis—or multiple hypotheses? I’ll take the easy one: Salem. I think your ideas are more rational than a lot of theories that have been tossed around. Funny how so many historians treat those people like actors on a stage and forget that they were ordinary humans—cold, scared, angry, sickly, scared of Indians, whatever. As you pointed out, it’s very hard to accept that a twelve-year-old Abigail could have not only started this mess, but sustained it over time. One incident, maybe two, most people could buy—but over months? And then she recruited her friends? It doesn’t feel right. There had to be a stronger mind behind it, and Parris as puppet master makes sense. But if it was him, he pulled it off—he even kept his job, until the townspeople got tired of him, which seems to have been a regular occurrence in the village.”
“You’ve been doing your homework,” Abby said.
“I have, a bit,” Ned admitted. “Are you satisfied with what you’ve found?”
Abby perched on a stool. “I think so. I feel privileged to have seen even a fragment of what happened—and that was probably more than enough. I don’t want to see any more hanged bodies. And I really do admire Samuel Barton, who stood up for his family, and I’ve learned that when things didn’t improve, he gathered them together along with the other affected families and took them to a safer place, where they thrived. I’m proud to be descended from him.”
“So you’re done?” Ned asked.
“Almost. I have one more thing I want to do, but after that I’ll give it a rest. Does all this bother you?”
“Honestly? A little. I know that you’re completely sincere, since I’ve been watching you since this began. You’re not just looking for attention, either consciously or unconsciously. In a way I envy you—you’ve embraced this thing, and you’re working hard to learn more about it. I don’t think I can ever catch up, since I’ve spent a lot of my life suppressing it, not cultivating it—maybe it’s atrophied.”
“Don’t forget, you’re male,” Abby added, smiling. “Which means you’re an insensitive lummox. Ergo I will always be better at this than you.”
“You’re not helping your case, Abby,” Ned said drily. “But thank you for including my mother. I realize now how isolated she must have felt all along, with no way to share what she felt—or saw.”
“I like your mother. It’s an added gift that we both have this ability, but I’d hang out with her anyway. Ned, you still don’t look happy.”
He came closer and put his arms around her. “I’m happy for you. But I miss you.”
“I’ve been right here!” Abby protested.
“Your mind hasn’t. I understand that this thing must be distracting, but you’ve been somewhere else in your head lately. Even when I’m with you. And I feel like a jerk even mentioning it. Go ahead, agree with me.”
“No, I apologize. This is all still new for me, and kind of amazing. But I’ve already said I’m going to put it on a shelf for a while. And I want to focus on Ellie, and what she needs to know to deal with this and still be an ordinary kid.”
“And Leslie doesn’t want me to be part of that either. I’m shut out again.”
Abby leaned back to look at his face. “Stop whining. Leslie will come around eventually—she’s not completely unreasonable, just struggling. And I’m not going anywhere, unless you want me to.”
“Never. It’s a miracle we found each other, and I’m not going to let you disappear from my life.”
“I’m sorry you’ve felt left out. How can I make it up to you?” Abby asked, her intent clear.
“I think I can find a way—but only if you promise to focus on me, not someone who’s been dead for three centuries.”
“I think I can manage that.”
 
• • •
 
After a last couple of days of intensive research, Abby felt ready to fill in the final part of the Barton witchcraft puzzle. Not that she was finished with her research, but there was no urgency to flesh out the family lines after 1700 or so—they’d all still be waiting when and if she was ready.
Wednesday morning she was waiting in the museum parking lot in Concord when Leslie and Ellie arrived. Ellie hurried over to join Abby by her car, and Leslie followed more slowly. “What’ve you got planned for today?” Leslie asked.
“Nothing special—there’s one piece of my family history I’d like to share with Ellie, and then I thought we might go out to lunch. You like Chinese, Ellie?”
“Sure,” she said promptly. “Can I get chopsticks?”
“Of course you can. You okay with that, Leslie?”
“That’s fine. Thanks for Sunday—it was interesting. You’re a pretty fair historian.”
“I’m glad to hear it. I have a lot of fun doing it, putting the pieces together.”
“Well, I’d better get to work,” Leslie said. “I’ll see you at five.”
When Leslie had gone into the building, Ellie looked up at Abby. “Where are we going?”
“You’ll see. I don’t want to tell you too much because I want to see what you see on your own.” If there’s anyone there.
“Okay.” Ellie didn’t ask any more and climbed into Abby’s car.
Abby took the leisurely route south toward Framingham, avoiding Route 128, which didn’t seem to fit the mood or the mission. It took no more than half an hour to reach her destination: Salem End Road. The neighborhood where in 1693 Samuel had led his extended family group, including his mother-in-law, Sarah Towne, married then to Peter Cloyce, and her daughter Hannah, his wife, and their small child, and others as well. They’d had a shaky start, living in caves for the first year, but Abby knew that the house that the Cloyces had built was still standing, although in serious disrepair. Sarah and Peter had lived out their lives and died in Framingham; years later Samuel and family, and some of the Towne family, had moved on themselves, to Oxford. From what she’d found online, Sarah had died too early to have a stone in the oldest cemetery in Framingham. Her remains would be somewhere there, but Abby didn’t want to drag Ellie around a cemetery hoping to stumble over one person. That was why she wanted to see the house.
“Who are we looking for?” Ellie asked, after a long silence.
“My tenth great-grandmother,” Abby answered. Funny that Ellie had gone straight to asking “who” rather than “what.”
“Why her?”
“We talked about Salem before, right? Well, Sarah was one of three sisters who were accused of being witches. Her two older sisters died, but she survived. She and her family didn’t want to stay around Salem after all that, so her daughter Hannah and her husband, Samuel Barton—my ancestors—gathered a group of the affected families together and moved to Framingham, which was basically not settled then. It was a fresh start for all of them. They settled in a part of town where there’s a road now called Salem End, and they built houses there and lived out their lives. Except my ancestor Samuel got restless again and ended up moving later in his life. But Sarah died in Framingham, and so did her husband. I want to see the house they built. And if you want to tell your mother something, you can say that it’s one of the oldest houses in the country. And there’s one other funny thing: the land they settled on was owned by one of the men who had been a judge at the witch trials. But he got so fed up with the way things were going that he left in May of 1692, before the hangings started. He already had the land in what became Framingham, so he kind of helped the other people who left Salem and gave them a big chunk of land. That’s what we’re looking for.”
“Cool. Abby . . . have you seen the witches?”
“First of all, there is no such thing as a witch, Ellie. People were afraid and made things up, but the people they accused were innocent. The courts even admitted that later.”
“You didn’t answer my question,” Ellie said stubbornly.
“Ellie, I saw one of them when she was hanged.” How odd to say that, and to a child. “I was seeing it through my ancestor Hannah’s eyes and she was very sad. And frightened, and angry. It was an awful time. Maybe that’s why we remember it in this country: we don’t want anything like that to happen again.” Although it does, if in different forms. Abby sighed. “You don’t find any of the things you see scary, do you?”
Ellie considered. “No, mostly sad. The people can’t hurt me. And they’re not real. I mean, they were real once, but not now. Right?”
“That’s about it.” Abby slowed and started reading road signs, and turned onto Salem End Road. She drove a few hundred feet down the two-lane road, then pulled over. “I think that’s the one.” She pointed toward a fairly large colonial house, sadly shabby, with shutters dangling and heavily overgrown with vines and weeds. “I’ve read that there are people who are trying to raise money to save it.” Maybe Ned could help, if she asked him. She’d have to think about it.
“Are we getting out?”
“Sure.”
There were no cars around on a weekday morning. Abby could hear the sound of traffic on the highway, not far distant, but in the old neighborhood there was only birdsong.
“What do we do now?” Ellie asked.
“I . . . really don’t know. It doesn’t look like there’s any place to sit down. I don’t know the whole history of the house, like how long Sarah and her family kept it. I only know she and her husband were the first owners. You know, Ellie, I don’t expect you to see anybody here—it’s not your family. Or at least, not that I know of.”
Ellie just shrugged and started working her way closer to the house. Abby hurried to follow, worried that Ellie might trip, or might stumble into a patch of poison ivy. Abby, why don’t you have a first aid kit in the car? But Ellie stopped well short of the house, and when Abby caught up with her she realized she was smiling.
“There,” Ellie said, nodding her head toward the house.
Abby looked up at the building and saw it like two superimposed images: the decrepit current one and one that was bright and clean and whole—with a woman standing in front of it, talking to someone. The woman turned and pointed—not at Abby, because Abby knew the 1700 Sarah couldn’t see her—but surveying her property, her land, her safe haven. And what Abby read from her was, for once, not pain or sorrow: Sarah was happy. Sarah had found a home.
“You see her too?” Abby asked Ellie in a quiet voice—fearful of startling the ghosts?
“Uh-huh. Does that mean I’m related to her?”
“Maybe. We’ll see.” Abby turned back to the house, where the figures seemed to be fading in the bright sunlight. And then they were gone.
Good-bye, Sarah. I’m glad I found you. Abby felt . . . peaceful. Finding Sarah here was an antidote to the grim scene of her sister’s hanging. The Salem refugees had moved on and prospered, and here she was, the latest in a long line. She hoped some of their strength had come down to her.
She looked down at Ellie, who was proving to be a very patient child. “You hungry yet?”
“It’s not lunchtime,” Ellie told her.
“I know. Maybe there’s a bakery or something in town. You want to go look?”
“Sure. As long as we can get Chinese later.”
“Deal.”
As they made their way back to the car, Ellie said quietly, “She was happy, wasn’t she?”
“Yes, Ellie, I think she was. She deserved some happiness.”



Afterword
 
Everybody thinks they know what happened at Salem in 1692—but do they? Authors and academic researchers have been proposing theories—biological, psychological, sociological—for over three centuries now, but none of them is truly satisfying. The original records for the Salem witch trials are extensive, and now available online as both images of the original documents and as transcriptions, so we have access to all the primary evidence. So what is the real story?
 
For the Relatively Dead series, I’ve borrowed a lot of my own family tree. I’ve spent decades doing research on them, especially since I moved to Massachusetts in 2003. But I was startled to find that I’m a direct descendant of one of the three Towne sisters of Salem—all accused of witchcraft in 1692. Two of them were hanged that year. My ancestor, Sarah Towne, survived and abandoned Salem once she was released from prison, with family and friends around her.
 
As a mystery writer, with a personal stake in the history, I was eager to review the evidence from a modern perspective. I applied a bit of amateur profiling, and did some forensic analysis based on what we know—and came up with even more theories, or combinations of theories. Since I am writing fiction, and my protagonist, Abigail Kimball, possesses the unusual ability to see fragments of the past through her own ancestors’ eyes, I could send her back to that time and have her look both the accused and the accusers in the eye. It was a stretch of the imagination, but I tried not to alter the major players or the events they took part in, given what we know of them.
 
In the book, Eliza Barton—Abby’s ancestor—is a fictional character. But Eliza’s family tree is my own, and accurate, as are the locations and the timetable of events in which my ancestors participated. I didn’t have to change the story because there’s plenty of dramatic tension there already.
 
Samuel Barton was my eighth great-grandfather. I am proud to be descended from him: he stood up before the magistrates in court in Salem to defend Elizabeth Proctor, who had been arrested together with his mother-in-law, Sarah Towne, at risk to himself and his own family, against many of his neighbors who testified against her. And when he saw what happened during the trials, he gathered together not only his family but others who had suffered under the accusations, and together they moved to a new town, where they prospered. They lived together in a part of town there that is still known as Salem End, on land given to them by one of the judges who came to regret the role he had played at Salem.
 
I hope you have enjoyed the book, and that it has given you a new perspective on what might have happened in 1692. The story isn’t over yet.
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Nell Pratt, president of the Pennsylvania Antiquarian Society, has something to smile about thanks to a generous donation from a major Philadelphia developer who’s willing to help update their museum. But renovations have barely begun when a man is struck by a car in front of the building and killed.
 
The victim is a construction worker who found a curious metal object while excavating an old privy in the museum’s basement. Nell thinks the death is somehow connected to the Society, and her suspicions are confirmed when an antiques expert reveals a link between the objects from the cellar and a fellow staff member’s family.
 
Now Nell must unearth a mystery with ties to the past and the present. Because when someone is willing to kill over scrap metal, there’s no telling what they’ll do next . . .
 
 
• • •
 
As I looked around the long table, I realized it was the first time I had ever seen the board members of the Pennsylvania Antiquarian Society look happy all at once. I was tempted to take a picture, just to remind myself of the moment when darker days returned, as no doubt they would.
The group had good reason to look happy. We were fully staffed, with the recent addition of a new registrar to complete the roster of management positions; we had a wealth of material to keep our staff busy cataloging for years; and we had earned the gratitude of the FBI for agreeing to sort through the bits and bobs of art and artifacts that their Philadelphia office had confiscated over the past several years. And we had just received a nice—make that a really nice—financial contribution from big-name local developer Mitchell Wakeman, who had asked me to help him smooth the path for his planned development project in the suburbs. Luckily he hadn’t blamed me when we had stumbled over a body along the way, but I’d shown him how to use the information we’d uncovered in solving the murder to strengthen the project, unlikely though it seemed. He had been appropriately grateful and had presented the Society (of which I, Nell Pratt, was president) with a pot of money, with the restriction that it must be used for physical improvements to our century-plus-old building, rather than collections or staff salaries. It was a reasonable request; he was, after all, a mogul of the construction industry, and we really did need those physical improvements. We had already moved from the planning stages to the physical preparations, and we were ready to start the construction phase.
I’d been pleased that I could introduce both the project designer—Kemble and Warren, a long-established firm with an excellent track record—and the contractor for our renovations, Schuylkill Construction, which had come highly recommended by Mitchell Wakeman at the fall board meeting. I hadn’t expected any problems, and there weren’t any. The companies involved in the project had taken part in a number of similar projects for local art or collecting institutions, so the staffs there understood the challenges of working around delicate collections and finicky researchers. We wanted to accomplish the overhaul with a minimum of disruption to patrons, and without closing the doors. There were sections we were going to have to restrict access to for a time, but all things considered, the plan was the best we could hope for. We’d make the best of the inevitable disarray by giving our annual holiday-season party a construction-related theme—paint-spattered tablecloths and mock hard hats for all. By spring we’d be all prettied up, structurally and environmentally sound, and ready to throw a big unveiling party.
“We’ve already given approval of the design aspects by Kemble and Warren. Now we are voting to approve the final work plan as presented by Schuylkill Construction. All in favor?” I asked, standing tall at the head of the table. Ayes all around. “Then the project is approved, and work will begin immediately,” I announced triumphantly. Actually, work had already begun. As a collections-based organization, for more than a century we had accumulated a lot of stuff, not all of it with historic importance. For example, the basement was loaded with wooden filing cabinets and computer terminals so old that the companies who made them had long since gone out of business. A Dumpster now occupied a permanent place next to the loading dock in the alley behind the building, and we filled it regularly these days.
I turned to Joseph Logan, head of Schuylkill Construction, who’d been invited to witness the final board vote. “Thank you, Mr. Logan, for all the work that you’ve put into this so far. We look forward to working with you—as long as you stick to the schedule.”
Logan smiled. “Don’t worry—it’s all under control. And you’ve got a great building here, so I don’t expect to find many problems.”
I knew full well that digging into any old building usually resulted in at least a few unexpected problems, but I had faith that they would be minor ones. At least, I hoped so. Hadn’t we had enough problems in the past year? We should have earned some good karma by now.
“Any new business?” I asked the group.
One of our older, more scholarly board members raised his hand. “How do you intend to prioritize projects going forward, when we have our own cataloging to do, plus the FBI materials, and now our space will be reduced?”
“Our vice president of collections, Latoya Anderson, has worked out a schedule to deal with that, and I have every expectation that she will run a tight ship,” I told him. “Of course, our own collections come first—there’s no particular timeline for the FBI materials. I didn’t ask her to attend this meeting because I wanted to focus on the construction aspects, but I can have her forward you a copy of her plans. Anything else?”
“How do you plan to handle dust spreading through the building?” someone else asked.
“Fair question. When we reach the stage of adding modern ventilation, we will address protecting the collections then. That’s why we’ve hired people who have worked under these conditions before, and they all have excellent reputations.”
“Wouldn’t it have been better to remove the collections to an off-site location?” he asked.
I swallowed a sigh; we’d been over all this before. “We did consider that, but off-site storage presents its own problems—we’d have little control over the physical conditions, and security is not always what it should be, no matter what promises the storage companies make. We’re talking about some priceless documents, among other things, and we’d rather keep them here, even if it means shuttling them from one location to another within the building.”
I scanned the group, and saw most of them making twitchy ready-to-leave motions. “And remember, when we’re done, we will actually have increased our storage space without expanding the building’s footprint, thanks to installing compact shelving wherever possible. I can’t tell you exactly by how much, because the contractor is still assessing the load-bearing capacity of some of the areas, but I have been assured that it will be substantial.”
Lewis Howard, the venerable board chair, stood up. “Thank you, Nell, for all the good work you have put into making this happen. If there are no other issues”—he looked sternly at the other people around the table, and nobody opened their mouth—“then I declare this meeting adjourned. Good night, all.”
The board members gathered up their folders and coats and hurried to the elevator. I thanked the architect and the contractor, who told me they’d be back early the next morning for a final walk-through before the physical work began. Finally I was left alone with Marty Terwilliger, a longtime board member (practically hereditary, since both her father and her grandfather had been very actively involved at the Society) and good friend, both professionally and personally.
“Good job wrangling the board, Nell,” she said.
“Thanks. It did go well, don’t you think?”
“I do. Of course, they had nothing to complain about, since you brought in Wakeman’s pile of money. Which you earned, since you helped save his butt on his pet project.”
“In a way, I’m glad he restricted how it should be used. He had a pretty clear idea what we needed to do here, and it saved a lot of squabbling among the board members.”
“He’s a smart man, and an honest one. If you throw a big bash, make sure you invite him—and that he comes.”
I’d certainly ask, although I knew that Mitchell Wakeman didn’t like socializing much. “Of course.”
Marty glanced at the clock on the wall and stood up. “I’m heading out. You ready? We can walk out together.”
I nodded. “Let me grab my stuff.” I went back to my office down the hall, picked up my bag, put on my coat, and rejoined her in the hall after turning out the last few lights.
“How’re you and Jimmy liking the new place?” Marty asked as we headed out. “Jimmy” was FBI special agent James Morrison, who had somehow gotten sucked into several crimes that I was also involved in, and since we were both single and intelligent and reasonable human beings, the inevitable had happened and a couple of months earlier we had bought a house together. Marty had a proprietary interest in our relationship because James was some kind of cousin of hers (one of many in the greater Philadelphia area) and because she’d introduced us and seen us both through some traumatic events. She was a snoop, but a polite and well-meaning one, and she was willing to back off if asked.
For the past decade, I’d been living in Bryn Mawr, in what had once been a carriage house behind one of the big Main Line houses. It had been cheaply converted before I bought it, and I’d spent a couple of years improving it. It was small, but it had worked for me.
And then James had happened, and the carriage house simply wasn’t big enough for two. And he didn’t want to live way out in the suburbs. When we first met, his own place was a Spartan apartment near the University of Pennsylvania, a converted triple-decker. As in my case, it suited him but it wasn’t intended for two adults with decades’ worth of stuff. So we’d taken the plunge and bought a Victorian in an area that wasn’t quite city or suburb but the best of both.
“You know, I’m really not settled into this commute to Chestnut Hill yet. I don’t want to drive every day. I’m still trying to figure out the daily train schedule—I had the one to Bryn Mawr memorized, but this one is new to me. I catch a ride with James when I can, but his schedule is kind of unpredictable.” We’d been living in the house only a month, once all the closing formalities had been completed and we’d written checks with a horrifying number of digits on them, and we still hadn’t established any kind of routine. But if that was the worst of my problems, I wasn’t going to gripe. “Eliot waiting for you tonight?”
Marty and Eliot Miller, the Penn professor she’d been seeing, were moving more slowly than James and I were, and still maintained their own domiciles. Marty lived in a lovely nineteenth-century row house in a convenient Center City location—the better to walk over to the Society when the spirit moved her, which was often—and I had no idea where Eliot lived. He taught urban planning at the University of Pennsylvania, though, so I figured he probably lived not far from campus. Marty and I hadn’t discussed their long-term plans, and she was volunteering little information, maybe afraid she would jinx the fledgling relationship. She had a couple of failed marriages on her résumé.
“Not tonight—he had an all-hands faculty meeting, and I had this, so we decided we’d see each other tomorrow. How’s Lissa working out?”
Lissa Penrose was one of Eliot’s advisees as she worked on a graduate degree. “Great. I’ve asked her to review the history of this building. She’ll be working with Shelby, too.”
Shelby had taken over my previous position as director of development at the Society when I’d been abruptly elevated to the position of president, and we worked well together. Her dash of Southern charm had proved to be an asset when wangling contributions from our members. She had submitted a brief report on contributions and attended this meeting for purely ceremonial purposes, as a senior staff member, but had disappeared quickly while I was still saying my farewells to the board members. “I’m hoping we can put together some material on interesting building details, to use for fund-raising.”
We closed up the building behind us, making sure the security system was armed, and said good-bye at the foot of the stairs outside. Marty headed home, and I crossed the street and retrieved my car from the lot. At least this parking fee I could charge to the Society. At this time of night there was little traffic, and it didn’t take long to reach home.
Home. I had trouble wrapping my head around that. The house was gorgeous, and I still tiptoed around it waiting for someone to tell me I wasn’t worthy of it and throw me out. It had a parlor. It had five bedrooms. It was ridiculous for two people, but James had fallen for it on sight, and I had, too, when he showed it to me. And we could afford it, mostly. Neither the government nor mid-sized nonprofit organizations pay very well, but we were managing, albeit with not much with the way of furniture. But now it was . . . home.
I parked in the spacious three-car garage, then made my way to the back door, which led into the kitchen. “Hello?” I called out. “I’m home.”
I could hear James galumphing down the stairs (original woodwork! Never painted!), and then he joined me in the kitchen (which had a modern stove that terrified me with its array of knobs and digital indicators). As he approached I marveled once again that this tall, dark (well, greying a bit), and handsome—and smart and successful—FBI agent had fallen for me. “How’d it go? Have you eaten?” Rather than waiting for an answer, he gave me a very satisfying kiss. I was definitely enjoying coming home these days.
When he finally let me go, I said, “I’ll answer question number two first: no. What is there?”
“Check the fridge. I think there are still leftovers.”
“I’m afraid of the fridge. I keep thinking I’ll start looking in there and I’ll never find my way out again.” I walked over to the gleaming expanse of stainless steel, opened the door, and peered in. “I see . . . Ooh, Chinese. How old is it?”
“Three days, maybe?”
“Good enough.” I dumped a half-full carton of lo mein into a bowl and stuck it in the microwave. “As for the first question, fine. No surprises. The next couple of months will be chaotic, but we’ll survive. Wine?”
“Way ahead of you.” James handed me a glass of white wine, and we clinked glasses.
“Ahh, that’s good,” I sighed after downing a healthy sip and kicking off my shoes.
He carefully took my glass and set it on the shiny granite-topped island—and repeated his earlier greeting. It took a couple of minutes before we peeled ourselves apart. “Welcome home, Nell,” he said softly.
“You must have missed me. How was your day?”
“Very ordinary, thank you. That’s a good thing. No crises, no disasters. I filed a lot of reports.”
“And here I thought that working for the FBI was exciting,” I said, pulling the hot food out of the microwave. “Where did we hide the chopsticks?”
“That drawer? Or maybe the one over there. I haven’t seen them lately.”
Our few pitiful utensils looked like orphans cringing in the vast spaces of drawers and cupboards. It didn’t take long to look. “Got ’em. I assume you ate? Because this is all mine.”
“I did, and it is. Enjoy.”
When I’d all but licked the bowl, I drained the last of my wine. “Much better.”
“By the way, the faucet is still dripping in the bathtub.”
“Hey, you’re the big, strong man—you’re supposed to know how to fix it.”
“You’re the historian,” he countered. “This is definitely Victorian plumbing, therefore old, therefore your territory.”
“Uh-huh,” I said dubiously. “Well, let’s go look at it together, and maybe something will occur to us.”
On the way upstairs, something did occur to us. It was a while before we reached the bathroom.
 
• • •
 
As we walked down the hall, Scott asked, “Do you want to start at the top or the bottom?”
“Top, I guess,” I told him. “Although you don’t have to point out all the leaks—I know them all too well.” There were some areas of the stacks on the top floor that were draped with plastic, to keep the collections dry, and it broke my heart every time I went up there. But that was going to change, thank goodness. “You mind walking up?”
“Of course not.”
We took the side stairs up to the top floor, and meandered through the forest of shelves, which held a wide variety of items—books, of course, often old leather-bound ledgers from nineteenth-century companies long gone, but also boxes that held china and fabric items and various oddities that had been given to the Society over its long history and we’d never had the time or the heart to get rid of (at least, not as long as any of the donors or their heirs were still living). It was an intriguing jumble, but its storage was unprofessional and messy—another thing that would change soon.
It was a blessing to have an excuse to overhaul everything in the building, even though it was going to be a heck of a lot of work. Collecting institutions like ours acquired stuff over decades or even centuries, but there were seldom enough staff members to manage said stuff, which meant that sometimes it wasn’t cataloged fully and accurately or stored in an archivally appropriate manner. Mainly, something would arrive, the donor would receive a nice thank-you note, and unless the item was of significant historical interest (and to be fair, a few of those did pop up from the most unlikely donors), a brief note would be entered in our computerized cataloging system and the item would get stuck on a shelf, wherever there was room for it. Sometimes that remained the status quo for years.
Now that we were going to have to move these items, we’d have a chance to sort through all of the accumulation and redistribute much of it throughout the building. Some things we would likely dispose of, discreetly. Other things we might discover needed conservation, which was beyond our staff’s skills, so they’d be sent out for treatment. Yet more things would be consolidated, like with like, so we could more easily find them in the future. And everything would be cleaned along the way—that board member last night had been right to worry about dust, because we were looking at the dust of ages here. Maybe I should poll the staff for allergy sufferers and hand out dust masks. Or maybe I should trust the renovation team to have planned for all this and stop worrying.
I was happy that Scott Warren proved to have an interest in historical objects, and he didn’t rush me through. We toured the top floor, then the portions of the third that weren’t given over to offices. The second floor housed the processing area and fewer stacks; the ground floor was the public space, with the sumptuous reading room, computers for public access, and open stacks—we didn’t plan any significant changes there. It was nearly noon by the time we made it to the basement, which was seldom visited by the staff, and never by the public.
I hadn’t seen the lowest level lately. I’d had a regrettable experience with the former wine cellar down there some time ago, but I’d surprised myself by asking that the architect preserve it as a memorial to the original planners of the building. Nowadays there was no call for fine wines for the gentlemen who had once run this establishment along the lines of a private club, and in the past few years it had served only as storage. The rest of the basement space had until recently held a jumble of retired furniture and files. But now the files had been properly archived, and most of the usable furniture had been donated to a local charity. Anything else had ended up in the Dumpster (under the watchful eye of a member of the collections staff). As I looked around I realized how large the space actually was, and how we’d wasted its potential.
“You’re putting shelving in here, too, right?” I asked Scott.
“We are,” he replied. “Since this is the lowest level, it can easily tolerate the weight of that kind of shelving. It’s up to you to decide what you want to store down—it won’t be public space, right?”
“Right, staff only. My staff and I will be discussing the best use for the space,” I told him, “but I’m sure it will be a big improvement. We won’t have a problem with damp, will we?”
“No, it’s surprisingly dry. Well built, for its time. You know the history of the building?”
“I know where to find it in our records, but I haven’t memorized it. What I do remember is that there used to be a nice large house here, but when the Society decided to expand they looked at the existing building and found that it was falling apart, not to mention inadequate for the growing collections, so they started fresh.”
“Smart move,” Scott said, with an architect’s appreciation.
We’d been alone in the basement, but now a workman stuck his head in the door and addressed Warren. “Hey, Scott? There’s something you’d better come see.”
“Trouble?” he asked quickly.
“Uh, I don’t really know. It’s kinda odd.”
I felt the slightest hint of a knot in my stomach. We hadn’t even started construction. This could not possibly be a problem. Could it? Maybe we had vermin? Maybe toxic mold? I was still running through a menu of possible issues when Scott nudged me. “You okay? Let’s go check this out.”
“Of course.” I followed the two men to a windowless room toward the back of the basement. As we walked, the man who had come to find us was saying, “So we hauled the last of the old cabinets and junk out yesterday—first time we’d seen the floor. Then we notice this wooden cap thing in the middle of the floor. Tight fit, looks like it’s been there forever. So we find us a pry bar and pull it up, and damned if there isn’t a hole going down who knows how far?”
We’d reached the room in question, and it was easy to see the circular hole in the floor, about three feet in diameter. My first wild thought was to wonder if there was a dead body down there—clearly, I’d been through some rough times lately. I shook it off.
“Hey, Joe,” Scott Warren said, and I recognized the construction foreman from the board meeting earlier in the week. “What’ve you got?”
“Always surprises in these old buildings, Scott. Looks like an old privy hole.”
I found my voice. “Can you see anything down there?”
There were a couple of other workers clustered around the hole, and Scott moved forward to peer into the depths. “Anybody got a light? Flashlight, whatever?” Someone handed him a heavy-duty halogen flashlight, and he pointed it down the hole.
I found I was holding my breath. “What do you see?”
Scott squatted on his haunches. “Not much. No water, so it wasn’t a well, most likely. Probably an old privy pit.”
Ick. “From the house that was here before?”
“Maybe. I imagine the builders would have expanded the footprint when they put up this building, so the pit would have been outside the earlier house you mentioned.”
“What should we do?” I asked. I wondered why the pit hadn’t been filled in and covered with concrete when the floor was poured a century ago. “Can you see anything down there?”
“Not much. Looks like trash from here, but it’s maybe twenty feet deep. You want us to clean it out?”
I thought for a moment. “Actually, yes. If it’s old, who knows what might have been thrown down there? One of our former members coauthored a wonderful book on the archeology of privies in the city. They found all sorts of interesting stuff in them. Well, interesting to an historian, anyway. Is it, uh, sanitary? Any health risk?”
“I doubt it. Anything, uh, biological should be long gone. Okay, then . . .” Scott turned to the work crew. “Can you guys clear it out? But keep whatever you find—don’t just pitch it.”
The guy who had announced the find to us looked skeptical. “You want us to keep the trash?”
“That’s what I said. Fred, make sure it gets set aside rather than tossed.” Scott turned to me with a smile. “Sorry, Nell—we can’t do a formal dig, with strata and all that. Are you okay with that?”
“Sure. I’m just being nosy,” I said. “But if anything interesting turns up, maybe we can use it for our promo pieces. Thanks, guys.”
Fred peered down into the hole. “Shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours. You want we should seal it up when we’re done?”
“Let me take a look at it when you’ve finished cleaning it out,” Scott told him. “It might be a good chance to see what the underlying soil and rock look like. I’m surprised it wasn’t affected when the PATCO line went in.”
I knew the PATCO line ran along Locust Street, practically under the building. It was easy to tell when a train went past. “You got it.”
Scott turned to me. “Seen enough, Nell?”
“I think so. Are you going to stick around for the rest of the day?”
“I’ve got to put in some time at the office, but I’ll probably be back later in the afternoon.”
“Then I’ll walk you out, if you’re ready to go.”
We returned to the first floor and I escorted him to the lobby. Before he left, Scott said, “You know, we’ve talked about the dust, but it’s going to be noisy, too. There’ll be equipment out back to get the roofing materials up to the top. There’ll be pounding. There’ll be people hauling shelving and stuff through the building—and those shelving units are heavy. So you maybe should warn your staff and your patrons that things will be less than peaceful for a few months.”
“Thanks for thinking about that, Scott, but we’re already on it.” We’d been warning our patrons for months through letters and our newsletter and our website, so they could plan around the construction, but that didn’t mean they’d paid attention to the warnings. We planned to apologize a lot to disgruntled researchers. “And we know it will be great in the end. I’m looking forward to working with you.”
“Me too. See you later, Nell.” As he went out the front door, I turned to go back to the elevator. I paused for a moment at the door to the reading room. There were perhaps fifteen people at the large tables lined up there, all silently reading or taking notes, their books and laptops and research materials laid out around them. I sighed: they would not be happy about working in the midst of a construction site. But at least we’d stay open. Maybe we should keep boxes of earplugs handy, too. I turned and went back to my office.
I found Marty Terwilliger waiting for me there. Marty had an unnerving ability to pop in unexpectedly, and when I’d first gotten to know her, I’d sometimes wondered if she actually lived in a burrow in the stacks somewhere. She was at the Society early and late, and any time between. Since Eliot had appeared in her life, her appearances were less frequent, but her passion for the place—and in particular, the Terwilliger collections of letters and memorabilia donated by generations of her family—was undiminished.
“Hi, Marty. What’s up?”
“You free for lunch?”
“I think so, unless Eric tells me otherwise.” I turned to my assistant. “Am I free for lunch?”
“You are.”
“That’s fine. Marty, I’m all yours.”
I gathered up my things and we went downstairs and strolled along the sidewalk outside, talking of nothing in particular. “You have some ulterior motive, or is this really just lunch?” I asked as we crossed the street.
“Hey, I just wanted to catch up. You’ve been busy with your new place, I’ve been busy, and then there was the board meeting. Now it’s clear sailing until the holiday party, right?”
“In terms of running the place, yes. I don’t know how our patrons will react to the construction, but Scott Warren says we’re good to go.”
We went into the sandwich place a block away and ordered. “So how’re things going?” Marty asked, once we were seated with our food.
“With the house, you mean? Good. Although things still feel unsettled.”
“Still unpacking?”
“No, because we don’t have that much to unpack. And that’s a problem. We need more furniture. What few pieces we have look kind of lost in all the space.”
“What’re you looking for?”
“I have no idea. Something that doesn’t look out of place in a grand Victorian house with nine-foot ceilings and oodles of carved moldings. Oh, and that we can afford.”
“Those two may not go together,” Marty commented, munching on her sandwich.
“I had that feeling. You have any ideas?”
Marty got a faraway look in her eye. “Maybe. Let me think about it. You looking for Victorian furniture, or earlier?”
“The real stuff? I don’t think we’re that picky, but if I could choose anything, then sure, probably Victorian. Why, do you have a warehouse full somewhere?”
“Not exactly, but I do have a lot of relatives, as you know.”
I wasn’t sure of her point, and Marty didn’t elaborate. Was she thinking donations or loans? Or were we supposed to pay for the furniture? If so, who was going to set the price? I decided it wasn’t worth pursuing yet. If Marty came up with some real items, then we could haggle. “Oh, guess what? We found something interesting in the basement at the Society this morning.” I proceeded to outline the discovery of what I was mentally calling The Pit.
“Huh. A privy?” Marty asked, chewing.
“Scott said maybe. Hey, we could add a bathroom down there and call it historical, if we modified the plumbing discreetly.”
Marty snorted. “Lots of history for that site, even before the Society bought the land. You never know what might turn up.”
“Well, I told Scott to have the crew clean it out and save whatever they found, so we could take a look at it. If it’s just trash, it goes straight to the Dumpster.”
As we ate we discussed the timing of the project and the events we were planning around it and other normal Society business, as appropriate between the president and a long-term board member. As we were finishing, Marty said, with unusual hesitation, “What would you think about asking Eliot to join the board?”
I considered. “Does that mean you think this thing you’ve got going will last? I think as a candidate he’d be great—his scholarly connections and his area of expertise would be big plusses for us. Who’s planning to leave the board?”
We hashed over board prospects and plans, then walked back to the Society. Before we reached the building I asked, “Have you talked to Eliot about this?”
“Not yet. I’m just thinking about it. But you’re good with it?”
“I am. Go for it,” I said firmly.
“Maybe I will.”
Back at the Society we went our separate ways. As I’d told Marty, I’d already asked Lissa to look into the history of the building. I was reasonably familiar with it, having used the boilerplate about it often when I was in development, but nobody had been looking for surprises in the basement, and maybe Lissa could shed some light on the pit. When I got back to my office, I called Lissa, who answered quickly.
“You know we’re using the Wakeman money to make physical repairs to the building,” I began, “and we’ve been clearing out about a century’s worth of junk before the construction crew starts—you might have noticed the Dumpster outside. The workers were finishing up in the basement today and they found some kind of pit in the floor. It had a wooden lid on it, and it had been covered who knows how long by some ancient wooden filing cabinets. I’ve asked the construction guys to save whatever they pulled out of it, just to see if it was anything more than a trash pit.”
“I haven’t seen any mention of a pit in the records so far. It’s not a well?” Lissa asked.
“No water in it now, although it’s possible. I don’t have any idea about things like that. I know there were tunnels to the river under some of the older houses east of here, so I’m guessing the water level was below the level of the pit. But I’m wondering if it was originally outside the building, and in that case, if it might have been a privy.”
Lissa said, “Ew,” and I laughed. “Don’t worry,” I said, “if that is the case, it hasn’t been used for a long, long time. I think any . . . waste products are long gone. You know the Cotter book?”
“Of course!” Lissa replied eagerly. “The Buried Past. I’m glad to hear that you know about it, too.”
“Mr. Cotter used to be a member here—he was a delightful man. If I remember correctly, he included a section on Philadelphia privy pits and what was found in them. You can skim through it again and see if there’s any helpful information there. Oh, and look for the original plans for the mansion and for this building, to see where the perimeters were, and how they line up with our current plans. No need to rush, I’m just satisfying my own curiosity. And of course I’m always on the lookout for interesting little bits of information like this, to put in the newsletters or online. Although I’m not sure our patrons would be charmed to learn that they’ve been working above an antique loo—we might have to do some fancy rephrasing.”
“I hear you,” Lissa said, laughing. “Let me see what we’ve got. Surely there must be some plans for the building?”
“Ask our architect—he must have them, or copies of them. Start with him.”
“Will do. I’ll get back to you if I find anything interesting.”



Books by Sheila Connolly
 
 
All of Sheila Connolly’s books
are available now at Amazon
 
 
 
Once She Knew
“The Rising of the Moon”
Reunion with Death
Under the Hill
 
 
Relatively Dead Mysteries
 
Relatively Dead
Seeing the Dead
Defending the Dead
 
 
Orchard Mysteries
 
One Bad Apple
Rotten to the Core
Red Delicious Death
A Killer Crop
Bitter Harvest
Sour Apples
“Called Home”
Golden Malicious
Picked to Die
 
 
Museum Mysteries
 
Fundraising the Dead
Let’s Play Dead
Fire Engine Dead
“Dead Letters”
Monument to the Dead
Razing the Dead
Privy to the Dead
 
 
 
County Cork Mysteries
 
Buried in a Bog
Scandal in Skibbereen
An Early Wake
 
 
Writing as Sarah Atwell
 
Glassblowing Mysteries
 
Through a Glass, Deadly
Pane of Death
Snake in the Glass



About the Author
 
After collecting too many degrees and exploring careers ranging from art historian to investment banker to professional genealogist, Sheila Connolly began writing mysteries in 2001 and is now a full-time writer.
 
She wrote her first mystery series for Berkley Prime Crime under the name Sarah Atwell, and the first book, Through a Glass, Deadly, was nominated for an Agatha Award for Best First Novel; Pane of Death followed, and then Snake in the Glass.
 
Under her own name, her Orchard Mystery Series (Berkley Prime Crime) debuted with One Bad Apple, followed by Rotten to the Core, Red Delicious Death, A Killer Crop, Bitter Harvest, Sour Apples, Golden Malicious, and Picked to Die.
 
Her Museum Mysteries (Berkley Prime Crime), set in the Philadelphia museum community, opened with Fundraising the Dead, followed by Let’s Play Dead, Fire Engine Dead, “Dead Letters,” Monument to the Dead, Razing the Dead, and Privy to the Dead.
 
Her new series, the County Cork Mysteries (Berkley Prime Crime), debuted with Buried in a Bog and was followed by Scandal in Skibbereen and An Early Wake.
 
She has also published eight original ebooks with Beyond the Page: Sour Apples, Once She Knew, The Rising of the Moon, Reunion with Death, Under the Hill, Relatively Dead, Seeing the Dead, and Defending the Dead.
 
Sheila is a member of Sisters in Crime, Mystery Writers of America, and Romance Writers of America. She is a former President of Sisters in Crime New England, and was cochair for the 2011 New England Crime Bake conference.



Contents
Cover
Defending the Dead
Title Page
Copyright
Contents
1
2
3
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
Afterword
Excerpt from Privy to the Dead
Books by Sheila Connolly
About the Author


cover.jpeg
DEFENDING

SHEILA CONNOLLY





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg
Defending
the
Dead

Sheila Connolly

BEYOND e PAGE

publishing





images/00003.jpg
DEFENDING

New York Times Bestselling Author

SHEILA CONNOLLY





