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Author Introduction


It is seemingly impossible to imagine what seventy-one-year-old Rebecca Nurse endured during the summer of 1692 when she was accused of witchcraft in the early Massachusetts Colony of Salem Village. Rebecca was a respected and God-fearing member of her community. Yet, life was not easy for her and her neighbors in Salem Village during 1692. Rebecca, alongside her large family of nine children, struggled to survive and endure smallpox outbreaks, food shortages, native people attacks and very harsh winters. Today, visitors to Salem are able to explore landmarks such as The House of Seven Gables and gain an understanding of what it was like for families to huddle and sleep on a wooden kitchen or dining room table in winter just to be heated by the fireplace, which also served as a stove. In addition to the harshness of pre-American times, Salem was a place where paranoia and, at times, hysteria could easily take over a person’s wellbeing and sanity. The Puritans feared evil and the so-called devil magic, which they saw as a threat to God and his superiority in their often-barren existence. Most of these individuals attended church regularly and prayed throughout the day and night in hopes of warding off the devil, who yearned to sneak into their very physical and spiritual beings. In Rebecca’s time, witchcraft was both a sin and crime, for a witch could summon the devil to torture and harm others. It is hard to believe Rebecca, who had given birth to nine children and had lived as a Christian, was accused of witchcraft at seventy-one years old. History reveals that when accused of harboring evil powers, Rebecca was quoted as saying, “What sin has God found in me unrepentant of that He should lay such an affliction on me in my old age.” 
By the end of May 1692, nearly 200 people (a large number of the early village residents) had been accused and jailed under the charges of witchcraft. Ultimately, about half of those individuals were found guilty during the trials, and twenty of them were tortured before being executed, mostly by hanging. On July 19, 1692, Rebecca was hanged as one of the victims of the witch trials. It was recorded that she maintained her dignity and innocence to the very end. In jail, the accused witches were treated harshly by their captors. To assure they were destroying the devil and driving evil from their midst, the paranoid accusers often burned, destroyed, or buried the remains of the executed in shallow graves at the execution site. The majority of those convicted, yet found not guilty, remained in jail because they lacked the financial resources to pay to be released, as was required by law in 1692. As a matter of fact, the law stipulated that prisoners had to pay for their food and board before being released. Over the centuries, it has been said that Rebecca’s family secretly returned to the execution site and recovered her body to properly bury her at their homestead in what is now Danvers and was part of Salem Village in 1692. Rebecca’s actual homestead still stands today and is open to the public as the only remaining home of the accused Salem witches.
Rebecca was an ancestor of mine, and as a child my late grandfather would often take me to Salem from our nearby home and teach me the fascinating and entertaining history of Salem. My bloodline goes from the Heath’s to the Putnam’s to the Newhall’s to the Tarbell’s and to Rebecca Nurse (or Nourse). It is interesting to note that Rebecca was accused by Ann Putnam who claimed that Rebecca’s specter would enter her room at night and torture her. I was always impressed by her courage, strength, faith and dignity at a time when pure hysteria ruled the day and Salem witch trials. I often wonder how far we have come in society from some 330 years ago when a person’s mere accusation with zero proof could result in being arrested, placed in irons, jailed, tortured and hanged. It seems as though the same kind of paranoia and hysteria is still present today. 
As someone who grew up in the Salem area, I was always aware that the region’s rich history was a double-edge sword. Even as the witch trials attempted to fade into history, the horror that once was could not evaporate. Salem did enjoy centuries of amazing early American maritime history, most of which is now on display at the Peabody Essex Museum. However, there continues to be a real hypocrisy in Salem being home to the witch trials. Today, the Salem witch trials stand as one of the world’s largest organized and sustained legal hunts for witches in history. Despite nonfiction accounts of the trials, we will never know the true reasons for what occurred. Was it simply the wild imaginations of teenage girls who ingested Rye ergot and told their elders that someone in the village was making them sick or giving them body aches through evil transmissions or witchcraft spells? Or was it all over property disputes as a big land grab by the powerful? Although we will never know for sure, we do know that numerous innocent people suffered in hell-hole jails or had their necks snapped near Gallows Hill.  
As a result, Salem continues to draw hundreds of thousands of witchcraft fans every fall to celebrate Halloween unlike anywhere else. While it has taken more than 300 years to truly pay respect and sorrow to the families of the accused witches, Salem has created a booming and lucrative tourism industry out of witchcraft and all things witches. I don’t seek out pity, but I do call out hypocrisy when I see it, and I saw it growing up and when I first wrote these books Salem VI- Rebecca’s Rising and Chain of Souls. In modern times, the city of Salem deployed the witch on a broomstick just about everywhere to help capture the title of top witch city on earth. As a kid growing up in the area, I remember playing the Salem High School Witches in sports, and the Dairy Queen sign had a witch flying on it, as did the door of the Salem police cruisers. Yet, despite the extensive marketing exploitation of the Salem witch trials, little was done for more than 300 years to actually discover the location where the accused were hanged or where their remains might be. We have long known that these individuals were hanged in Gallows Hill Park. However, there wasn’t even a memorial with the victims’ names or any indication that this was the location of their execution and hanging until a few years ago. A group recently discovered the actual site of the hangings, Proctor’s Ledge below Gallows Hill. Prior to this finding, there was only a Walgreens Drug store and a small park, with no trace of the history that took place prior. Rebecca was seventy-one when she was hanged there. She was fully exonerated some twenty years after her death. The exact site of her remains is still a mystery. I have always believed that her spirit lived on, as John Anders will discover in my books, which you are about to read. I hope you enjoy them as much as I did creating and writing them. Maybe, just maybe, Rebecca is Rising and prepared for some spiritual vengeance. 
Enjoy. 
JH
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Chapter 1
Prologue


The man stood in the shadows, shivering, rocking from foot to foot to keep his toes from freezing and watched his breath whiten in the frigid air. It was only late October, but up here in Vermont the unseasonably frigid night felt like January. Across the street the lights of Davis Hall burned through the clear air and reflected a dull glow off the frost-rimmed grass.  
The man checked his watch. Two minutes to four a.m. Most of the college kids have turned in for the night because most of the room lights were off. The man didn’t care about the kids at all. He cared about one single kid, in room 321, and he didn’t care about him in the way a parent might. He cared about him the way a risk management specialist cares about looming liability. The kid wasn’t a problem yet, but the man knew he had the potential to become a big problem. Nobody knew exactly when it might happen, but according to people who knew more about this than he, the kid had begun to glow with awareness in the past couple of days. It was too early. It was pure luck that somebody with the ability to see such things had spotted him and gotten word back to Salem. Awareness didn’t normally develop, if it ever did, until much later in life, but if people said it was happening now, the man wasn’t going to argue. As a risk management specialist, his job was to nip problems like this in the bud.
He looked again at the window of room 321. It had been dark for two hours, and he knew the room’s three occupants were dead to the world. He’d made sure of that because earlier that afternoon, dressed as a University of Vermont janitor, he had picked the lock on their room and injected their pony keg with a little mixture of his own, a concentrate of dissolved sleeping pills that would put them down deeper than the alcohol ever could. The whole point was to make sure they were sufficiently unconscious so the smoke and heat could do their job.
And now as he watched the window, he saw the first wisp of smoke escape. It was very subtle. If he hadn’t been staring at the window, he never would have seen it. It meant that the small incendiary device he had planted in one of the room’s electrical outlets had ignited and was starting to feed on the old dormitory’s walls. The device would never be detectable, not after the tinderbox dorm had fully caught fire. And it would definitely catch fire. He knew this because earlier that evening he had also disabled the dorm’s sprinkler system. The three boys in the room would be dead within fifteen minutes. No doubt the other kids would die, too, but that couldn’t be helped. It would be collateral damage, just like what the papers used to call it a few years earlier when the Air Force accidentally napalmed a village in Vietnam. 
John Andrews tossed his head from side to side on his pillow and wondered for the hundredth time if he was going to hurl. Two hours earlier when he’d gone to bed he’d suffered through the exact same thing, and now here it was back, the room spinning like a top. He cursed himself for sucking down so much of the pony keg he and his suitemates had tapped. Stupid, really stupid, he told himself. 
But then he corrected himself, he really hadn’t swilled that much beer. He’d drunk more lots of other nights and not felt half as smashed. Same with his suitemates. Both guys could usually hold their beer, but they’d both been slurring their words, and when they first went to bed, he was pretty sure he’d heard one of them barfing out the living room window.
Now, strangely, he was awake again, and it was still the middle of the night, and he had the bed spins for the second time in a couple hours. How was this possible? Usually when he went to sleep with a load on, he slept like the dead until sometime around noon the next day. Only something had disturbed him. He struggled to remember. Had it been a shout? If that was it then he’d heard it in a dream because it had been an old lady’s voice, but a harsh and forceful voice and incredibly loud, and there weren’t any old ladies in Davis Hall.
John was having a terrible case of the spins. He kept his eyes closed and starting to sink back into sleep. He was so out of it he didn’t even care if he blew lunch all over his bed. But then he heard the voice again. “Get up!” The voice slammed him, as impossible to ignore as a dental drill in his ear. It was even worse than that because it was coming from inside his head, like some strange old lady was locked in there wanting to get out. 
He struggled to open his eyes, working hard against the heaviness of alcohol, feeling like a diver trying to swim to the surface in a pool filled with Jell-O. Had it been beer or tequila shots he’d been drinking? He really hadn’t had that much to drink. How could he feel this hammered? He heard the voice a third time, a female drill sergeant shouting, “Get up!” and this time it slices through his drunkenness like a sharp knife cutting through rope. Knowing he had to stand if only to stop the painful caterwauling in his brain, he slid one foot out of bed and put it flat on the floor. 
Weird. Davis Hall had a lousy heating system so the floor should have been cold, but it was hot. In fact, it was really hot. He pushed himself up on one elbow, took a deep breath through his mouth, and right away started to cough. 
Boy am I a mess, he thought as he continued to hack. He tried to suck down another breath, but it caught in his lungs like a jagged piece of chicken bone. He sat up reflexively, and that was when he began to realize that, between the hot floor and the air, he had a much bigger problem.
He was still coughing, nearly retching, as he reached over and fumbled for his bedside lamp. When it came on a surge of panic helped sober him because he saw that the room was full of thick gray smoke, so much that he couldn’t even make out the door about ten feet away.
He lurched out of bed, stumbled to the window, and threw it open. He shoved his head into the cold and took deep breaths until he stopped coughing. Slowly, as his brain started to work, he looked down three stories to the frozen ground, and then his eyes went across the street to where a man was standing in the shadows. The man was nearly invisible, just a shadow slightly darker than the night, but John hesitated because he thought the man was staring up at him. 
“Help,” he called, his voice hoarse from coughing and barely more than a whisper. “Fire.” 
Strangely, the man did not move. John blinked. Was he imagining this? Smoke was pouring out the window all around him, but the guy wasn’t budging. The smoke had to be easily visible from across the street, and yet the man continued to stare up at the dorm like he was waiting for something to happen, or like he was looking directly at John. What was wrong with this jerk? 
“Move!” Another shout pierced his brain, the feeling like somebody was stabbing the inside of his skull with an icepick. It made him forgot about the guy and think about his roommates and all the other people on the floor. Where had the fire started? Did they know about it? Were they already evacuating? Why weren’t the alarms going off? Weren’t there supposed to be sprinklers?
Feeling a surge of panic, he left the window open, got down on his hands and knees where the smoke was much thinner, and crawled toward his door. On the way he pulled on the jeans he had thrown off when he got into bed and pulled on his boots. He didn’t bother to lace them. The bedroom door was hot, but no hotter than the floor. He opened it and looked out. More smoke, but thankfully no sign of flames.
He crawled into the living room, found a pitcher of beer that was still three-quarters full then grabbed a crumpled sweatshirt off the floor nearby, soaked it with the beer, and held it against his face like a filter. Then he crawled to the door that led to his roommates’ bedroom. When he turned on the wall light, he could barely make out two lumpy forms under the blankets on the two beds.
“Fire! Get up!” he croaked.
Neither one moved. John crawled to the window, stood up, and heaved it open to let in some fresh air. He stuck his head out and took a quick breath so his lungs could work. “Get up! Get up!” he shouted. At that, Steve, one of the suitemates, made a groaning sound and started to cough. John crawled over and jerked him out of bed and onto the floor.
“Wha’re, you doin,’ man?” he mumbled, barely coherent. He seemed terribly out of it, much drunker than he should have been, given the small amount of beer they’d consumed.
“The dorm’s on fire.” John slapped him hard across the face. “Wake up!”
Steve barely seemed to register the slap. John dragged him to the window, pulled him up, and hung him out. “Breathe!”
He left Steve and crawled over to Mike’s bed. Like he had with Steve, he grabbed Mike by the arm and jerked him to the floor. 
“Lemme ‘lone,” Mike slurred.
John slapped him just the way he had Steve, alarmed at how little Mike responded. He dragged him over to the window and pulled him to his feet beside Steve, and a second later both suitemates were hanging out the window coughing.
“Stay here,” John said. “Don’t leave the window unless you can get out on your own. I’m gonna go pull the alarm and knock on the other doors on the hall. I’ll be back in a minute.”
John crawled toward the door that led into the hallway, felt it, and realized it was hotter than the other doors had been but still not in flames. He cracked the door, half afraid a wall of fire would come shooting inside. He was relieved to see only thick walls of smoke in both directions. He tried to recall where the smoke alarm was located. They had showed him during first-year student orientation, but of course he hadn’t paid attention.
To the left was a double with two girls, one from Massachusetts, the other from Virginia. He had fantasized about getting the blond from Virginia into bed, but now he only thought about keeping her alive. He tried the door handle, but it didn’t budge. He banged on the door, then swiveled around, sat on his butt, and hammered the door with both feet. The third time the lock gave, and the door swung inward.
“Get up!” he shouted.
Fortunately, the girls had gone to bed somewhat sober. They were coughing, but they woke up and got their window open. 
“Get out as quick as you can, okay?” he said
As soon as they said they would, he crawled out and since the girls’ room was at the end of the corridor, he went in the other direction. He kicked in three more doors and got the occupants out of bed before he managed to spot the fire alarm in the near darkness. He stood up, broke the glass, and pulled the switch. Suddenly the hallways filled with a loud noise.
With the alarm blaring, he continued on. That’s when he saw the flames glowing lurid and yellow through the smoke. He also saw the bathroom door. Knowing what he had to do next, he crawled into the shower, turned it on, and soaked himself from head to toe, then tore the shower curtain from the rod and soaked it as well. Crawling back into the hallway, he took the biggest breath he could, stood, and wrapped the dripping shower curtain around his head and torso and ran toward the flames at the farthest end of the hallway. 
His lungs were burning before he’d gotten halfway, but there was nothing he could do. The wall just past the last room door was totally in flames. He grabbed the door handle and jerked his hand away because the metal was so hot it blistered his skin. He grabbed the shower curtain and wadded it up in his hand. He put it over the handle and tried again. It opened. He stumbled inside, went straight to the window, and jerked it up. 
He sucked down a couple quick gulps of air then went to the single bed in the room. He tried to wake the sleeper, but she did not open her eyes. John could hear voices in the hallway now as other students from other floors responded to the alarm and began to knock on other doors, making sure everyone was out. 
“Two guys in three-twenty-one!” he shouted into the smoke. “Get them out.”
He went back to the window, took one more breath, returned to the bed, and heaved the girl over his shoulder. She was deadweight, impossible to carry in his current condition. John stumbled to the door, which was now on fire. He shouldered it open, felt a lick of flame on his exposed ear and neck and kept moving, passing open doorways as headed toward the stairway at the far end of the hall. As he was going down the stairs, he met two campus security officers coming up. They took the comatose student from his shoulders.
“Any others up there?”
John nodded as he bent over coughing. “Gotta check on my suitemates,” he managed after a few seconds. “Three-twenty-one.”
“We got ‘em both a minute ago,” one of the officers said. They carried the unconscious student out and helped make sure John got down the stairs. When he stumbled into the freezing Vermont night, he realized he wasn’t wearing a shirt. At the same time the brush of chilly air hit his skin and it burned his hand, ear, and neck. The pain nearly took him to his knees, but he didn’t think about that. He was thinking about the guy who had stood and watched the smoke roil out around him when he opened the window and who hadn’t done a damn thing to help. 
John pushed past the security officer who was trying to get him over to an ambulance where EMTs were treating students for burns or smoke inhalation and headed across the street to where the man had been standing. He wanted to find the jerk and drive his fist right into his nose, and he looked around, trying to recall exactly what the guy had looked like. He could only remember a dark silhouette. The guy hadn’t been too short or tall and hadn’t been particularly fat or skinny. He’d been wearing a down parka and stocking cap like everyone else in Vermont in late October. 
The only feature that had been distinctive had been the guy’s eyes. Even from across the street John had felt the... what... the hatred that had seemed to make them burn brighter than the night. Well, if he found the guy, John was going to make him understand what hatred really felt like.
Late the next day, wearing thick bandages on his neck, ear, and right hand and still loopy from the prescription painkillers he had taken, John accompanied his suitemates to go back into what had been their college freshman room. A firefighter led them up the stairs and down the corridor where water still dripped from the ceiling. Remnants of the blackened carpet squished under their feet, and the reek of smoke came from every surface. The pony keg they had tapped was now a puddle of melted aluminum. John went into his old bedroom and saw that all his clothing, bedding, books, shoes, ski, and hockey gear, and UVM knapsack had singed or badly charred. The few items hanging in his closet that hadn’t burned but and soaked with soot-colored water that had dripped from above and filled with a permanent stench of smoke. 
He turned a slow circle, studied the devastation, remembering how little beer he’d drunk but how smashed he’d felt when he went to bed. It was a miracle he was still alive because he knew how soundly he slept when he’d had a few. What had woken him? Had it really been a dream? He remembered the shouting old woman. How could he forget her? He’d never heard a voice with so much power.
He was about to walk out of the room when he glanced once more at the remnant his desk and skeletons of burned books atop it. As he scowled at the destruction, he noticed something white on the floor. Out of curiosity he went over to see what had managed to keep its color amid all the char. On the far side of his desk where it had fallen to the floor in all the confusion, he could see what looked like one of his papers. 
He bent over and picked it up, feeling the wetness of the pages that had somehow survived. He let out a sarcastic laugh because except for the black singe at the bottom of the cover sheet, they looked almost perfect. The paper’s title, “Rebecca Nurse: A Wrongful Death in Salem’s Witch Trials,” was still crisply legible.
“Dude, what’s funny about this?” his roommate Steve asked from the doorway. 
“This.” John held up the paper. “I just finished typing it yesterday. Somehow it survived. I can still hand it in. Go figure.” 
He looked again at the paper and below it his name and the date, Sunday, October 17, 1978. Rebecca Nurse, his distant ancestor, he thought, recalling the family portrait of the woman that hung in his great aunt’s house. She had been a grim-faced Puritan with a face like a Rottweiler, but it was weird because it had almost seemed like he had felt her presence looking down on him when he drafted the paper. It was her he had conjured up in his dream to make himself wake up. He snorted another laugh as he tucked the paper under his arm and headed out of the room. He was thinking Rebecca Nurse was so ugly she could wake the dead, so it was nothing for her to wake up a drunk college student.




Chapter 2
Chapter One


John Andrews pulled the covers back from his face, slowly opened his eyes, and croaked out a curse. The early dawn light that managed to make its way through his curtains hurt like a stab wound. 
“Crap,” he said as he elbowed himself into a sitting position, put his feet on the cold floor, and started to bat his hands in the direction of the alarm. The idiot announcer was saying it was unseasonably cold for late October. Like he needed reminding since he could nearly see his breath in the cold bedroom. He stood, shivered, padded into the bathroom to pee, then slipped on his terrycloth robe and slippers and headed downstairs to make coffee. At the bottom of the stairs, he flipped the thermostat from 50˚ up to 70˚. What had he been thinking last night? —well, he hadn’t been thinking now had he—then pulled open the front door and snatched the three plastic bags holding The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and The Boston Herald. 
In the kitchen, he tossed the papers on the counter, hit the switch to start the coffeemaker then started dumping the papers from their bags. On their one or two bounces from the delivery guy, across the sidewalk to his doorstep, each bag managed to pick up some street crap, which always dropped onto his counter. It made a mess, and the mess reminded him of Julie. She’d been a cleanaholic, always after him to sponge off the counters and put things away.
He missed her telling him to clean up. He missed the noise of another person. That wasn’t even the start of it. He missed too many things.
He put the papers in a pile, wiped his hand across the granite counter, and swept the crumbs of street dirt into the sink. He glanced at the plate on the counter beside him and the dirty glass and empty bottle. Pizza crust on the plate, a bare drop of scotch left in the glass and none in the bottle. How many straight nights of pizza, he wondered. Four or five. And straight nights of scotch? He chuckled a humorless laugh. Way too many to count. More to the point, how many nights had that dead fifth lasted? Two? Two and a half? Something like that.
If Julie were here, she would have a fit, disgusted at his diet and his drinking. “It’s your fault,” he said to the empty kitchen.
He got his coffee, but before he started skimming the papers, he looked at his reflection in the kitchen window. He still looked okay on the outside, he thought, giving himself a frank appraisal. Mostly full head of brown hair with just a tinge of gray over the ears. Trim physique, and flat stomach. Good genes helping to cover for unruly behavior, he thought. The face was still there, too, good cheekbones, strong chin, tight skin, amazing lack of bags under the eyes considering how much single malt went down his throat every night. It was a face that still could be on national network news every night if that were what he wanted, but he didn’t. He just wanted his quiet life and his quiet little newspaper. He was over the big leagues and the stress. He had it with love. He was holding it together, he told himself. Just barely.
II
A minute later he tossed the stack of newspapers on the bathroom sink and skimmed them as he brushed his teeth and shaved. Quick perusal of The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times showed that the economy still sucked, unemployment remained high, the Israelis were threatening to bomb Iran’s nuke facilities, interest rates were supposed to remain low, and the stock market was “ahead of itself.” The Boston Herald said the Red Sox would be better next year, the 5-1 Patriots were Super Bowl contenders again, and there was talk of floating a bond issue to fund terminal and runway expansion at Logan Airport. Another chunk had fallen out of the ceiling on the Big Dig, and one of the contractors was facing fraud charges for using substandard concrete. Blah, blah, blah, he thought, his eyes running down the columns of print at the speed of light. 
But he slowed down when he saw that another teenage girl was reported missing. There had been a lengthy list over the past few years. He knew most of them had been runaways, but he suspected the possibility of something worse. The police and politicians denied that a serial killer was working in the Boston area. They held up the fact that since none of the bodies were recovered, there was no way to prove foul play. Besides, it wasn’t like somebody was preying on young girls. The missing people had been children, several women, and two men. John shook his head, admitting to himself that the police might not be wrong. The idea of families aching with grief because of missing people and tragic death made him wince these days because of his own loss. Takes one to know one, he told himself.
He took a quick shower, dressed, and grabbed his keys and wallet off the dresser. As he went downstairs, he glanced in the living room and came to a sudden stop. The antique map of the Massachusetts seacoast that always sat over the mantle was missing. In its place was a portrait that he hung around the corner, so he didn’t have to lay eyes on it often. It was the dour seventeenth century painting of a middle-aged woman with a face like a junkyard dog, sewing in a rocking chair. She was wearing an incredibly uncomfortable looking black dress that seemed testimony to the extreme religiosity of the early pilgrims. 
He panicked for a second because he loved the map. He also wondered what was going on, because as ugly as the portrait was, it was valuable as hell, and it also involved a strange promise his aunt had extracted from him on her deathbed. She was leaving him the house, free and clear, she’d said, and her sole condition was that the portrait of Rebecca Nurse continue to hang in the house for as long as he lived there. Also, whenever he conveyed the house, to his daughter, Sarah, or to another member of the Andrews clan, he would have the next owner make the same promise.
At the time, John had thought little about the promise. Thomas Wilder had painted the portrait in the early 1800s, over a hundred years after Rebecca Nurse had died, and based on the last appraisal it was worth at least a quarter of a mil. Now, worried far more about his precious map than about the portrait, he hurried into the living room, looked around the corner, found the missing map hanging where the portrait usually hung, and felt relieved.
He struggled to recall when he had moved the pictures. It must have been last night when he had a belly full of Glenmorangie, but what had he been thinking? He looked at the picture of Rebecca Nurse and winced. It wasn’t just that the portrait was ugly. Rebecca Nurse disturbed him. It was crazy to admit it, but she got under his skin for reasons he couldn’t explain, and she always had, ever since he’d done that paper on her in his freshman year at UVM. She was his ancestor and had been one of the women hanged as a witch during the Salem witch trials, but surely that wasn’t what bothered him. John shook his head. He thought it was because he hated religious extremism is any form and hated to think that his own family could have been a part of such insanity. He glanced again at the picture. Rebecca Nurse a witch? No way. A bitch? That was more likely. It looked like the woman’s face would have cracked if she’d ever tried to smile.
Still, moving pictures late at night when he was three-quarters in the bag? He’d drunk even more than usual last night, and he knew why. The anniversary of Julie’s death. It would be four years tonight. Maybe it was understandable, but he had to knock off the scotch. Julie wouldn’t have respected it one bit.
III
Thirty minutes later he entered the front doors of the Salem News and headed through the newsroom to his office against the back wall. He walked with his head down, trying to give the impression that he was a man with a purpose. He did not want to be disturbed by unnecessary greetings or people wanting to chat. He almost made it.
“John,” Amy Johnson called out, clearly wanting to talk
“Morning,” he mumbled as he hurried past.
He saw her out of the corner of his eye as she stood and started to follow, but he didn’t slow down. Amy, bright, perpetually cheerful, and energetic, had a face and figure that could stop traffic and the startling blue eyes of a cover model, but underneath all of that she had the work ethic of a German slave driver. She got in early and stayed late and more than a few times in the past couple years she had covered for him when the emotional stuff just got too tough. 
“I wanted to go over a couple things with you before we got too busy,” she said, holding a steno pad and pen in front of her as if she was a secretary rather than the paper’s associate editor. She was trying to be all business, but she knew as well as he did what day it was.
“Okay,” John relented as he went around the desk and collapsed into his chair. He felt a burst of gratitude that she was pretending not to notice he was hanging on by a thread. She was trying to help him get his mind into the paper and away from Julie and death. “What have we got?”
“First off, we’ve got the annual 5k run for the hospital. You want us to do a couple interviews with different runners to find out why they’re running, get the human-interest stuff?”
“Yes.”
“Who do you want to have do it?”
She took a pen and moved a lock of black hair out of her eyes. John watched her then forced himself to look down at his briefcase and make a show of unlocking it. “You figure it out. Anybody.”
“Okay,” she said, glancing at her list. “Um, that girl that went missing—”
He looked up again. “The one in The Herald from Beverly?”
Amy nodded. “We should interview her family, right?”
“Yes.”
“You or me?”
“You do it.”
“Gotcha.” She made a note on her list.
He picked up a pen and tapped it against his blotter. “Have you thought any more about that series of articles?”
She looked up. “On the runaways and disappearances?”
He nodded. “I think it could put us on the map. I’m surprised The Herald hasn’t done it already.”
Amy nodded uneasily. “I’m still not sure what conclusions we can draw.”
“We don’t need to draw any,” John insisted. Unaccountably, over the past few days this idea had become like a beacon to him. His mind could focus on it when he couldn’t seem to concentrate on anything else. “Statistically we’re in league by ourselves in terms of people disappearing, and the incredible thing is it’s been happening for years. Is it New England malaise? Is it the cold and the dark winters? Is it the Red Sox consistent failure to live up to everyone’s hopes? Do these people run away or are they murdered?”
Amy shook her head. “There’s no evidence to support murder. And if they were killings, it would have to be a generational thing. The disappearances have been going on for too long for it to be one person.”
“Or even two people, or three. I understand that, but we’ve had too many people vanish. They never turn up living under a different name in a different state.”
“Well, that’s not exactly true.”
He held up a hand in surrender. “Okay, you’re right. Some people turn up, but our numbers are still out of line.”
Amy looked at him, her face pinched. He could tell she wanted to find a way to agree with him. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be negative, but we’ve got such a small staff. I just think before we make a big commitment to this story, we need to find a better angle or get more details.”
He gave her a grudging smile and wondered again why the idea of this story had gotten under his skin so badly. Amy was absolutely right about the staffing issues. They had barely enough people as it was to put out their small daily. This story was going to take months to research and compile and require two full time staffers, a commitment they couldn’t afford, and he as executive editor should have known that better than anyone else. “Thank you for keeping me on the straight and narrow.”
“It’s a brilliant idea. We should do it. I’m just saying that before we assign people, we need to think it out a bit more and know exactly where we’re going with it.”
“Agreed.” 
She nodded. She turned to leave and then turned back. “You got anything special planned at lunchtime? A group of us are going to go out and have a little fun. We wondered if you might like to join us.”
He looked at her, and his eyes narrowed. She knew exactly what day it was. He tried to swallow the anger that bubbled up inside and shook his head. “That’s very thoughtful, but I don’t . . . I’ve got too much on my plate, but thanks.”
“You sure?”
He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You’re wondering why I hang around here today, why I don’t go someplace exotic to distract myself?”
She hesitated, then nodded.
He looked at the wall, unable to meet her eyes. There were moments when he knew he could talk to her in ways he couldn’t to anyone else. The feeling frightened him. “This thing chases me around like a ghost that won’t let me go.”
“You think Julie would have wanted that?”
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