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[image: image]alem Massachusetts, September, 1831 

“It seems an unlikely day to conjure up ghosts,” mumbled 


the old man. The response provoked a curious look from the younger male seated next to him on the perch of the open, horse-drawn chaise. “The sky is so bright and so blue today,” the old man continued, closing his eyes in recollection. “A warm soft blue as was the color of her bonnet the ﬁrst day I set eyes upon her.” He opened his eyes and turned toward his travel companion. “Such a cruel irony is the ﬁnality of death.” 

“How do you mean, father?” asked the younger gentleman. 

“For although I am overcome with a great emptiness at the loss of a dear friend, I am comforted with the belief that her soul has been delivered into the hands of the Creator. I shall miss her.” 

“It was a beautiful service,” replied the young man, preoccupied with clutching the reins, guiding the mare’s steady trot as it pulled the bouncing chaise over cobblestone streets. 

“She was a special lady,” the old man paused to reﬂect. “Lived a long life, she did.” 

“Salem has changed much since you brought me here as a boy,” recalled the young man. “So many homes.” 

“Yes, Joshua, but it is still Salem...still timeless...still dark and mysterious. Her gabled roofs and spires beckon thee to days gone by.” 

“I can see the church, father.” 

The old man peered upwards and gazed upon the colorful foliage canopy that lined the streets. “Autumn is New England,” he said with a pleasant sigh. Through the breaks in the tree branches he could distinguish the steeple of the red brick church. “Another block or two,” he determined. 

The chaise slowed at an intersection alive with pedestrians and a variety of horse drawn vehicles. “Stop here for a moment,” the old man instructed. His eyes widened. “It was here...here on this corner.” 

“What was here, father?” 

“The seven gabled Turner home stands just down the street facing the sea,” he explained pointing. “It was here as a lad that I listened to the tale from an old sea dog. It was here that it all began for me that day, so many years ago.” The old man stared oﬀ into the distance locked in a memory. 

“You have many fond memories of this place?” Joshua asked. 

The old man returned from his reminiscence and looked at his son. “I have many memories...not all of them very fond,” he said with a grin bespeaking of a man with a secret. “Let us proceed to the church.” 

With a sigh, Joshua snapped the reins and the horse resumed its trot pulling the chaise another block. The vehicle came to rest before a large red stone building with a gabled rooftop sloping toward the north, adjoined with a tall steeple rising high above the roof that dominated the structure. The building’s religious signiﬁ­cance shown in the large white Christian cross that was positioned against the façade and centered above the middle of three long stained glass windows. The oak door of the church had been set below the windows and the carved wooden sign planted in the front yard revealed the identity of the house of worship...Immaculate Conception. 

Joshua turned toward his father. “A Catholic church? Father, did you bring me here to tell me you’ve changed your denomination?” 

The old man smiled. “Come, Father O’Brien is expecting our arrival,” he said gingerly climbing down from out of the vehicle with the support of a cane. 

The two men proceeded up the narrow stone walkway to the front steps of the church. “It looks to be a new building,” Joshua remarked, adjusting his stride to slow his pace with that of his father’s. 

“Six years. It was built in eighteen twenty-ﬁve,” his father responded quickly. 

At the top of the steps, both men removed their stylish top hats and Joshua pulled the large wooden door open allowing his father to pass through. As the door closed behind them, he followed the old man inside the church, temporarily blinded by darkness that was broken only by a half dozen symmetrical streams of sunlight pene­trating stained glass windows at the sides of the church. 

Joshua stood in the rear of the church trying to adjust his eyes to the sudden darkness before he recognized the resonance of his father’s cane against the wooden ﬂoor moving away from him. He peered down the center aisle of the church that split uniformed rows of wooden pews and realized that his father had continued on a path down the center of the building toward the altar. 

“Father?!” Joshua called out in a loud whisper; but to no avail. 

“It’s all right,” a voice assured, originating from a ﬁgure appearing suddenly from out of the shadows across the room to Joshua’s left. The man moved in Joshua’s direction pacing through a row of pews dressed in a long sleeved, close-ﬁtting, black garment skirted at the feet with a high stiﬀ white neck collar. 

“Father O’Brien?” Joshua deduced. 

“Yes,” he smiled reaching Joshua with hand extended. 

The two men shook hands and then Joshua remembered his father, turning to see him now standing upon the altar beside a marble table, dwarfed by religious images painted on the wall behind him. A large wooden cruciﬁx was centered above the altar ﬂanked by two stone statues—one of the Virgin Mary and the other of Joseph the Carpenter. 

“You must be Joshua Caleb Pratt,” the silver-haired priest acknowl­edged reclaiming Joshua’s attention. “Your father has mentioned you often in our correspondence. I dare say you’re younger than I imagined.” 

Joshua chuckled politely. “I’ll take that as a compliment, Father, but I am thirty-three.” 

Suddenly pounding echoed about the church, temporarily inter­rupting their conversation. Immediately Joshua focused his attention to where the altar was positioned and watched as his father pounded the end of his cane against the diamond-shaped sandstone set in the 


3 center of the marble-laid ﬂoor in front of the sacred table. “Father!” Joshua gasped. 


Red-faced with embarrassment Joshua turned back toward Father O’Brien. “I don’t know what’s come over him?!” 

The priest continued to smile. “It is all right. After all, your father’s generosity allowed for the construction of this church—God won’t mind if he beats on a stone.” 

Joshua was surprised. “My father built this church?” 

“He owned the land on which this church stands and donated it to the Diocese.” 

Joshua brought his hand to his chin with a bewildered look. 

“You are surprised?” O’Brien asked. 

“Somewhat...you know my father is a member of the Second Congregation Church—I don’t understand this connection with the Catholic Church? I mean it’s all very strange,” Joshua admitted. “I’ll be honest with you. We were raised in a very strong Christian home, but my family spent very little time in church. It wasn’t something my parents emphasized. So I’m not really sure why my father has brought me here today; he has never spoken of this particular parish. We’ve come directly from a funeral, but my father insisted we stop here before departing for home. He was quite adamant about it you know... I couldn’t refuse.” 

“Perhaps he has a secret he wishes to share?” the priest replied with a smile. 

“He has been very cryptic today,” Joshua replied, “Well I guess I had better ﬁnd out. Excuse me,” He turned away from the priest and began pacing down the center aisle toward his father. 

The old man had ceased his assault on the stone, stepping from the altar, and began a pace down the center aisle for a few steps before meeting his son. 

Joshua turned back toward Father O’Brien to be certain the priest still maintained his distance at the back of the church and well out of earshot from the two of them before addressing his father. “Father I’m very confused,” Joshua began. “The priest has told me you once owned the land upon which this church is built. Is this true?” 

The old man grinned. “You doubt the word of a man of the cloth?” 


“Well....” Joshua stammered. “No...but...” 


“Father O’Brien!” the old man called, looking beyond Joshua. “May I have some time alone here with my son?” 

“Of course. I shall speak with you later,” the priest replied and disappeared within the shadows at the rear of the church. 

“Sit down, my son,” the old man instructed pointing to a pew. 

Joshua reluctantly dropped down in the pew and his father slid in beside him. 

“My friend’s untimely departure has brought me to Salem today. Her unfortunate passing has called attention to my own mortality,” the old man began, pausing to take a breath and gather his thoughts before continuing. “As you know, although you were born and raised in the state of New York, I have my roots in New England—in fact, here in this very town of Salem. My devotion and honesty toward my family and friends has been incessant and I have endured seventy-seven good years marred only by the grim misfortune of outliving a wife whose love bore me seven children.” The old man glanced up at the cruciﬁx above the altar and then back at his son. “You and your brothers and sisters will someday inherit a small fortune—money I accumulated as a proprietor of a brewery. But did you know that when I was a lad I spent my days as a journeyman in the art of shoemaking and eventually became a shoemaker?” 

“I believe mother told me that at one time,” Joshua revealed. “Father I don’t like the tone of this conversation...after all you are in good health.” 

The old man smiled and ignored his son’s concern. “And I am very much intrigued by religion and a portion of my income has been donated to churches of various denominations. It is a gesture of my deep conviction to faith and righteousness.” 

“But you and mother never placed much emphasis on attending church? I remember you once saying organized religion restrains the soul?” 

The old man grinned. “Yes...I did. Didn’t I?” 


“So you’ve built other churches?” Joshua inquired leaning forward. 

“No. This is the only church built on land I once owned.” 

“Why Catholic and not Protestant?” 

“Timing,” the old man responded. “Please let me continue.” 

Joshua sighed and leaned back in the pew. 

“Throughout my life I have been privy to many a momentous event from the birth of American democracy to the wondrous engi­neering feat that is the Erie Canal. I have witnessed the terms of seven presidents and inhaled the suﬀocating smoke from gunpowder as our nation plodded through two wars with Britain. I have tasted the fruits of liberty provided by the Constitution and listened to the political discourse on equality—all the while Uncle Sam continues to add stars to the American ﬂag at the expense of the Indian and black slave. I have felt the power of industry, and the sudden rash of inven­tions has given me a glimpse of the future. In spite of such stirring occurrences, it is the recollection of my confrontation with one called...” the old man paused and gripped his son’s right arm. “I have not uttered his name in many years...” he swallowed hard, turned away from Joshua, and peered at the altar. “The one called Cyrus Eblis,” he uttered quickly before turning back toward Joshua. “It was my confrontation with Eblis that has done the most to chart the course of my existence.” 


The old man’s tone was more serious now and he released his hold on Joshua’s arm. “My childhood was cast in a time when skepticism bred ostracism. The long shadow of suspicion would quickly envelop those eager to share an unusual experience or strange encounter. Thus on an unforgettable night many years ago, a trio of friends pledged an oath of secrecy, vowing never to reveal the following experience while all remained among the living. Instead we decided that the burden of recording the macabre events of our youth would fall upon the last surviving member of our trinity. God help me—for I am that person!” 

Joshua turned to see if the priest still stood at the rear of the church, but found him to be gone and then turned back to his father. “You’re serious, aren’t you father?” 

“I have never been more serious. What I am about to tell you may seem fantastic and the imaginative product of a man stricken by years; but as your father, I can only give you my word on the authenticity of the events and implore you to remain patient with the story I have to tell. Do I have your attention?” 

Joshua nodded. “Yes...of course, father.” 

“And so I begin...,” the old man said, slumping against the back of the pew, “...as if slumbering back into the midst of a bad dream. As I remember, I was a boy of thirteen when ﬁrst hearing the legend of the beast of Cape Hatteras; although I must admit that I’ve acquired a deep respect for the validity of such folklore and use the term legend loosely. It was with the recital of the Cape Hatteras story that the experience with Cyrus Eblis began for me—a nightmarish chapter of my youth worthy to be recounted around the dying embers of a ﬁre­place on a stormy autumn evening. Sometimes there exists a ﬁne line between myth and reality...I crossed that line in the autumn of seven­teen sixty-seven...” 
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[image: image]alem, Massachusetts, 1767 

I recall that September afternoon as unseasonably chilly, 


brought on by a biting gale blowing from out of the east that whisked the bob wig from atop Master Hammond’s bald head as he stepped briskly past the blacksmith shop. Before the fuller could retrieve it, the wind set the brown wig down upon a hot iron outside of the shop. Instantly the stylish horsehair became engulfed in ﬂames causing some of the passing townsfolk to laugh aloud as Hammond stomped upon the burning hairpiece. Turning away from the specta­cle, I grabbed a tight hold of my tricorn as I felt it lifted by the breeze and continued in the direction of the wharf. The wind made it a perfect day for sailing and I realized the force of the gale would surely place the Lucky Star in port well ahead of schedule. 

It was the third Friday of the month and when ﬁnished with my schooling I would accompany my father, William, on his trip to the wharf where he would purchase a cask of molasses brought north by the Lucky Star. A popular product of the West Indies, the thick syrup would be distilled to produce rum. For at one time, my father owned one of the largest distilleries in Salem; but the King’s tax on sugar and the impending Townshend Acts, which would place duties on other goods imported into the colonies—such as molasses—weighed heavily on such a business. Soon it became much too expensive to operate a distillery on the continent. This injustice forced my father to open a tannery and make his living by selling the cured animal hides as leather to shoemakers, harness makers, and saddlers in and about the town of Salem. On occasion, he still enjoyed making the rum for his own pleasure and as a way of earning a few extra pounds from local taverns. My father never passed up a chance to purchase the thick syrup that arrived in the port of Salem; but on this day he was taken ill and had entrusted me to complete the monthly ritual alone. 

The streets of Salem pulsated with life as was usual for a Friday afternoon. Tuesday and Friday were market days in the town when those farmers who lived farther inland would bring their goods to peddle in Salem. The variety of products to be found on these two days of the week brought scores of interested buyers and sellers out into the dirt and cobblestone streets of the New England port city. 

I could taste the saltwater carried by the wind as I proceeded down Derby Street and past the seven gabled Turner home facing south across the harbor. Gripping the reins with each hand, the grocer Wrigglenecke gave me a frown from his perch at the front of an empty two-wheeled cart as I tried to keep pace with his trotting black nag. His annoying stare discouraged my youthful persistence and I slowed my pace to a stroll watching the horse and cart pass me by. It was at the intersection of Derby and Turner Streets that I noticed a group of children quickly drawing to a circle around an old man seated upon a wooden crate. The center of interest was Old Red, a venerable character whose age could not be certain; although there were some musing about who wagered that each line of his wrinkled forehead represented a decade, and I counted eight of those lines. Despite such presumptions, his thick untidy beard and the auburn hair that crept out in all directions from underneath his soiled tricorn, had yet to be completely usurped by the encroaching gray—hence the nickname of Old Red. 

When the old man eased his ailing body down upon the crate with the help of a staﬀ of birch, all those gathered round knew a story was sure to spill from his lips. For Old Red had spent most of his youth on a frigate compiling such a backlog of tales that it seemed a generation could slip by before he might repeat one. 

Curiosity got the better of me that afternoon and although I real­ized the Lucky Star’s molasses would be sold to the ﬁrst buyers at the wharf, I hedged my way into the circle of children to get a gander of Old Red. 

The old man pulled down on his close-ﬁtting woolen jacket and sat facing the ground, tugging at his loose breeches as the children’s chatter diminished to a whisper. Slowly lifting his head, he turned it deliberately about his eager audience, revealing bloodshot eyes that made contact with those of each one of us, commanding our attention like the beacon of a lighthouse. Passing the sleeve of the left arm across his weathered lips, the old sailor leaned forward supported by the staﬀ that he clutched with both hands. 

“When I was a lad in Bristol, England...” Old Red began in a raspy voice with an antiquated tongue that spout a seaman’s lingo, “...thar came to be much excitement one day with the capture of the pirate, William Kidd. I believe twas seventeen hundred one...aye...I am certain of it. Shortly afore Captain Kidd was sentenced to be hanged he reﬂected upon some of his pirating. Kidd’s days as a buccaneer were few unlike the endeavors of many of his crew, and he told the followin’ tale that had been passed down to him by one such mate called ‘Shank’. In Kidd’s own words, the mate—who earned his nick­name with a talent for tyin’ the sheepshank knot—began his career as a cutthroat with a band of pirates that preyed upon vessels in the waters of the Carolinas. 

“Oﬀ the coast of that which is called North Carolina these days, thar exist a number of narrow strips of islands aligned like the curved horns of a demon,” Red paused to etch the description in the dirt with the end of his staﬀ. “These islands were the favorite haven of pirates who used the shiftin’ sands of the deceptive coastline and the suddenness of nature’s fury to lure many a vessel laden with European treasures, to their doom—much like a spider traps the unsuspectin’ insect in her invisible web. 

“One such island be named Cape Hatteras and twas thar in the year sixteen hundred ninety-one that the band of pirates happened upon...” Old Red paused and lowered his voice to a whisper. “...the beast of Cape Hatteras.” 

I listened intensely as Old Red spun his yarn, enthralled by each and every image that he painted with vivid detail. He was a master bard, constructing his story with the aid of facial contortions and vocal variations that reﬂected the mood of each piece of the tale. 

Before too long he had succeeded in hijacking his youthful audience far from the port of Salem, whisking us away with his words to another time and place steeped in mystery and suspense. 

Old Red’s eerie account centered on an English galleon christened Aeshma that wandered aimlessly oﬀ the coast of the Carolinas before being overtaken by buccaneers. The marauders were hoping to ﬁnd the ship carrying gold and silver, but to their surprise and disappoint­ment the vessel was void of such booty. More disturbing proved to be the mental and physical condition of the small number of crew members aboard the ship—thin, frail, ghostly pail, and listless as though they were locked in a trance. Upon further inspection, the vessel began to reveal a violent and grisly recent history as the pirates found the bloated corpses of four oﬃcers hanging from the mainyard that supported the rigging and topmast. The evidence of carnage expanded to the poop deck where the buccaneers were horriﬁed by the discovery of a great many severed human body parts littering the ruddy blood-stained ﬂoorboards, scattered around a large wooden crate with its lid tossed aside. The pirate captain cautiously examined the inside of the box and found half buried in a bed of sand, an alabaster cylinder the size of a cask. Strange wedge-like characters could be found on the outside of the strange container. Its lid had been removed and the cylinder had been emptied. 

After pressuring the drowsy crew of the galleon, the pirate captain found a sailor with the courage and energy to speak. The tormented seaman recounted how the Aeshma had set a course home for England from an excursion in the Middle East where it had picked up the cylinder—an object of antiquity; but east of the Azores the voyage home turned treacherous when a ferocious storm blew the ship oﬀ course. Days later the return of calm seas revealed the vessel’s new location to be oﬀ the coastline of North America, and it was at this point, the sailor explained, that the crew began hearing strange voices originating from inside the cylinder. The message from the voices appeared foreign and undecipherable, terrifying the crew who were warned by a passenger—a doctor of science—not to remove the lid. In spite of his warnings, the frenzied sailors—already overwrought after having survived the storm—pried opened the cylinder and unleashed an invisible beast whose presence aﬄicted the souls of each crew member turning shipmate against shipmate. 

Old Red’s audience—myself included—had swallowed the bait. With widened eyes and a whimsical grin, the aged teller of tales readied to reel us in with the gripping conclusion. 

Red described how, as if on cue, the conclusion of the sailor’s bizarre account coincided with a steady ocean gale that howled as it blew across the deck of the galleon. The direction of the wind drew the pirate captain’s attention back to the poop deck where a shadowy ﬁgure clad in a long black hooded robe suddenly appeared from out of thin air. When the ﬁgure slowly lifted the prolonged bony ﬁngers of both hands and pulled the hood of the robe down exposing a head of scraggly white hair and the wrinkled face of an elderly woman, the pirate captain screamed, “Witch!” Overcome with fear, the buccaneer rushed the old hag who glared at him from behind stark, cavernous eyes, cracking a smile tarnished with rotted teeth. She belted out a high shrill just as the captain ran his cutlass through her midsection with such momentum that it drove her backwards until she disap­peared over the side of the vessel. 

Suddenly the ocean surface began to churn with the fury of a caldron and the black water erupted into a sea of crimson. The captain dropped his cutlass and gripped the railing with both hands as the steady gale whipped into a tempest. With a thunderous roar, the ocean parted and up from its depths surged a hideous snake-like behe­moth whose size towered twice that of the ship’s main mast. The serpent’s head equaled the length and width of a cannon and its long, scaly mid-section supported a half dozen wriggling tentacles—each stretching the length of a pulling boat. 

Numb with fright, the captain was unable to pull himself free of the railing in time to prevent one of the tentacles from wrapping itself around his body with a vice-like grip. The slimy appendage hoisted him from the deck, and with the serpent hissing the captain belted one ﬁnal scream before disappearing within the frothing jaws of the beast as it submerged beneath the ocean surface. 

At some point the galleon had caught ﬁre. The ﬂames began to spread rapidly across the wooden vessel, forcing the other pirates and those left of the Aeshma’s crew to abandon ship by leaping overboard. The decision proved fatal for most, as the monster resurfaced from the depths and turned its sights on the helpless seamen. Using its tentacles as a ﬁsherman skillfully maneuvers his net, the serpent plucked each unfortunate lad from the water and consumed them— one man at a time. 

Old Red ﬁnished the tale by explaining how the pirate Shank and a handful of others managed to escape the fury of the beast and safely reached the beachhead. Dazed and horriﬁed, the buccaneer recalled standing on that dark shoreline and listening to the terrifying shrieks of shipmates as they were being snatched by the creature’s tentacles. When the gut wrenching cries could be heard no more, Shank watched the burning sail of Aeshma’s topmast disappear beneath the waves. The serpent roared, equaling the bark of ten lions, then hissed with the force of a hurricane, before submerging for the ﬁnal time. The beastly hiss produced a frigid whirlwind that blew past the pirate, rustling the tree line at the edge of the sand. From that day forth, Shank believed something sinister blew ashore that evening that would forever curse the continent. 
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[image: image]he clomping of horse’s hoofs redirected my attention away 

from Old Red and I raised my head to see the grocer Wrig­


glenecke’s cart passing by; but now his cart moved in a west­erly direction away from the wharf and was loaded down with barrels. The Lucky Star! I’ve missed the Lucky Star! Pushing my way out of the group of children, I pulled the tricorn from my head and began a sprint toward the dock. In between each breath, I cursed myself and cursed Old Red for telling such a thrilling story and in my haste I nearly knocked the widow Mulhern to the ground as she stepped from the bakery, while exciting Banard Smith’s two Irish Setters into chasing me for three blocks. 

When I reached the wharf, I found it surprisingly sparse for a Friday afternoon. The Lucky Star rested in her usual location moored to the dock, with only a few of the ship’s hands lingering about the pier, and with hurried feet I approached an unkempt, rough-looking man standing near one of the ship’s wooden ramps. “Sailor!” I exclaimed, out of breath. “I would like to purchase a cask of molasses!” 

The man gave me a curious glance. “Sorry lad. She’s empty.” 

“Just one cask, please!” I persisted. 

“What’s the matter, son? Do you have cotton in yer ears?” he replied with a scowl. “I said we’re all out of it. I can’t give ya what I don’t have.” 


15 


Once again, I cursed under my breath. My father is going to whip my behind. I rubbed my rear-end envisioning what pain lie ahead of me once I returned home empty-handed. The dread of punishment quickly gave way to thoughts of what would become of my father’s conﬁdence in me, and this seemed to hurt more than a good whipping could. He entrusted me to obtain the molasses on my own, and I had let him down. 

It was then that I noticed the second merchant ship in port and in particular, her name board depicted by painted carvings at the stern. She was called AESHMA. The eerie coincidence of her name startled me for a moment; however, as I was unfamiliar with the word, I could not be certain that Old Red’s pronunciation matched the spelling of the frigate’s name. Nearly comparable in size to an English galleon, the frigate lacked the richly decorated stern of the English ships of the line. The merchant vessel appeared weathered and rickety, and not a soul could be seen aboard her decks. 

Still angered by the fact that I had no molasses to bring home, I scoﬀed at the vessel’s strange name and pulled the jacket collar tighter around my neck as the air grew colder. Placing the tricorn back upon my head, I sunk my hands deep into my pockets and started back in the direction of town. 

By the time I retraced my steps to the intersection of Derby and Turner Streets, the group of children had gone although Old Red could still be found seated on the wooden crate. I approached the bearded old man and watched as his feeble hands worked at dissecting the core of an apple with a dull jack-knife. 

When Red realized I stood over him, he raised his head. “What tis it, lad? Another story? Maybe tomorrow, aye. This old body of mine is plenty tired.” 

“The Aeshma,” I replied. “How is it spelled?” 

“The spellin’? Now, that be a curious question. Let me think...?” He pondered for a moment and grinned. “A as in apple...E as in eye...S for the serpent that slithers on by. H as in heaven...M as in man...A for the angel with the serpent in hand.” 

Amused by the clever lyric, I repeated it once to myself. “It’s in the harbor!” I revealed. 

Red lost his smile. “I’m not humored, lad. Now run along.” 


“I saw it old man! It’s in port!” 


“Son, it tis unlucky to name thy vessel after one lost at sea. The Aeshma rests in Davey Jones’s Locker. Thou hath just imagined her in port. Now be oﬀ with ya!” 

I was disappointed that Old Red refused to believe me, but real­ized it was of no use to argue with the stubborn old sailor. With a disgusted sigh, I turned away and proceeded in the direction of the marketplace. 

Upon reaching the center of the market, I stopped in front of Wrigglenecke’s grocery and grasped the coins inside my pocket, real­izing that my only alternative was to purchase a cask of molasses at a higher price from the grocer. Fear of embarrassment caused me to deliberate in front of that store for some time before I dropped my head and reached for the door handle. Suddenly a large crash followed by angry voices emitting from the alley adjacent to the store persuaded me to release my grip on the handle, and I stepped to the side of the building to peer down the alley. Standing in between his cart and a broken cask of molasses oozing the thick, dark syrup over the cobblestone, was the red-faced grocer scolding his young son. At that moment, all thoughts of purchasing the molasses vanished, for behind the cart lie the forest. I began scheming on how I might make oﬀ with a cask under the cover of the autumn brush. 

Whatever power inﬂuenced my decision, it did not take long. Soon I found myself positioned in the edge of the forest behind a large hemlock—only a few feet from the cart and its precious cargo. The woods were rumored to be haunted but it didn’t seem to matter. Nothing seemed to matter. I don’t know what came over me. I wasn’t a thief—in fact, before that moment I had never stolen anything in my life; but the opportunity to make amends for my mistake clouded my senses. Besides, I was conﬁdent that Wrigglenecke surely would not miss one cask of the thick syrup. 

I watched carefully as the grocer and his son worked in shifts unloading the casks, which proved to be a manageable task, for the smaller concave-shaped barrels contained a quarter of the contents found in a keg. Father and son would hoist a barrel on their shoulder and carry it inside the store, remaining out of sight for several seconds before reappearing for another load. This would be enough time for me to grab a container and disappear into the woods. 

The grocer stepped back outside and marched toward the cart. 

Wrigglenecke was surely an unusual name but never did a title ﬁt the physical description of a person so well. For when the grocer shuﬄed to the wagon, his long, slender neck would twist, causing his head to bob from side to side as though it were the crow’s nest of a ship swaying above the deck. I watched as Wrigglenecke reached out for a cask, lifting the barrel from the cart and began moving in the direc­tion of the grocery. Stepping out from behind the tree, I dashed toward the wagon, hoisted one of the heavy casks onto my shoulder and lumbered back behind the hemlock. I waited until Wrigglenecke’s son came and went, before advancing farther into the woods, scur­rying behind another large tree. After the grocer had gathered an additional cask, I wandered oﬀ into the forest under the cover of the thick brush. 

Breathing heavily and struggling with the weight of the cask, my guilty conscience fueled a brisk pace along a narrow path littered with leaves. Whisked with the bright colors of autumn, the painted foliage glistened in the rays of the late afternoon sun where streams of light pierced the canopy of branches and sprinkled the forest ﬂoor. Dodging overgrown limbs that had reclaimed the path, I would occa­sionally turn my head to be sure no-one followed me and take a moment with each step to reposition the sagging barrel that grew heavy in my arms. The serenity of the forest was broken as I plodded through the brush snapping twigs and crunching dry leaves beneath my feet; but I didn’t hear this. What I heard were the trees. As a soft breeze rustled the branches of the quaking aspens, their leaves ﬂut­tered and emitted a rhythmic chant that I could only distinguish as WRIGGLENECKE...WRIGGLENECKE...WRIGGLENECKE. 

My pace quickened, and suddenly, as if someone had reached up from out of the earth and grabbed my ankle—there was the root. It crept across the path, partially buried under the leaves and hidden from my view. I tripped over the oﬀshoot of a lofty elm, lost the grip on the cask of molasses and hurled face down to the path, closing my eyes as my face and stomach thumped against the hard surface. When reopening my eyes, I rolled over on my back and confronted a terri­fying sight. The ﬁgure of a man stood above me silhouetted by rays of sunlight, and although at ﬁrst he remained faceless, I was certain it must be Wrigglenecke. 

I jumped up and turned to run, but felt a pull on my arm that held me fast in one spot. “Let me go!” I cried out and turned toward him; but to my surprise, I could see the man standing a few feet in front of me with his hands folded across his chest—he did not have a grip on any part of my body, yet I could not move. 

Overcome with fear, I continued to try and gain my release from whatever mysterious force held me by shifting my weight in the opposite direction of the stranger. And then without warning I was free; but my momentum had forced me to tumble to the ground again. I turned to look up and this time found an extended hand hovering over me adorned with a ring of gold on each ﬁnger that featured the longest ﬁngernails I had ever seen on a man’s hand. Reluctantly I reached for his hand and the stranger pulled me to my feet. 

At that moment, I realized he was not Wrigglenecke and I marveled at how mistaken I could have been to confuse the tall stranger with Salem’s grocer. The man who helped pull me to my feet wore a bronze complexion uncharacteristic of the pale New Englan­der. Exhibiting a stoic expression, he sported a youthful, handsome face—a perfect face—clean-shaven with not a scar or blemish to be found. 

“You are bound for home?” the stranger asked, slowly relinquishing his hold on my hand. Only at that moment did I realize what an icy cold hand it was. “Perhaps I remind you of someone else—someone that is obviously feared?” he continued with a deep sonorous voice. “Might this have something to do with the cask?” he inquired glancing at the barrel on the ground resting on its side. The stranger looked back at me ﬂashing an incriminating grin. 

I tried to avoid a response and stooped over to examine the cask, ﬁnding only minor damage as one of the hickory hoops that bound the staves of the barrel had snapped, breaking away from the container. 

When my glance returned to the stranger, I gazed upon his most striking physical feature—his eyes. At ﬁrst I thought the dimly lit forest had created an illusion, but the longer I stared the more evident it became that the man’s right iris matched the color of a clear blue afternoon sky, while his left was as dark as molasses. 

“Is it damaged?” he pried. 


I shook my head from side to side and proceeded to brush the dirt and leaves from my clothing before bending over to retrieve my tricorn. 


“Such a lanky young man. You would be but a morsel for a hungry old wolf,” the stranger added with a broad grin. 

Finally I could hold my tongue no more. “I do not know you.” 

The stranger continued to emit a perpetual smile. “What is there to know...Benjamin?” 

I was surprised. “How do you come by my name?” 

The man reached out, snapped the end of a branch from a tree with his left hand and held it out in front of his face, twirling it slowly. As I studied the turning stem, the soft light of the forest produced a sparkle as it struck the mourning rings of gold that lined each prolonged ﬁnger of his hand. Clad in a frock of charcoal-grey cloth that extended just below the knees before exposing stockings of ﬁne grey wool, the stranger brushed the end of the branch against his white neckcloth. “Your father is a tanner and you are his lone son,” he revealed. “Tell me Benjamin, it must be diﬃcult to grow up alone without the companionship of a brother or sister. No-one with whom to share the pleasure of youth. No-one to share in secrets and game. Do you miss your brother?” 

My brother? How could he know of him? I ignored the question. After placing my tricorn back on top of my head, I reached down to retrieve the cask. 

The stranger pressed the edge of the branch against the underside of his large brimmed circular black felt hat, lifting the headdress to the top of his forehead. “Ah...I’ve opened an old wound. Forgive me, young Benjamin.” 

I hoisted the cask onto my shoulder and looked up at the stranger who continued to smile. His thick and tidy head of raven-black hair was pulled back away from his face and tied with a narrow black ribbon at the nape where it fell from underneath the hat. 

“What be your name?” I asked brashly. 

“My name? Forgive me again, young Benjamin. I become so enchanted with the lives of those with whom I stumble upon that, often, I assume that they are just as familiar with me,” he explained with a sardonic grin. “Please allow me to introduce myself...I am Cyrus Eblis.” 

“I am sorry sir, but I am not familiar with that name.” 

“Sir?” Eblis replied amusingly. “I have yet to be knighted by the king. Indeed I am not a sir; merely a title—man-made verbosity created for the sole purpose of separating race, class, and gender. Why is a noble called noble and a peasant called peasant?” 

I thought I best answer. “A noble is rich; a peasant is poor.” 

“Exactly! The diﬀerence is but a few thousand pounds. If one is not a goodman—born to till the soil, then he is a gentleman—educated and learned in the art of stealing the hard earned wages of the goodman. And if one is a mister, then he commands the right hand of the law, using his powers as the magistrate to enforce the cycle of disparity that binds us all to an uneventful existence. For the lack of a few thousand pounds a man is condemned to a life of misery—toiling with his hands from dawn to dusk and never feeling the soft touch of silk against his weathered skin,” he said as he brushed the end of his neckcloth against his chin, “...or the cold, solid weight of sparkling gold around his ﬁngers.” Eblis again ﬂashed the ﬁngers adorned with gold. “That’s the curse of human nature—the abhorrence with thoughts of equality. Someone must always have the upper hand. Inequality breeds greed and where there is greed, young Benjamin, there is deceit,” he continued glaring at the cask of molasses. “And where there is deceit, young Benjamin...” he paused and gently laid his hand upon my shoulder, “...there is I.” 

“You are the constable?!” I surmised with a trembling voice. “I promise I shall return the molasses!” 

Eblis chuckled, lifted his hand from my shoulder and tossed the stick away from his other hand. 

“Benjamin, I am not a constable, nor do I think you should return the molasses. You’ve done the proper thing,” he persuaded, leaning slightly forward to look me in the eyes. “Old man Wrigglenecke will surely never miss one cask of molasses. Your father will be proud of your eﬀort...I am proud of you.” 

I was hardly comforted by his approval of my actions, for they seemed such odd words coming from a stranger. Could he read my mind? How does he know of my anxiety with my father over missing the opportunity to purchase molasses? How did he know of my the! of the cask? How did he know of my brother? Then strangely, as I stared at the stranger, the pupils of his eyes began to dilate as does ink in a pond and then each began to spin. Soon I found myself engulfed by the rapid rotation of the dark circles, drawing me inside as if gripped by two bottomless whirlpools. Only when the cask of molasses slipped slightly from my shoulder did the hypnotic spell break, returning me to the forest. 

I was alarmed. “It’s getting dark...” I stammered. “I must go sir...I mean...” 

“Cyrus Eblis,” he corrected, pulling himself upright with his hands at his hips. “Oh how darkness exudes such fear. It is out of darkness from whence man ﬁrst came and it is into darkness that he shall retire,” Eblis babbled. He was so full of himself—inﬂating his ego with an endless torrent of opinions and reveling in my obvious fear. “Allow me to walk a little farther with you since I am bound in the same direction,” he oﬀered, much to my dismay. “But ﬁrst, let us erase all doubt about to whom this cask of molasses now belongs.” Eblis pulled a large knife from out of his coat and handed it to me. “Carve your initials in the cask,” he commanded. 

I set the cask down and gazed at the knife that rested delicately in the palm of my hand. Twice the size of a Jack-knife, the polished blade was dazzling. I stared at my reﬂection in the pristine steel where a brilliant wavy pattern had been etched and admired the decorative blade protruding from a smooth handle crafted of curly maple. 

“Do you fancy the blade?” Eblis beamed. 

“I’ve never seen the likes of this before,” I replied. 

“It is one of a kind, young Benjamin. Forged of the purest of ﬂames.” 

Gripping my ﬁngers around the handle of the knife I carved the letters BP into the ﬂat wooden surface of the top of the cask and handed the tool back to Eblis. 

“What is done, is done,” Eblis barked with outstretched arms. “The cask is now the property of Benjamin Pratt.” 

I hoisted the barrel back upon my shoulder and we began our trek through the woods with Eblis taking the lead along the path. I was now truly frightened of my situation alone in the woods with this eerie stranger and began to feel as though I were being punished for my theft. Our conversation ceased and I welcomed the quiet, praying the end of the wooded path would soon reveal itself, while Eblis pushed along humming an unfamiliar but hauntingly hypnotic tune. At one point I dared to stop along the path hoping he would continue ahead unaware of my abrupt halt; but as I stopped, Eblis stopped. He 

22 never turned around. He just stopped and waited for me to move as though he had eyes in the back of his head. Unnerved by this, I resumed my steps and like the reﬂection in a mirror, Eblis resumed his. 

Then suddenly Eblis halted. He focused his attention on a nearby oak, snatching several dry leaves from a branch and crushed them in his hand. “Ah...autumn!” he exclaimed whirling toward me with his ﬁst clenched. “It tis the season of the dying! As the air grows cooler, the leaves begin to select their colors before parting from the security of the branch. How it warms me so!” Slowly he opened his ﬁngers and displayed the crushed leaves in his palm and to my surprise, instantly the leaves burst into ﬂames, curling into ashes against his pink ﬂesh. Not once during this exhibition of black magic did the smiling Eblis appear to be in any pain. Clenching his ﬁst once more, he extin­guished the ﬂame and ﬁnished the bizarre demonstration by brushing the ashes from his hands. 

I was amazed and petriﬁed by Eblis’ magic and my only response came as an attempt to lessen the burden of guilt which grew so heavy in the shadow of this man. “I didn’t mean to steal the molasses!” 

“Don’t spoil the moment,” Eblis retorted. He turned away from me and continued his pace through the woods. 

At ﬁrst I did not or rather, could not move until the startling caw of an unseen bird broke my rigidity. 

When I rejoined Eblis, I began to wonder what interest he had in the forest? As if reading my mind, he replied, “You are curious to what brings me to the woods? It is an anniversary, young Benjamin...an annual pilgrimage.” The tone of his voice grew more serious and I more frightened. 

“Anniversary...?” I stammered. “What forest has an anniversary?” 


“All in good time, Benjamin.” 


“What is your trade?” I persisted with trembling words. 

Eblis scoﬀed. “Trade? I’m a manufacturer, young Benjamin. I manufacture...soles.” 

“You are a shoemaker?” I attempted to clarify. 

Eblis stopped and turned his head just slightly, glancing back at me with one eye and casting a wide grin. “Why of course, Benjamin,” he acknowledged before resuming his steps and his humming. 

The path on which we tread grew steeper as we climbed a hill, and a few moments later we stepped into a circular clearing dominated by a large oak tree. The towering tree sprung up from out of the center of the clearing with its partially exposed roots spreading out in all directions from the massive trunk like the probing tentacles of a great octopus. Half-way up the trunk, the two lowest branches with the thickness and length of the center beam to a house, extended outward and supported the lesser branches that coveted the clearing in the form of an oval roof. 

I stopped and watched as Eblis stepped beneath one of the branches. He scoured the limb for a moment before turning toward me. “Young Benjamin, come hither.” 

I should run now! But my legs wi" not move! Feeling helpless, I reluc­tantly stepped underneath the branch. 

“Do you see?” he asked pointing up at the large limb hovering overhead and well out of the reach of an average sized man. 

I followed his arm until I noticed scores of large gashes notched into the side and top of the branch. What does it mean? 

Eblis looked at me with widened eyes. “Why, this is the hanging tree from which the witches of Salem met their fate seventy-ﬁve years ago—this very month,” Eblis described with a chilling smugness. 

“Gallows Hill!” I gasped. My legs trembled. “The witches?! We should leave here now! My father told me to steer clear of this spot lest the spirits of those witches follow me home!” 

“Twenty executions, Benjamin. Nineteen hangings and one who was pressed to death. It was such a dark time,” Eblis described with delight. He seemed to be enjoying himself, all the while my heart raced. “And the corpses?” he continued. “Look around, Benjamin. For their bodies were thrust into shallow holes—discarded like the acorns of this mighty oak.” 

“This is the anniversary that brings you to this forest?!” I barked with disgust. 

“Yes, Benjamin. Exciting, isn’t it? Tell me,” he began to ask with an inquisitive glare, “do you know of any witches?” 

“Not...one.” 

“Pity. For they’re quite a devoted lot. Perhaps you shall make the acquaintance of one someday?” 

“I don’t believe in them.” 


“I wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss their existence,” he cautioned. 


“Of course many of the legends of daughters of black magic sailing before a full moon on a broom handle, or stirring a bubbling caldron with a slimy toad, are but that—legends. The real witch is a state of mind, Benjamin, and that can be very powerful. For after all, dark witchcraft is but a human attempt to establish contact with...well... with you know whom,” Eblis baited with a broad grin. 


“The devil?” 


“Devil is so trite,” he said annoyingly. “Human beings are but animals; transﬁxed to the present like sheep in a pasture. The human mind has the power to transcend the present and soar far from reality. Those who believe themselves to be witches are but imprisoned souls craving release from an earthly life of little substance—like sheep tied to the land.” Eblis slowly encircled the trunk of the oak, gliding his hands over its bark as if it were a sacred object. “Benjamin, in sixteen ninety-two most of those twenty souls were victims. The true messen­gers of Satan were the accusers and executioners themselves—those who expelled so much energy in creating the hysteria. For it was they who unknowingly contributed to a heightened awareness of the prince of darkness. It is this awareness that feeds him.” 

“You know much history of these woods,” I remarked with trep­idation. 

Eblis snickered and started a slow approach toward me. Still frozen with fear I could not ﬂee; but as the stranger drew closer I summoned up the courage and strength to match his steps with back­ward steps of my own. 

“Yes, Benjamin. I know much about those dark days of yore. I can see them as plain as you now see me. Do you know how?” 


I breathed heavily and shook my head from side to side. 


“I was here, Benjamin!” Eblis hissed. “Here in sixteen ninety-two on the very soil that you now stand!” 

“How can it be?!” I challenged, still backing my way out of the clearing. 


“Are you frightened?” Eblis retorted. “Fear is a sign of weakness.” 

I couldn’t respond. 


Eblis laughed. It was a deep menacing laugh and seemed to echo about me. 

I continued my retreat until a gentle brush against the back of my shoulder impeded my movement. My breathing stopped and my heart pounded, so I dropped the cask at my feet and closed my eyes. My adrenaline surged and I whirled around with such force that my tricorn ﬂew from my head as I swung my arm to combat whatever now blocked my withdrawal. I opened my eyes just as my arm shat­tered the branch of a small tree, bringing a sense of momentarily relief, but then remembered Eblis. As I turned back around, black clouds had rolled in across the sky obscuring the day’s ﬁnal rays of the setting sun as a sudden burst of wind whipped the leaves in the clearing into a colorful vortex obstructing my view of the stranger. I held my arms over my face to shield my eyes from the whirling debris tossed about by the cyclone which had now completely swallowed Eblis. 

“Until we meet again, Benjamin Pratt!” the dark stranger called out from within the cyclone. I grabbed hold of a tree trunk as the entire clearing seemed to be spinning in a dazzling display of colors as the whirlwind produced a vacuum sucking all loose objects into its center. 

And then just as suddenly as it had come up, the dark clouds passed overhead, re-emitting the fading sunlight. The wind ceased, allowing the leaves to ﬂoat eﬀortlessly to the ground as a disquieting hush fell over the forest. As mysteriously as he had appeared, Cyrus Eblis was gone. 

I released my grip from the tree trunk and my trembling legs buckled, dropping me to my knees. Taking a moment to gather my thoughts, I remembered the cask of molasses and began searching the ground around me, looking out over the clearing to locate my tricorn; but the barrel was nowhere to be found. It had disappeared along with Eblis. 
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[image: image]y father had never heard of Cyrus Eblis, insisting instead 

that he was a product of Old Red’s storytelling and a poor 


excuse for missing the chance to purchase molasses from the Lucky Star. It proved to be as severe a scolding as I had antici­pated; although I deliberately neglected to include my theft of the molasses in retelling the day’s events. My father vowed that it would be a long time before he would ever again entrust me with such a task, and in his anger lost control of his tongue by reminding me that I lacked the qualities that made my late brother Jordan such a respon­sible and dependable young man. The mentioning of my brother’s name brought tears to the eyes of my parents. It was especially painful for me, unleashing memories of the events surrounding the tragic accident two years before. 

Despite the onset of winter and the steady decline of his health, my father took it upon himself to make the trip to the port of Salem for a cask of molasses. Each trip burdened me with guilt. I continued to accompany him, taking the opportunity to search the streets for the stranger I encountered in the forest. I examined hundreds of faces and explored the shops of the few shoemakers in Salem; but there was no sign of Cyrus Eblis. I began to convince myself that maybe the events were all a bad dream. 

Three months had passed when suddenly on Christmas morning, my father died of consumption. He was thirty-ﬁve. My mother and I were devastated. My father’s patriarchal grip dominated our meager existence in Salem and his judgment, guidance, and work ethic proved to be a constant force that molded our daily lives. We were ill-prepared for the emotional and economic burden that his passing bestowed upon us. My mother lacked the knowledge and desire to continue the operation of the tannery and I was too young and inex­perienced to inherit the business. 

On a bitter cold and snowy morning, we buried my father in the graveyard behind the lofty wooden steeple of Salem’s meetinghouse. A small group of family and friends gathered to bid farewell to William Pratt, laying him to rest alongside my brother, Jordan. 

Standing ankle-deep in the wet snow, I gripped my mother’s hand as two men shoveled earth atop my father’s pine coﬃn, while the minister read a passage from the Good Book. I didn’t cry; but listened to the words of the Bible with my head bowed, numb from the cold and the sadness that surrounded me. Then there was silence. The preacher seemed to have stopped in mid-sentence, so I raised my head to see the clergyman’s lips moving and watched his breath in the cold air; but I couldn’t hear the words. The world around me had grown mute. Suddenly the eerie muteness was broken by the whisper of my name. It echoed about me, but originated from nowhere. Glancing around at those who stood above the open grave none appeared to take heed. I turned my head to look over my shoulder and there in the distance loomed the dark ﬁgure of a man positioned in between two headstones, wearing a circular brimmed hat. My mouth grew parched and for an instant I was unable to move. Something inside told me it was the stranger—Cyrus Eblis. 

Sensing my discomfort, my mother turned toward me. “Benjamin, what is it?” she asked breaking the silence. 

I swallowed hard. “It’s him...the man from the forest!” 

My mother followed my stare and lifted her eyes in the direction of the stranger. “I see no-one.” 

I could still see him and continued my glare across the graveyard. “But mother! He’s there! What does he want?!” 

My mother placed her cold hand to the side of my face and gently turned my head toward her. “Oh Benjamin, you’re all I have. Don’t trouble me so,” she said with eyes welled with tears. 

When I looked behind me again the stranger was gone. 

The clergyman closed the Bible and paced toward my mother. Upon reaching her, he took my mother’s hand and consoled her with a few brief personal thoughts. She wept softly as the minister gave her a gentle hug and turning in my direction, acknowledged me with a nod and a tip of the tricorn before walking away. She and I remained at the gravesite in silence until the coﬃn had been completely covered with earth. When we turned away from the plot, I could see my father’s older sister and her husband—locked arm in arm—trudging through the snow in our direction. 

“Jamesina!” my mother replied. 

“Oh, Marian! I am so sorry!” my aunt consoled, presenting my mother with the customary grievance gift—a pair of gloves. My mother smiled and handed me the gloves, which I stuﬀed into my coat pocket to join the other ﬁve pair. 

Jamesina reached out and took hold of my mother’s hands. I had never really noticed it before; but as I gazed at my aunt I could see the attentive eyes and the reassuring smile of my father. With long blonde hair ﬂowing beneath her bonnet and a slim, shapely ﬁgure, my aunt was a beautiful woman physically, and blessed with an inner beauty that shown within her pleasant disposition and her incessant kindness. 

The interlocking of hands between my mother and aunt extended into a hug as both women began to weep and it proved diﬃcult to see both of them in tears, for I had always only witnessed their strength. 

My uncle, Edward Brown, had snuck up beside me and laid his hand upon my shoulder. “I oﬀer my condolences, Benjamin.” 

“Thank you, uncle.” 

The women remained locked in a tearful embrace. 

“My, how you have grown,” my uncle admired. “Look Jamey how Benjamin has grown since last we saw him.” 

My aunt pulled herself from my mother and wiped the tears from her cheeks with a handkerchief. “Why, yes,” she said, glancing at me with a forced smile. “Quite a ﬁne young man.” 

“How kind of you to make the journey from Lynn in such foul weather,” my mother remarked. 

“Good heavens!” Jamesina replied. “Nothing would have kept me from saying goodbye to my brother!” 

“Why of course...I didn’t mean...” 

“Hush,” Jamesina interrupted with a smile. “I know what you meant. It is diﬃcult for both of us.” My aunt turned toward me. “How old are you, Benjamin?” 

“Thirteen,” I replied. 

“And a handsome thirteen at that,” she added. 

“How is Caleb getting along?” my mother asked, regaining her composure. 

“Splendid, thank you,” Jamesina replied. “He recently completed his theological studies at Yale and has been ordained the junior colleague to a minister in Connecticut. I expected him in Lynn last evening, but he must have been delayed by the weather. I left word we would be at the funeral this morning.” 

“Where has he been assigned?” 


“The town of Simsbury,” she responded proudly. 


“Well, it will be good to see him.” 

My mother turned away to take one more look upon the gravesite. With a sigh and a whimper she turned back around and lifted her bloodshot eyes in the direction of my aunt and uncle. “It is so cold,” she said with a shiver. 

“Marian, I realize this is neither the time nor place to discuss such matters,” Edward expressed, “but what are your future plans?” 

My mother hesitated. “I...I don’t know,” she responded with an empty stare. “I suppose I could sell the tannery and make candle­sticks. My mother once sold them and learned me the craft.” 

“These are diﬃcult times for a widow and a schoolboy,” Edward stressed. Standing shorter than Jamesina, my uncle tugged on the lapels of his jacket before circling his hand about a round midsection that sagged over the waistline of his breeches. “The king continues to send more redcoats to the colonies and their immoral behavior has been called into question. And now that the Townshend Acts have gone into eﬀect, dissent has begun to run high, particularly with the publication of Dickinson’s Letters From a Farmer in Penn­sylvania...” 

“I do not read the political literature of disgruntled farmers,” my mother interrupted with sarcasm. 

“What Edward means...” Jamesina interjected with a glance towards me and a soft whisper, “...is that a woman needs a man about the house.” 

Insulted that my aunt thought less of my manliness, I lowered my head and gently kicked the snow. 

“Margaret Winters claims to have been violated by a young British soldier,” Jamesina added. “It is not safe for a woman to be alone.” 

“Well, I do have a cousin who lives north in Falmouth and we could stay with her,” my mother replied. 

“And Benjamin?” Jamesina asked. “What is he to do? Come spring he will have ﬁnished with secondary school.” 

“He will accompany me, of course.” 

“Marian, the shoemaking business is booming in Lynn,” Edward oﬀered. “The need for apprentices is growing every day. I, myself, employ two journeymen at present and have no need for an extra hand; but I do know of a man who trains apprentices to become jour­neymen for manufacturers looking to hire. It might be prudent for Benjamin to take advantage of such a teacher and develop a useful skill he shall use the rest of his days.” 

I was attracted to the idea. “Yes, mother! It would be a great experience!” 

“I don’t know,” my mother deliberated. “At this point my ﬁngers and toes have frozen. It might be best to continue this discussion aside a warm hearth.” 

“Yes, Marian. I agree,” Edward replied. “Come let us walk you to your chaise.” 

As the three adults stepped in front of me, I hesitated and lingered behind, deciding to explore the area where I had seen the dark apparition. 

I plodded half-way across the snow-blanketed cemetery, winding in between staggered headstones until reaching the location where I was certain the stranger had stood. After a few moments of probing the newly fallen snow, I was astounded to ﬁnd the absence of a single footprint, with the exception of my own. With a confused expression, I stood motionless for a few moments listening to the faint howl of the wind. 

“Benjamin?” a voice called out from behind me. Its suddenness startled me so much that I tumbled face down into the snow. 

Quickly I rolled over and brushed the cold snow from my cheeks and forehead as the gentleman who stood above me reached down and oﬀered me his hand. 

“Benjamin? Are you all right?” 

I sighed with relief. “Caleb,” I acknowledged embarrassingly. “I slipped.” 

Caleb helped me to my feet. “It has been awhile, cousin,” he said. “I’m sorry to hear of your father’s death.” 

“It is hard,” I replied, brushing the snow from my coat. 

Six years older than I, Caleb had already completed two years of university study in New Haven and so it surprised no-one when Jamesina announced his new assignment as a minister in Connecticut —it was expected. Friends and companions at an early age—my cousin, my brother and myself, were inseparable as youths; but time and circumstance had changed all of that. As far as I could remember, my cousin’s presence acted as a constant reminder that no matter how good I was at something, he was always better than me. An over­achiever, he excelled at all he attempted. Bright, handsome, and charming, Caleb’s qualities invoked the family’s pride and gave encour­agement to my parents that my brother and I would follow the trail of his success; but that was yesterday and the events of life had altered such
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