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Author’s Note

Any reader interested in exploring the records of the events which transpired in Salem, Massachusetts, during the spring and summer of 1692 is urged to read Deodat Lawson’s contemporary account, A Brief and True Narrative of Witchcraft in Salem Village, published in London in 1693 and available as a historical reprint in most large libraries. The original documents and records are housed in the county court archives in Essex County, Massachusetts. (Before you hop in your car and drive on over there, let me warn you that it is next to impossible to get permission to look at them.)

Any reader interested in other fiction regarding the events in Salem is urged, of course, to read or see Arthur Miller’s classic drama, The Crucible. It was while teaching this play to high-school students that the idea for this novel first occurred to me. While I have taken pains to avoid being derivative, I nonetheless readily acknowledge my debt to this drama, even to the extent of accepting and perpetuating certain historical inaccuracies. I would like to make a special note of thanks to Marge Nelson, Joseph Granitto, and Norman Brust, who collectively hired me to teach at Kings Park High School. Had they not done so, I might never have taught Miller’s plays.

Any reader interested in hearing old British folk songs arranged as rock and roll is urged to listen to any of the excellent records of the British rock group, Steeleye Span, in particular Now We Are Six.

Any reader who is offended by foul language, blasphemy, or sexual situations is urged to stop reading this book immediately. Please remember that the characters herein are not choirboys, and the situations herein are not Sunday school picnics. Any attempt to prettify modes of speech, patterns of behavior, or personalities would be unrealistic.

One more note:

If you happen to be a Satanist or serious witch, please do not read this book at all. It will offend you deeply; and I really do not need you people as enemies. I have enough problems at the moment.

J. S.


To understand witchcraft, we must descend into the darkness of the deepest oceans of the mind. In our efforts to avoid facing the realities of human evil, we have tamed the witch and made her comic, dressing her up in a peaked cap and setting her on a broom for the amusement of children at Hallowe’en. Thus made comic, she can easily be exorcised from our minds, and we can convince our children—and ourselves—that “there is no such thing as a witch.” But there is, or at least there was. A phenomenon that for centuries gripped the minds of men from the most illiterate peasant to the most skilled philosopher or scientist, leading to torture and death for hundreds of thousands, is neither joke nor illusion.

– JEFFREY BURTON RUSSELL, Witchcraft in the Middle Ages

Blessed are all the simple emotions, be they dark or bright! It is the lurid intermixture of the two that produces the illuminating blaze of the infernal regions.

– NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE

And the Lord said unto Satan, Whence comest thou? And Satan answered the Lord and said, From going to and fro in the Earth.

– JOB 1:7
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PROLOGUE

October 29

Mary Warren shivered slightly from both the cold and her own nervousness as she stood hidden in the darkness of the alleyway. She peered across the fog-shrouded street at the door of the tavern and heard the faint sounds of revelry and good cheer drift toward her, echoing from the cobblestones and then fading into the cold New England night. A hay wagon drawn by an old nag rolled noisily past her, and she moved back even farther into the darkness, grinning haughtily at the Puritan scowl which had been chiseled into the granite face of the old woman who drove the wagon. Mary’s expression bespoke condescension and superiority, ridicule and dislike; and yet she withdrew farther into the alleyway. For most of her life she had lived in fear of such women, and the habitual shrinking back when in their presence asserted itself whenever she saw one of them.

“Old fool,” she muttered. She stepped quietly forward to the edge of the alleyway and leaned out to watch the hay wagon move down the street. The loud rumbling of the wooden wheels on the cobblestones and the rhythmic clip-clop of the horse’s hooves momentarily drowned out the sounds emanating from the tavern, and Mary neither saw nor heard the tavern door open as the two farmers left the inn and began to make their way home. By the time she noticed the two men ambling unsteadily down the street, they were already too far away for her to call out to them without attracting more attention to herself than she would wish. “Hell and damnation!” she muttered angrily. Mary pulled her shawl tight around her throat and returned her attention to the door of the tavern. It was just after midnight, and the town of Boston was covered by a blanket of darkness and fog so thick that Mary’s eyes strained as she gazed across at the door. There were indeed certain areas of Boston which had street lights (actually little more than large candles in glass encasements), but this section of town, down by the wharves, remained unlighted. It was the opinion of the royal governor and the town magistracy that dock areas were breeding grounds for vice and corruption, and they had no intention of encouraging nocturnal activities by making them safer. The merchants and ship owners might chafe under such decisions, but in the fall of the year 1698 there was little they could do about it but grumble.

Mary started in anticipation as the tavern door opened and a portly, well-dressed middle-aged man walked out into the chilly night. He stood for a moment before the tavern and buttoned his long cloak. Mary walked out of the alleyway and moved to the edge of the street. “Good evening to you, good mister,” she called out. “Why go you so early to your bed? The night is yet young.”

The portly man peered myopically through the fog. “Who’s there? Who speaks to me?”

She stepped into the street and ambled over to him, allowing her shawl to fall open and reveal her white throat. Her hips swayed as she walked, and she placed her hands upon them as she stopped a few feet away from the man. “My name is Mary,” she said sweetly. “And how are you called, good mister?”

“What are you doing here alone at this time of night?” the man demanded, ignoring her question. “Why are you not home and in bed?”

“Truly, sir, ’tis home I’ll be going very soon now,” she said, moving slowly closer to the man. “But my bed, alas, is so cold and empty! It wants warming.” She placed her hand softly upon the man’s cheek. “Though my body is warm, very warm, yet my bed is too large for me to warm it alone.”

The man grabbed her hand and thrust it away from him. “Have you no shame, girl?”

“Indeed, sir, I have shame. I have a flood of shame, I dwell in shame, I live for shame.” She smiled and licked her lips. “Would you not take pleasure in shaming me with your flood?”

The portly man sputtered, dumbfounded. “Do you know who I am, girl?”

She leaned her head to one side. “I hope you are a man who will shame me.”

“I am the Reverend Josiah Witherspoon! And you are a whore!”

“A minister?” she said calmly. “Then we have much in common, sir, for your livelihood depends upon sin, and my livelihood depends upon sin.”

“You brazen—you—you—!” He grabbed her by the wrist and began dragging her down the street. “We’ll see what the magistrate has to say to you, you little harlot!”

Mary clamped her teeth down hard upon his hand, and he released her with a cry of pain. She ran across the street and disappeared once again into the alleyway. The minister ran after her, his ample stomach bouncing in time to his gait, but he stopped before the alleyway and squinted his eyes in an attempt to see into the darkness. “Come out here, girl!” he commanded, but neither sound nor movement reached him from the blackness. “Come out here, I say!” He stepped back into the street. “Yes, yes, I understand. I am supposed to pursue you into the dark so your friends can rob and murder me. Well, I am not such a fool, harlot.” He turned and began to stomp angrily away. As if his divine office occurred to him as an afterthought, he turned and called out, “God have mercy on you.”

Mary Warren waited a long while, listening as his footsteps grew increasingly faint and then became inaudible. She stepped warily forward to the edge of the alleyway and looked down the street. She released a sigh of relief. “Damn all ministers,” she muttered, “and damn all fat, ugly old men.” She heard the clipping of wooden heels upon the cobblestones and drew back into the darkness. She waited nervously as the footsteps grew louder and closer. If the minister was returning with a magistrate, she could do nothing but run and hope that she was faster than they.

“Mary!” she heard a voice whisper. “Mary! Where are you?”

“Abby!” she said as she walked out into the street. “You frightened me! I thought you, were a minister or a magistrate!”

Abigail Williams laughed. “A minister or a magistrate! By God, Mary Warren, you know me better than that!”

“Aye, but a footstep is a footstep in the darkness,” she said. “I just approached a minister a moment ago, and he tried to bring me to the magistrate. I thought you might be one of them, coming back for me.”

“Sorry.” Abby shrugged.

“And why are you here?” Mary asked. “I thought we had agreed that you would go to the warehouses and I would stay by the wharves.”

“Aye, but there is no one there! I wandered about for over two hours, and saw naught but rats.”

“Did you wait by the taverns?”

“They are all closed, shut up as if it were Sunday! In truth, Mary I’ll not ply my trade there again. And it is getting late, and we need a man before morning.”

“I know, I know. It has been a sparse night for me also,” Mary sighed as she leaned against the wall of the alleyway. “I had but three this whole evening, and none were rich.”

“How much did you make?”

“Twelve shillings.”

Abby sighed and brushed some dirt from her skirt. “’Tis twelve shillings more than I’ve earned this night.”

“Abby, look.” Mary pointed at the tavern door and Abigail followed the direction of her finger. The door had been opened, and a husky young man was walking out into the street. His hair was long and full, pulled back into a ponytail and tied with a blue ribbon. Even at that distance and through the fog the girls could see the rich brocade upon his waistcoat and the slight glimmering sheen of the silk stockings which covered his calves. “He’s perfect,” Mary whispered. “Young, strong—”

“Perfect or not, he’ll do,” Abigail replied. She walked out into the street and drew her shawl from her head, allowing her rich black hair to fall freely about her shoulders. “Good evening to you, sir,” she said cheerfully. “’Tis a cold night, is it not?”

The young man turned in the direction of her voice and regarded her with amusement. “Aye, it is that.”

Mary walked forward and stood beside Abigail. “My name is Mary, and this is my friend, Abby. We’ve been seeking all night some means of warmth, good sir. Can you help us?”

A confident smile spread over the young man’s face as he looked at the two girls. The one who called herself Mary seemed twenty years old; the other girl, Abby, a few years older, but not more than twenty-five. Mary was thin but in a willowy fashion, not sickly or wiry like so many of these colonial farm girls. Her brown hair was cut short, but curled around her ears and neck. She had the plain honest face of a good Puritan, but it was soft and warm, not hard and cold. The other girl’s hair was long and luxuriant, and her figure was full and curvaceous. Her large eyes glinted above high cheekbones, and her full lips glistened in the moonlight. “Some means of warmth,” he said. “What, shall I buy you rum or brandy?”

“Nay, sir, for we have drink of our own,” Abigail replied. “The warmth we seek comes not from the cup.”

“Are you from England?” Mary asked. “You speak not as we in New England speak.”

“Yes, dear girl,” the young man said, stepping onto the cobblestones and approaching the two girls. “I am from London. I am the Marquis of Stonehampton.”

“A lord!” Abigail gushed. “I’ve never met a lord! Are you very, very rich?”

The Marquis laughed. “Rich enough, Abby, rich enough.”

Mary placed her hands upon his arm and leaned slightly against him. “Then truly, sir, you will help two poor girls, will you not?”

“Help you in what way?” he asked. He was playing with them, enjoying the banter and the game. “Do you need lodgings?”

“Nay, sir, we have rooms not far from here.”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure you do. Food, then. Are you hungry?”

“Aye, sir, we are,” Abigail said, taking his other arm, “but it is not food for which we hunger.”

“Well, then, how can I help you?” he laughed.

“If you please, sir,” Mary said, “our bed is too large for the two of us, and we cannot together make it warm.”

“Aye, sir,” Abby chimed in, “there is always a cold spot in the middle between us, and it discomforts us both.”

“What a pity,” the Marquis said sympathetically. “You poor things!” He put one arm around Mary’s waist and the other around Abigail’s. “Show me where this bed is and I’ll warm the center for you.”

“You are kind, my lord,” Abby smiled.

“And generous, I hope,” Mary said sweetly.

“Ah, yes, my dear girls,” he said as they began to walk down the street, “my generosity is renowned on two continents. In England too I have had the privilege of warming ladies’ beds, and paid for the honor.” He looked at Mary with condescending amusement. “And what does a gentleman pay for this honor in Boston?”

Mary and Abigail exchanged quick glances. “Three shillings?” Mary suggested.

“Each?” Abigail added hopefully.

“A modest fee for so great an honor,” the Marquis laughed. The girls laughed as well and continued their coquettish conversation all the way to the old abandoned blacksmith shop which they had made their home. When the young Englishman saw the ramshackle structure, he frowned slightly. “And is this where you keep your bed, my dear girls? It has a very unpleasant appearance.”

“We are but two poor girls without money,” Mary said with mock sorrow, “and can afford no better …”

“But it is pleasant within,” Abigail added quickly, fearing that he might change his mind at the last moment. She took his hand and placed it upon her belly. “And so are we, my lord.”

The Marquis smiled at her and laughed slightly. “Indeed, I’m sure you are, my dears. Come, let us see what awaits, eh, within.” The girls giggled and pulled him forward, one on each arm. Abby lifted the outer latch of the abandoned shop, and they entered eagerly.

Mary Warren turned up the oil lamp which had been burning dimly upon the oak table which stood in the midst of the room, and the flame brightly illuminated the interior of the shop. She immediately turned down the lamp so that the light was less glaring and the old shop made more pleasing to the eye. But the flame still burned brightly enough for the Marquis to be able to view his surroundings with distaste, brightly enough for Mary and Abigail to see the distaste expressed clearly upon his face. “Pardon our poverty, my lord,” Abigail hastened to say. “We make do as best we can, two poor girls shifting for ourselves in this cruel city.”

“And yet our sheets are clean,” Mary added, “and our mattress stuffed full with fresh straw.”

“Fresh Straw,” he said with amusement. “How delightful! Feathers are just so uncomfortable!”

“Please, my lord, do not laugh at us,” Mary said mournfully. “We are—”

“Yes, yes, I know,” he said, not unkindly. “Just two poor girls getting on as best you can.” They smiled up at him, and he allowed his gaze to drift lazily over the room. The unfinished wood which was the structure’s major component element was dull and unreflective, and it lent an air of gloom to the starkness of the interior. A large mattress lay upon the floor in one corner, and a small table upon which stood a wooden cross rested against the far wall. But for the larger table upon which the oil lamp burned, there were no other furnishings. An old wooden trunk, which could hardly be called a piece of furniture, rested upon the floor next to the entrance. “How charming,” the Marquis said blandly.

“’Twas not the charms of the house you’ve come to explore, my lord,” Abigail said invitingly.

“Aye, good sir,” Mary added. “Ignore the room.” She tossed her shawl onto the floor and allowed her brown cloak to drop down about her feet. She deftly unbuttoned the simple green dress she wore and pulled it down, allowing it to fall upon the discarded cloak. She smiled sweetly at the Marquis. She had been naked beneath her dress.

The young Englishman returned her smile. “No wonder you were so cold, my dear Mary! Do you make it a custom to go about so unprotected?”

“Unprotected, but always prepared,” she said softly. Mary stepped over the pile of clothes and walked over to the Marquis. She stood before him and snaked her arms up around his neck, pulling his mouth down to hers as she stood on tiptoe to reach up to him. He felt a familiar and delightful tingling in his organ as he allowed his hands to move over her muscular buttocks, her flat belly, her small, firm breasts.

Mary pushed him away gently and walked over to the mattress. She sat down upon it with a grace which surprised the young Englishman, and then removed her shoes and stockings. The Marquis turned to Abigail and asked, “And your charms, dear Abby? May I not explore them as well?”

“Indeed, my lord, indeed you may,” she smiled. She removed her cloak and placed it upon the old wooden trunk. She wore a white blouse tucked into a gray skirt, and she unbuttoned and removed the skirt first. She then pulled the blouse over her head, revealing to the delighted Marquis her large breasts which seemed to spill over the half-corset which snugly embraced her waist. Her stockings came up to mid-thigh and were held up by two tightly tied red ribbons. She also wore no other undergarments. “And are my charms adequate for my lord’s pleasure?” she asked.

“Adequate for more than one man, my dear,” he laughed as he reached out and took one large breast in each hand. Abigail clasped her hands behind her head as he caressed her bosom, and she purred softly and swayed her hips back and forth.

The Marquis reached into his waistcoat pocket and drew forth a few coins. He tossed them onto the table and then said, “Come, my dears, attend me.”

Mary rose from the mattress and joined Abigail in the process of removing the young Englishman’s clothing. None of them spoke as the layers of silk and wool were removed, but the girls giggled slightly when his erect penis throbbed out as his trousers were pulled down. “In truth, my lord,” Abby said, ”’tis a fortunate thing that there are two of us!”

“Are all men from the old country such stallions?” Mary asked.

The Marquis pulled Mary toward him and kissed her roughly on the mouth. He did not notice when Abigail slid her hand beneath the mattress and grasped the hilt of the dagger.

He pushed Mary gently away and then turned to Abigail. “A sweet kiss from you, now.”

Abigail Williams slid her hand beneath the mattress and grasped the hilt of the dagger.

“Oh, yes!” Abigail smiled at him and then deftly thrust the blade into his throat. He returned the smile for but a moment, and then confusion and panic mingled on his face as the pain registered and the hot purple blood began to gush forth from his severed artery. The Marquis attempted with pathetic futility to repress the sanguine flood with his trembling hands. The two women rose to their feet and looked down at him with amusement as his quivering body continued to eject its life’s blood in a pulsing stream.

Abigail went to the table and took two pewter cups from its surface. She handed one to Mary Warren, who proceeded to spit the Marquis’s semen into it. Abigail knelt down and caught some of the still-spurting blood in the other cup. They then turned their backs on the dying man, whose tremors grew less and less violent with every passing moment, whose bloody fountain seemed to grow weaker and weaker, who was soon lying still upon the blood-soaked mattress, his eyes staring madly, lifelessly at the ceiling.

Abigail and Mary knelt before the smaller of the two tables, the one upon which stood a simple wooden cross. Abigail pulled the cross out of the notch into which the base of the cross had been secured and turned it upside down. She then pushed the inverted cross back into the notch so that the small crossbeam rested a few inches above the table. Mary took the cup with the blood in it and poured the contents into the other cup. The blood and semen mingled as Mary slowly and carefully moved the cup around in a circular motion. She placed the cup upon the small table before the inverted cross and then nodded to Abigail.

Abigail and Mary knelt in silence for a few moments, and then Abigail chanted, “Ave Satanas!”

“Ave Satanas!” Mary responded.

“Diabolus tecum.”

“Et cum spiritu tuo.”

They began to chant in unison. “Malo a nos libera sed tentationem in inducas nos ne et nostris debitoribus dimittimus nos et sicut nostra debita nobis dimitte et hodie nobis da quotidianum nostrum panem terra in et caelo in sicut tua voluntas fiat tuum regnum adveniat tuum nomen sanctificetur caelis in es qui noster pater.”

Having spoken the Lord’s Prayer backward as the ritual demanded, Abigail elevated the cup and said, “Hail, Satan, father of lies, fountainhead of evil, master of this world. We come before you in supplication, we come before you in worship and in awe.”

Abigail sipped from the cup, her face a frozen mask of reverence. If she was at all repelled by the mixture, it did not show in her expression. She handed the cup to Mary.

Mary elevated the cup in turn. “Hail, Satan, ruler of hell, giver of power, lord of the flesh. We come before you in supplication, we come before you in worship and in awe.” Mary sipped from the cup and then placed it upon the table.

The two women clasped their hands before them and inclined their heads, their eyes closing as their lips began to move in silent prayer. After a few moments, Abigail Williams looked up at the inverted cross and chanted, “All that I am, I offer to you.”

Mary responded to the chant. “All that I am, I offer to you.”

“Strike down mine enemies and confound their desires.”

“All that I am, I offer to you.”

“Reduce them to ashes and torment their flesh.”

“All that I am, I offer to you.”

“Burn them with sulfur and rend them with knives.”

“All that I am, I offer to you.”

“Grant thou my boon, thou master of hell.”

“Ave Satanas, gratia vacuus.”

“Inflame thou my lusts, thou lord of the flies.”

“Ave Satanas, gratia vacuus.”

“Praise to thee, Lucifer! Praise to thee, Lucifer!”

“Ave Satanas, gratia vacuus.”

“All hail Beelzebub, Mephistopheles hail!”

“Ave Satanas, gratia vacuus.”

“Ave Satanas!”

“Ave Satanas!”

They fell silent once again, their worship ceremony at an end. After a few moments Abigail rose to her feet and began to dress, and Mary watched her, an expression mingling love and pity upon her face. Then she too arose and proceeded to clothe herself. Mary glanced at the corpse which lay upon the blood-soaked mattress. “Where shall we lay him? Shall we burn him?”

Abigail shook her head. “No. No need. We’ll bundle him in a blanket and leave him near the potter’s field. Let the magistrates attend to him.”

Mary reached down to fasten the buckles of her shoes. “What did you ask for, Abby?”

“Hmmm?” Abigail was tucking her blouse into her skirt. “Did you ask for the same thing?”

Abigail Williams sighed. “Aye. Always the same thing.”

Mary shook her head sadly. “Abby—” she began.

“I know, Mary Warren!” Abigail snapped. “’Tis purposeless to repeat yourself.”

“But he’s dead, Abby! He’s dead!”

“Aye, and who is master of the dead, and who can grant my prayer?”

Mary shook her head again. “Abby, ’tis foolishness.”

Abigail spun angrily on her. “And are your prayers so wise and learned? Who are you to criticize my prayers!” Her anger was beginning to mingle with sorrow, and both were clearly visible on her face.

Mary walked over to her and took her hands gently in hers. “You know I love you more than a sister, Abby. You know that. I meant no unkindness.”

Abigail sniffed back a tear and tried to smile, though her anger was far from quieted. “I know, Mary.”

“I just don’t wish to see you keep alive a flame which does naught but burn you. He’s dead, Abby. John Proctor is dead. If his soul is in God’s hands, God will not release him to you. If he is in Hell, will the Master release him to you? Has the Master ever released a soul firmly in his keeping?”

Abigail shrugged defensively. “I know not, and neither do you.”

“You know as well as I, Abby. The prayer is futile. Why do you continue to ask?”

“Because I love him, Mary! I love him more than anything else in the world!”

“You loved him, Abby, you loved him! He’s been dead for over six years. The hangings at Salem were over six years ago!”

“Six years or sixty, it makes no difference. I want my love back; I want John.” Abigail gazed at the inverted cross. “And some day, somehow, the Dark Lord will give him to me.”

The images of the two women seemed to freeze.

The stage director in the control booth waited for the audience to applaud. They did not.

The television screen went black. The house lights rose in the studio.

Turning to the studio audience, Percy Campbell said, “We’ve just been watching part of the soon-to-be-released film, Satanists of Salem, starring Laura MacDonald and Patricia Nelson, produced by one of today’s guests, Mr. Simon Proctor. We’ll be talking to Simon and our other guests after these messages.”


I

ALL HALLOWS’ EVE

For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and shall lose his own soul?

– MATTHEW 16:26


Chapter One

October 29, continued

Percy Campbell attempted to look serious as he gazed out over the packed studio, trying not visibly to revel in the popularity and success which his daily televised sensationalism continued to yield. The issue of witchcraft and devil worship in popular culture was a serious one, and it would be unseemly for him to appear as gleeful as he felt. He enjoyed pretending that he was a journalist and that his talk show had something to do with an exploration of contemporary issues, and so he had adopted a grim and rather disturbed expression as he waited for the director’s signal.

When the director indicated to him that the taping had stopped, Campbell rose from the plush seat he was occupying behind the Formica desk on the right side of the stage and walked forward toward the audience. “Needless to say, we will not be broadcasting the entire film clip as you just saw it.” A wave of nervous laughter rippled through the studio. “I figured that since we’re going to be discussing some pretty serious issues on today’s show, I owed it to you to make sure you knew exactly what we were talking about.”

Campbell’s face maintained its very concerned expression. “I apologize if any of you were offended by what you just saw. Rest assured, we’ll edit out most of the sex and optically censor the rest of it. I do have a contract to live up to, after all.” A brief smile and more nervous laughter. “I’m sure you know that I’d find myself unemployed and unemployable if we didn’t clean up that film clip a good deal before this show airs on Thursday.”

Campbell walked down the stage steps and stood silent for a moment. The boom mike did not follow him, for his words were not for the home audience. “I know that many of you are a little disgusted by what you just saw, but I warned you, didn’t I?” A few more laughs joined mutters of agreement. “Okay, if the ushers would ask the folks out in the lobby to come back in?” He grinned at the audience. “I had to give you fair warning and a chance to leave during the film clip, or else I would have been lynched by now.” A few more laughs.

Campbell could tell that the audience had been neither amused nor entertained by what they had just seen. Rather, they had watched it with the morbid fascination one exhibits upon seeing a serious traffic accident.

People began to enter the studio and soft bits of conversation reached the stage from the audience section. Campbell heard the words “revolting” and “disgusting,” and he grinned. Can’t say I haven’t gotten the audience involved, he thought to himself. As the last of the people who had elected not to view the film clip found their seats, Campbell said, “Okay? Everybody ready?”

He resumed his place behind the desk on the stage and smiled at the audience. “One of the many advantages of taping shows in advance is that we can take fifteen minutes off during a three-minute commercial slot.” A few desultory laughs. The stage director moved into Campbell’s view and held out four fingers, then three, then two, then one, then pointed at the stage as the green lights in the studio turned to red.

“Welcome back to the Percy Campbell Show,” he said into the camera. “Let me welcome my guests.…” He nodded to each of the people seated on the stage in turn. “Mrs. Barbara Wilkinson of the Concerned Parents’ Alliance.…”

Mrs. Wilkinson smiled slightly and nodded a greeting in the direction of the camera, her rather plump face a bit shiny under the glare of the studio lights. Her hair was pulled back and tied into a rather severe bun, the streaks of gray standing out starkly against the fading, lackluster brown. The simple blue and white print dress she wore dropped its hem just below her knees, which were pressed together as if held in place by cement. She radiated propriety, primness, austerity, and an unforgiving, uncompromising mediocrity.

“Father Joseph Scotto, director of the Youth Services Division of the Archdiocese of New York. …”

The priest shot a curt nod at the camera, an almost impatient gesture of acknowledgment. He wore the traditional Roman collar and jet-black suit, which made his bushy gray eyebrows and massively curled white hair all the more distinct by contrast. His thin lips were straight and hard amid the lines of his aged, craggy face, and seemed to threaten a scowl at any moment.

“Professor Ludwig Eisenmann of the anthropology and history departments of New York University.…”

The middle-aged Austrian grinned boyishly and said “Hello!” in a cheerful and eager manner. The small bow tie with which he fiddled nervously accentuated the round and protuberant belly which obscured the buckle of his belt. His round, florid face and abundant brown hair combined with his girth to present an image of robust if corpulent energy.

“Mr. Simon Proctor, well-known rock singer, self-proclaimed warlock and Satanist, and the producer of the film we just saw.

Simon Proctor turned his steely eyes slowly toward the camera. He neither smiled, nodded, nor spoke. His jet-black hair cascaded in long, luxuriant waves down about his neck and shoulders, forming a continuous, unbroken image of darkness as it merged with his black sports coat, his black turtlenecked sweater, and his black trousers which flared slightly outward at the tops of his black boots. Only the inverted silver crosses which dangled from his left ear and from the silver chain about his neck interrupted the blackness. His face was thin and pale, resolving itself into a wispy black goatee. His cheeks were high and sunken, his eyes set deep beneath thin black eyebrows. He stared placidly into the camera.

Percy Campbell’s ruddy, freckled face grinned happily at his guests as he said, “I’d like to thank you all for coming here today to share your views and concerns with us.” The woman and the professor muttered thank-yous. The priest and the warlock sat immobile.

Campbell turned his face to the camera. “Most of us have heard in recent years about the sudden rash of rock music with Satanist and witchcraft themes. A recent congressional hearing dealt with the proposal from a parents’ group that lyrics be rated, and some people have gone so far as to suggest outright censorship.”

Campbell frowned slightly to emphasize the seriousness of the topic. “There have been crimes in many parts of the country, crimes committed by teenagers and even by preteens—murders, assaults, and mutilations—which some local police officials have suggested are connected with Satanism and witchcraft. One such crime was committed in the town of Northport, Long Island, where Mrs. Wilkinson lives.”

Campbell turned to his guests and said, “We expect to hear a variety of views from you today, and I hope we will be able to clear the air somewhat. I’d like to begin with a question for Mr. Proctor.”

Simon Proctor nodded impassively.

Campbell tapped his pencil contemplatively upon his desk, his brow furrowed in thought. Then he asked, “How did this witchcraft fad get started, anyway? What’s its attraction for the kids? Why is there so much of it in recent rock and roll music?”

“Just a moment, Percy,” Father Scotto broke in before Simon could utter a single word. The priest leaned forward, his bushy eyebrows knitting into a frown of outrage. “I wish to make it very clear to the audience and to you that I take the greatest exception to the showing of that film clip.”

“So do I,” Mrs. Wilkinson agreed. “I resent being misled into thinking that I’d be doing something to fight this sort of thing only to find myself on a program which is publicizing it.”

“We want to stop the production of this kind of garbage, not be part of its publicity!” The elderly priest was flushed with anger.

“Wait a minute, here,” Percy Campbell said quickly. “We want a frank and open discussion of this topic, and I felt obligated to give the audience—”

“You feel obligated to keep your ratings high, and you’ll pander to whatever base instincts you must in order to do so.”

Mrs. Wilkinson nodded. “It’s disgraceful, Percy, simply disgraceful.” The middle-aged historian sitting beside her chuckled with amusement, and she flashed her eyes at him angrily. “This is not a joke, Professor Eisenmann!”

“No, no, of course not,” he agreed politely, nervously adjusting his bow tie.

“Folks, I’m sorry if there’s been any misunderstanding of my motives, my purposes here,” Campbell said earnestly. “I’m a parent, just like you are—” The priest raised his eyebrows. “—like most of you are, I mean, and I’m as concerned about the potential for danger in this fad as any other parent is. I think we should return to the topic and examine—”

“This is the topic!” Father Scotto said emphatically. “By giving publicity to this film, by putting this—person in the public eye”—he gestured contemptuously in the direction of Simon Proctor—”you are part of a system which both encourages and propagates this type of dangerous, antisocial perversity.”

“The people who produce these things do so to make money, regardless of who gets hurt,” Mrs. Wilkinson said. “You’re showing that film clip for the same reason. I know you aren’t a Satanist, and I’ll wager that this person”—another gesture toward Simon—”isn’t one either. But he’s after a buck, and he’ll do anything to get it, even destroy young lives and spread moral degeneration. And you are helping him do it. And I resent being made part of it.”

Campbell seemed to wither under the verbal assault, and he moved instinctively to divert attention from himself. “Simon, would you like to respond to any of this?”

Simon Proctor was sitting casually, his hands folded rather primly in his lap. He reached up and slowly, almost languidly stroked the pointed tip of his goatee. Then, his voice projecting boredom and disinterest in its bass resonance, he said, “You asked me a moment ago how this ‘fad’ got started. Let’s clear up that point. Satanism is not a fad, like pink hair or platform shoes. It is a religion, like Buddhism or Catholicism.” He looked pointedly at Father Scotto, who snorted his annoyance. “In fact, it’s older than either of those religions, or any of the conventional religions.” He nodded deferentially in the direction of Eisenmann. “I’m quite certain that the good Professor will bear me out in this. Satanism is really an improper, incorrect name for the faith. It’s a system of worship and reverence for the forces of nature and the intelligence of the physical world, a system of thought and practice going back to the dawn of civilization.”

“Are you seriously trying to say that sexual perversion and cold-blooded murder are forms of reverence for natural forces?!” Mrs. Wilkinson exclaimed. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard!”

Simon ignored her. “We give to the being which dominates the physical world the name ‘Satan’ because of a reaction against the hypocrisy and neurotic moralism of the Christians, but our Master has been known by many other names in many other lands throughout time.”

“Oh, this is nonsense!” Father Scotto snapped. “And it’s beside the point as well. We aren’t here to allow this person to parade his money-making schemes around as if they were religions! We’ve come here to voice our concerns and to warn your viewers, Percy, about the violence and the perversity which this type of thing encourages.”

“Precisely,” Mrs. Wilkinson added, nodding emphatically. “This man isn’t a Satanist at all, and the garbage he spews out isn’t religion. He sees a way to make money, and he doesn’t care how many poor children he destroys in the process.” She harrumphed. “Why, he’s no better than a pornographer!”

“Attacks upon my sincerity and my morality are nothing new to me,” Simon said easily, languidly scratching his cheek. “In fact, they are common weapons in assaults upon all minority religious groups.”

“Oh, this is absurd!” Father Scotto said. “We are not talking about a religion! We are talking about a business!”

“Professor Eisenmann.” Campbell turned to the portly scholar. “You’ve been pretty quiet during all this. How do you react to Simon’s claim that this is his religion, that he has a right to practice it openly and freely?”

Eisenmann cleared his throat and again fussed with his bow tie. “Well, Percy, I am neither a parent nor a priest, so I don’t have too much to say about the, ah, moral or social issues involved.”

“Oh, come now, Professor!” the priest said. “Surely you must have a reaction to the sort of thing we just saw on the screen!”

“Oh, yes, certainly, of course I do. But I do not confuse a gut reaction with an opinion.” He turned to Campbell and asked, “‘Gut reaction’ is the proper phrase, yes?”

“Yes, that’s it.” Campbell nodded.

“Ja, good.” He turned back to Father Scotto. “Here in America a common idea is that all people must have an opinion on each subject, no matter how little he knows about it or how little he has to do with it. In Austria it is not so.”

“Everyone knows right from wrong,” Mrs. Wilkinson said angrily. “Almost everyone, anyway.” She glanced at Simon, who smiled.

“Right and wrong are matters of opinion,” Eisenmann said, “but historical fact and historical falsehood are not.” He turned to Simon Proctor. “I’m sorry, Mr. Proctor, but your assertion that your religion is somehow connected to ancient nature worship or even medieval Satanism is not tenable. Your film itself, from what I have seen of it here today, is filled with inaccuracies, distortions, and errors.”

SHUT UP! Simon’s thoughts screamed, but he held his tongue.

“What kind of errors are you referring to, Professor?” Campbell asked.

“Well, for example, the human sacrifice. Totally imaginary within the context of worship of the Devil.”

“I beg your pardon, Professor,” Simon said quickly. “As you well know, human sacrifice has been a part of religious ritual for thousands of years, since before—”

Eisenmann raised his hand to silence him. “No, no, you do not understand. When human sacrifice occurs in history, it occurs either as a regular practice in agricultural communities and is connected with the revitalization of the fields, or else it is an aberration in times of great stress, such as the Punic sacrifices at the time of the Roman siege of Carthage during the Third Punic War.”

SHUT UP, GODDAMN IT! Simon’s thoughts repeated. STOP IT!

“There were also fertility cults as well, of course. The connection between sexuality, birth, and death has long been a part of religious thought. But mixing human blood and semen in a satanic parody of the Mass? Ridiculous. No tradition for that whatsoever.”

“Uh-huh. Uh-huh.” Campbell nodded. “So you’re saying that there are no real Satanists nowadays, that Simon has concocted this whole thing?”

“No, I’m not saying that. If he believes in what he does, then I suppose we can call it a religion. What I am saying is that what I have seen today has nothing to do with witchcraft or Satanism as it has been traditionally practiced and understood.”

“You are a European, Professor, not an American,” Simon pointed out defensively. “You are not familiar with the practices of the New England witches.”

“Again, I’m sorry, Mr. Proctor, but that is incorrect. I have researched myth and ritual in all areas of the world, New England included. There is very little that you or anyone else can tell me about the events in your Salem during the late seventeenth century.”

He turned to Campbell. “You might have mentioned in introducing me that my academic specialization is comparative religion”

“Oh, didn’t I do that?” Campbell seemed surprised. “I’m terribly sorry, I thought I had.”

“Well, no matter.” He turned again to Simon. “New England or old England, it makes no difference. The inhabitants of Salem in 1692 were Europeans, English people, and their customs and traditions were European customs and traditions, and that would include whatever form of witchcraft they practiced.” He paused. “If they truly did, any of them. That is still a hotly debated issue.”

“Since the subject has come up,” Campbell said, turning to Simon, “you have a personal connection with those trials, don’t you, Simon?”

“Yes,” he nodded gravely. “I am the direct lineal descendant of John Proctor, a warlock killed by the authorities in Salem. He was hanged in 1692. Even then, you see”—he glanced at Mrs. Wilkinson and Father Scotto—”we followers of the old ways were persecuted.”

“Ah-h-h-h, Mr. Proctor,” Eisenmann said, wagging his finger, “you’re at it again!”

“Are you saying that this isn’t true, Professor?” Campbell asked.

“About his ancestry?” Eisenmann shrugged. “I have no knowledge of that, of course. And there was a John Proctor hanged as a witch during the Salem trials. But he was definitely not a witch.”

“Just a moment—!” Simon said.

“I’m sorry, sir, but if you are descended from John Proctor, then you are not descended from a practitioner of witchcraft, but from a victim of ignorance.”

“I think I know my own family history better than you do!” Simon said heatedly.

Eisenmann shrugged. “Be that as it may”—he turned to the talk show host—”John Proctor was married to a woman named Elizabeth. Their maid was a girl named Mary Warren—”

“Like in the film?” Campbell asked.

“Yes. He had an affair with another girl of the village, Abigail Williams, whose name was also used in the film. Abigail denounced Elizabeth Proctor as a witch and coerced Mary into supporting her accusation, in the hopes of sending Mrs. Proctor to the gallows so that Abigail could have John all to herself. The scheme became all tangled up in the events of the day in Salem, and it was John Proctor who was hanged for witchcraft, not Elizabeth.” He looked at Simon. “But John Proctor was most definitely not guilty of witchcraft.”

YOU SON OF A BITCH, SHUT THE HELL UP! Simon thought.

“In addition, I would like to point out that the people of Salem, Massachusetts, were Puritan Calvinists, related to your current-day Congregationalists or Presbyterians. And yet in your film, Mr. Proctor, you have them conducting a satanic ritual which parodies the Roman Catholic Mass.” He laughed heartily. “‘Ave Satanas, gratia vacuus.’” He laughed again. “It’s downright silly!”

I’VE GOT TWO MILLION DOLLARS INVESTED IN THIS FILM! I’M MORTGAGED TO THE HILT BECAUSE OF THIS FILM! SHUT UP, GODDAMN IT, SHUT UP!

“So you’re saying that this film is not the historically based production which the advertisements say it is?” Campbell asked.

“Oh, well, somebody did a little research, to be sure.” The professor shrugged. “The rumors had it that Abigail Williams did turn up later as a prostitute in Boston—not Mary Warren, though—and of course the connection with John Proctor is based in fact. But the impression I get is that the film is one part history and five parts fantasy.”

“In other words,” Mrs. Wilkinson said with satisfaction, “it is entertainment!”

“In a word, yes,” Eisenmann agreed.

“We can debate these matters of opinion all we want—” Simon began.

“They are not matters of opinion, Mr. Proctor; they are matters of fact. John Proctor was not a witch, the ritual as portrayed in the film clip is not legitimate satanic ritual, and witchcraft in seventeenth-century Salem is totally unrelated to the nonsense in the film.” Eisenmann’s tone combined pomposity with absolute certainty.

“Hold on!” Simon snapped, his agitation becoming evident. “The rituals used in the film, as well as the rituals we use in our own worship, are taken from an ancient text, the Caerimoniae Stupri Mortisque, the Ceremonies of Debauchery and Death!”

“Ah, yes, the Caerimoniae,” the professor nodded, smiling. “A collection of foolishness concocted by an early nineteenth-century, self-proclaimed druid in Wales.” He shook his head. “Sorry again, Mr. Proctor. Sheer fabrication.”

“And seized upon in an attempt to lend legitimacy to what is nothing more than an immoral and exploitative business endeavor!” Father Scotto said. “Religion indeed! Ha!”

“This all kind of puts your claims in a different light, doesn’t it, Simon?” Campbell asked.

“Not at all,” Simon Proctor muttered. “Opinion and innuendo.”

“Now, you’re a bit different from the other so-called satanic rock singers, aren’t you? I mean, they all treat witchcraft, astrology, all that stuff, they all treat it lightly, right? You’re the only one who says that your Satanism is serious.”

“I’m the only one whose Satanism is serious,” he huffed. “And yet here we’re being told that it’s all hype, that it isn’t really Satanism at all, that true witchcraft—”

“A moment,” Eisenmann broke in. “I referred to traditional cultic practices commonly accepted as witchcraft.”

“Okay,” Campbell agreed, not seeing the difference. “—that what you do isn’t witchcraft at all. If that’s the case, then the position of Father Scotto and Mrs. Wilkinson here is strengthened somewhat, isn’t it?”

Simon Proctor tried to think quickly. All he could concentrate on was diminishing box office receipts. “Well—ah—-well, how do you think Father Scotto would react to being told that he isn’t really a Catholic? It isn’t even worth refuting.”

“That isn’t much of a refutation,” Eisenmann pointed out.

“Simon, you also brought a film clip taken at your concert at the Carrier Dome in Syracuse last June, didn’t you?”

“Now wait a minute—!” Father Scotto began.

“No, no, I’ve seen this,” Campbell said. “There’s no sex or violence in it. No more than in most rock concerts, anyway.”

“Then there’s too much,” the priest grumbled. “If you’re going to continue to publicize these things, then I’m afraid I must absent myself from this discussion.”

“And I’ll be going with him,” Mrs. Wilkinson added.

Before Campbell could reply, Simon broke in by saying, “I assume that these people are here under the same conditions as I am, receiving no fee because we are all trying to get a message across. Correct?”

“Well, sure,” Campbell agreed.

“Do I not then have the right to the same opportunities for expression—”

“Publicity, you mean!” Father Scotto snapped.

“Publicity, if you will,” Simon continued. “Do I not have the same rights as they have?”

“We aren’t showing films!” Mrs. Wilkinson exclaimed.

“That, madam, is your own fault, not mine!”

“Perhaps we should break for a commercial and discuss this issue a bit further before we resume,” Campbell said in his best mediatory tone. To the camera he said, “We’ll be back in a few moments, ladies and gentlemen, after a word from our sponsor …”
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An hour later Simon Proctor was standing dejectedly on the corner of Fifty-third Street and Seventh Avenue, his arm outstretched in a thus far futile attempt to hail a cab. With his coat collar buttoned and his long hair tucked under his beret, he was not a distinct presence on the streets of Manhattan.

Son of a bitch tore me apart, he thought glumly. Made me look like a fool and a fraud on network television.

You are a fraud, his mind answered him. And if you lose your shirt on this goddamn movie, you’ll be a fool as well.

Simon sighed and shook his head, then cursed under his breath as a cab sped by without seeing him.

Didn’t even get to show the concert footage, with a concert tonight and half the tickets unsold. Shit!

“Mr. Proctor?” a voice said behind him.

He turned to find a diminutive young woman in a knee-length leather coat standing there, leaning somewhat tentatively toward him. She gazed at him through thick glasses whose frames almost touched the bottom of her blond bangs. “May I ask you a few questions?”

“Who are you?”

She smiled nervously. “I’m Liza Goldman from Rock ’n Record magazine?” Her tone said, Do you recognize the name? “I tried to catch up with you as you left the studio, but I couldn’t get through the crowds. I’d like to ask you a few things about the talk show.”

Damn! he thought, but he said, “Proceed,” in his most, austere and sinister manner.

She took a small tape recorder from her coat pocket and switched it on. Holding it close to her mouth, she asked, “Your credentials as well as your sincerity were called into serious question today. Do you have any further comments to make on that subject?”

Simon thought for a moment as the young woman lifted the tape recorder to his face. “We followers of the old religion have always had to deal with prejudice and opposition. In this age of so-called religious tolerance, we have to deal with character assassination more frequently than outright physical attacks. Today was no different.”

“Yes, but the point seems to be that you have been accused of not really being a follower of the ‘old religion.’ How do you respond to that?”

“It is an absurdity unworthy of a response.”

“And the remarks made about the rituals your group practices, that they are not really witchcraft rituals?”

“Also unworthy of a response.”

She nodded. “Okay. What about the film, Satanists of Salem. Any comments on the film?”

Simon glanced at the traffic on Seventh Avenue, hoping to see an unoccupied cab which might extricate him from this unwanted interview. He saw none. Sighing once again, he said, “I decided to make a historically based film dealing with my ancestor, the warlock John Proctor, and the people with whom he was involved during the Salem witch trials of the 1690s.”

“Yes, yes, we know that, but what about the statements made on the show that your ancestor was not a practitioner of witchcraft?”

A passengerless cab drove by and responded to Simon’s hail. “Excuse me,” he said to the young woman as he climbed into the backseat.

“But Mr. Proctor …” she said, trying to press the tape recorder close to him and pulling back as he shut the door.

“Madison Square Garden,” he said to the driver. Simon sat back as the cab moved out into the midtown traffic. He gazed blankly out into the maelstrom of humanity as it rushed past the window of the moving vehicle.

What a day, he thought dejectedly.

What a way to make a living.


Chapter Two

October 29, continued

Harry Schroeder chewed nervously upon his unlit cigar and glanced at his wristwatch for the seventh time in the past three minutes. He grabbed his stomach spasmodically as a brief wave of gas assaulted what he swore was the beginning of an ulcer, and he squinted into the cold wind as he looked down the seemingly endless expanse of city traffic. A black teenager pushing a garment rack nearly ran him over, and only the shrill “Heads up!” the boy shouted at him awakened him to the danger. Schroeder jumped back and shouted angry imprecations which, fortunately for the chubby middle-aged man, were blithely ignored.

Schroeder pulled a dingy gray handkerchief from the back pocket of his wrinkled trousers and wiped his face. He was sweating profusely, the cold wind notwithstanding. He was the kind of man who always perspired, who was forever physically uncomfortable no matter what his environment. He could bathe thrice daily and still seem unwashed. A freshly pressed suit would collapse into wrinkles the moment he put it on. A slight but perceptible aroma of the locker room seemed to follow him wherever he went, and he had both been aware of this fact and lived with it for so long that he no longer gave it any thought.

This was not the only reason for his wearing cheap suits. He was by nature a conservative, not in any political or social sense, but rather in that he deplored waste and sympathized quite consciously with the ant rather than the grasshopper in the old fable. He had numerous clients in his managerial stable, but Simon Proctor had been his most lucrative for many years. As the annual yield from Proctor’s records and concerts began to diminish, slowly at first and then with increasing rapidity over the past few years, Schroeder began to conserve. Why spend three hundred dollars for a suit from Lord and Taylor when one off the rack at Alexander’s for fifty-nine ninety-nine would do just as well?

Of course, he was not even beginning to approach penury. He was merely a cautious man. Simon Proctor had risked everything on the production of this film of his, and the next six months would tell if Proctor was at the beginning of a new and successful phase of his long, circuitous career, or if his recent efforts were merely the dying gasps of an incipient has-been.

Three years from now, Simon Proctor might have his own television special, or he might be a three-minute slot on a “Where Are They Now?” show.

Schroeder glanced again at his watch. Where the hell is he?

As if in answer to the unvoiced question, a taxi screeched to a halt at the curb in front of the forecourt of Madison Square Garden, and Simon Proctor climbed glumly out of the backseat. He tossed a few bills to the driver and turned to walk toward the massive entertainment complex. Harry Schroeder waddled over and intercepted him. “Simon! Simon!”

Proctor glanced angrily at him and kept walking. “Harry, if you weren’t such a fat old fool I’d knock your teeth out.”

Schroeder ignored the remark. “How’d the show go?”

Proctor spun on him. “Didn’t I tell you to be sure to check out the other guests in advance?”

“Sure, of course. I did that, Simon. Why?”

“And what did you find out?” Proctor folded his arms and glared at Schroeder with impatient irritation.

“Well—” Schroeder thought for a moment, “there was some old priest pissed off about witchcraft and some lady from the PTA or something.”

“And?” he demanded.

“That was it, Simon. Just those two.”

“What about Eisenmann, the anthropology professor.”

“Oh, yeah, him. What about him?”

“Yeah, Harry, what about him? Why the hell didn’t you tell me about him?”

Schroeder shrugged in confusion. “I didn’t see any need to. I mean, I figured he was just another guest for a later segment of the show, nothing to do with you.”

Proctor closed his eyes as if imploring the powers that be to grant him patience. “Harry, what is anthropology?”

Schroeder shrugged again, somewhat defensively. “I dunno. Some kind of medical thing, isn’t it?”

Proctor sighed. “Harry, you stupid son of a bitch!” He turned and began to walk toward the Garden, with Schroeder following behind him.

“Simon, what happened? What’s wrong?” he panted.

“That guy was an expert on witchcraft and he made me look like a goddamned fool, that’s what happened!” he spat.

“An expert on witchcraft! You’re kidding!”

Proctor stopped suddenly and turned to Schroeder, his fists clenched at his sides and his face flushing. “Do I look like I’m kidding?” he demanded.

Schroeder gazed into the blazing eyes for a long moment. Then he averted his own eyes and muttered, “Gee, Simon, I’m sorry. I thought—”

“You’re sorry!” Proctor shouted. “What damned difference does that make?! You’re sorry!” He spat a guttural sound of contempt and turned again to walk on. “My whole goddamned career is riding on this stupid movie, every last cent I have is invested in it, my reputation is resting on the idea that it’s a true story about real witches and real witchcraft, and I go on network television to have myself shown up as a fraud and a charlatan, to have the movie reduced to the level of a grade D slasher-porno, flick, and you’re sorry!”

Schroeder sighed dejectedly. “I’m sorry,” he repeated.

“Oh, Harry, will you shut up?” Proctor entered Madison Square Garden by the main entrance and then walked left, down the long side corridors to the interior stage entrance. Schroeder followed him in silence all the way, huffing and puffing as he waddled in Proctor’s wake.

Simon Proctor glanced at the stage from the right-hand wing before walking to the dressing room, but he did not take any time to inspect the stage
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