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        “Keep your face always toward the sunshine⁠—

      
        and shadows will fall behind you.”

        WALT WHITMAN
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      Tis August and sweltering heat hovers six feet above ground whilst humidity weighs me down, into my grave, I think. Where else can I be but six feet under without my Lizzie? I wipe perspiration from my cheek with the back of my hand, my handkerchief nowhere to be found. And then I realize. Tis not perspiration I wipe but tears, salty like the sea. I pace outside the dungeon, a futile attempt to release a fury so pent up I feel I will combust. Lizzie is behind that wall, trapped in that God-forsaken place, she and our unborn child.

      “Oh, Lizzie,” I say aloud. “How has it come to this? We were but a day from leaving this horror behind. How did we get caught up in the madness? I was so certain we would escape.” 

      I shake my fist at the prison wall. “I told you we should leave. But you were intent on staying until after our babe was born.” I scream despite the odd glances of passers-by. “I should have grabbed you by the arms and forced you to leave!” I slump to the ground, a heap of untended clothing, banging my head against the wall. “I shall fix it, my love. And then we shall be free.”

      Humidity steals the air, leaving hollow hotness in my lungs. People stare in my direction. From their contorted features I think they believe I am possessed by Satan. Perhaps I am.

      I am light-headed and for a moment I forget where I am. But the bliss of forgetting is gone as quickly as it arrived and I am certain I shall vomit. I press my hands into the prison wall with whatever strength I can muster. There is just this one wall between us, after all, and I pray for the strength of one hundred men so I can knock this barrier down and break her free. Tis but one wall, but tis enough. Tis an ocean I cannot cross without drowning, taking Lizzie down with me. There is no end to this accursement. I know it in my bones.

      I am increasingly aware of the sights and sounds of life surrounding me. Horses gallop at the commands of their drivers. Blacksmiths hammer and bakers shout, waving their fresh-scented goods above their heads. Scattered bird songs punctuate the air like distant ripples. Snippets of half-heard conversations float above my head.

      I turn away like a child, believing that if I cannot see them then they cannot see me. Yet there is no avoiding them. Three well-dressed men linger, men familiar to me, business acquaintances of Father, I think. In my muddled state I cannot remember their names. Father warned me that we have become a topic of conversation amongst Town and Village. With Lizzie accused of witchcraft and languishing in prison, others look for justification for our misfortunes.

      I try to ignore the men but they speak loudly, wishing for me to overhear, I am certain.

      “Why, there’s young Wentworth,” says the first man “He shouldn’t be sitting there, of all places, I’m sure.”

      “Perhaps he’s lost his mind. His wife has been named a witch, you know,” says the second.

      “Mistress Wentworth a witch? Never,” says the third. “Anyone will say she’s a God-fearing woman. A Quaker, they say, but there’s no help for that, I reckon.”

      “A Quaker, indeed? That’s unfortunate. Who says she’s a Quaker?” says the second man.

      “Tis only what I heard. You never know what is right and what is false in such matters.”

      Yet tis all worth repeating, I think angrily.

      “No matter what anyone says, I shan’t believe she is a witch,” says the third. “I have signed my name to the petition the Wentworths are sending round stating that I have never seen her act in any way that put her in league with the Devil.”

      “You best be careful, Davies,” the first man says. “People may think you are in communication with Satan if word gets round that you signed the petition.” He leans close to the other two, his voice still loud enough for me to hear. “They say tis her very own brother who accused her, her brother and his wife. Why would a brother accuse his sister of Devilry if there were no truth to it?”

      I could name a hundred reasons, I want to yell.

      “Maybe Mistress Wentworth is controlling your mind,” the first man continues. “They can do that you know, the witches. These vassals of Evil work their malignant magic on unsuspecting innocents until they no longer know which is the righteous way.” From the corner of my mind, I see the speaker nod toward me. “Perhaps she controls his mind.”

      “I agree with Smithers,” the third man says. “Those who do the Devil’s bidding cloud your judgment, piece by piece, til they have turned your thoughts to mush. Then you sign your name to that unholy book, pledging your soul to Satan. Once you are bound to the Devil even God cannot help you.”

      The men wander away, still huddled in their conversation. Suddenly, like a woodpecker chipping away at my frazzled mind, the thought jabs me until I realize—Lizzie is condemned. In the eyes of the community, she is a witch. Without a trial. Without honest evidence. She is convicted. I have been to other trials, after all. I have seen the travesties of justice with my own eyes.

      My bones quiver as though intent on breaking through my skin. My hands pick at my hair, my cheeks. My mouth opens but no sound comes forth. I can no longer live like this.

      The sun drops behind clouds, and with the thickening darkness my vexation increases. Shadows creep toward me, one by one, inch by inch, their tenebrous fingers heckling me, revealing in vivid detail how Lizzie suffers right now, in this very moment, in the squalor of the dungeon, chained to the wall, with slithers of straw to sleep on and barely enough food to eat or water to drink. Look here, the wicked shadows say. Here is how she suffers now. And she will suffer still more in the end, her and the babe. I wave my hands desperately before my face, trying to erase the oncoming obscurity and the plodding shadows with it.

      Again, I pick at myself, my coat, my eyebrows, my earlobes. Pick. Pick. Pick. Then I pace. Between the picking and the pacing I feel Sanity loosening its grip on me. I have enough sense left to realize how others cross the road to escape the sight of me. I must stop this, I know, but I pace, and I pick, and a crowd gathers.

      “Ain’t that Wentworth the Younger?” asks a man, a farmer, I think.

      Another man answers. “What’s it to you?”

      I feel Lizzie so fully then. She is suffering on the other side of that wall, so close to me, yet I cannot help her. I am certain that I can hear her strained breathing and the sound drives me mad.

      “Stop!” I yell at the onlookers. “What do you stare at? My wife is in there! Innocent people suffer in there!” I point at the prison wall. “Have you no eyes to see their suffering? No ears to hear their cries in the night? And what do any of you do but leer and point and laugh? What have you done to help them? How can you stand there like everything is fine when this madness has overtaken Salem!” I charge toward the farmer, and since I am a head taller than him he backs away. 

      “James.” Father grasps my shoulder, his small eyes narrowing with concern. His gentle voice soothes me. “Son, you cannot do this. People already whisper about how you must be bewitched yourself. You cannot help Lizzie from inside there.” He jabs his elbow toward the prison.

      I nod at the wall. “I love you, Lizzie,” I say. “I will see you soon.” Father takes my shoulder and leads me away. For that moment, at least, I leave the shadows behind.
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      James Wentworth’s arms jutted toward the ceiling, grasping upward. Long-form shadows like grasping claws inched toward him and he bolted upright in bed. His heart slammed against his ribcage like a clenched fist. He opened his eyes and sat up, his breathing a fish-like gasp for air.

      When James was awake enough to think clearly, the red-hot anger from his dream shook him with its ferociousness. He wanted to strangle the shadows that insisted on creeping toward him, even now when he was awake. Even the realization that he was not in Salem, and it was not the seventeenth century, didn’t help him feel better. The fact that he was in his own bed in his own house with his wife asleep by his side didn’t help either. The leers of the passers-by still cut into him, their accusations echoing in his ears. He opened his mouth, ready to scream at them to stop staring, until wispy streams of moonlight illuminated his wife sleeping peacefully beside him, a soft smile on her lips. James watched her until his breathing settled.

      “Sarah is all right,” he whispered. “Sarah is all right.” He kept repeating the phrase as if to remind himself that he was not there, in the frightening world of his nightmare, but here.

      Quietly, not wishing to disturb her, he crawled out of bed. He slipped his bathrobe over his pajamas and pulled on some socks. He checked the children’s room and both were fine, sleeping calmly, Gracie in her bed with her stuffed teddy beside her, Johnny in his crib, his cherubic face peaceful in repose. James smiled at his children, still amazed by them, and he left them to rest.

      He opened the front door and let the cool ocean air wash over him. He shivered but didn’t go back inside. Something about the snappy air soothed him, reminding him that he was alive, like any other human. And he needed the reminder then. That he was human.

      It had been one year since James, Sarah, and Grace moved from Massachusetts to California for his position in the English department at UC Berkeley. It had been an odd year, certainly. It wasn’t simply a move from the east coast to the west coast. It wasn’t simply taking a new professorship at a new university. He had changed positions more times than he could count. The true test was coming to terms with his mortality again.

      For James had spent more than three centuries as a preternatural man. Even he had to remind himself that it was true. He was turned into a vampire in 1692, and since then, he had spent each of his waking nights dreaming of being human again. He had never asked to be a vampire, after all. The vampire who turned him didn’t ask his permission, didn’t even know his name. James was chosen, led away in the darkness when the stronger, paranormal man bit into James’ neck and sucked out his mortal blood only to be replaced with the mystical variety that brought James extraordinary strength, supernatural abilities, and a lifetime of forever.

      Forever.

      Humans didn’t understand the implications of forever, James thought. They all dream of living forever. They don’t understand what they are asking for. Living forever becomes a matter of boredom, of finding ways to fill the time. Living for so long makes it harder to maintain some intention for your life. Goals are meaningless since you have forever to work on them. An eternal life means that you go on after those you love most in the world die. That was the worst of it, for James. His wife had died, his beloved Lizzie, and he was forced to go on. When the opportunity came for him to return to a normal human life, he grabbed it. He was certain that being human again would take all his worries away.

      James stood outside, continuing to let the ocean wind soothe him. He shivered again and hugged his arms around his chest. Embracing the cold, he was reminded that now he lived in an easily wounded, all too mortal body with ordinary senses. He ate ordinary food and drank ordinary liquids. But being human again had difficulties he hadn’t remembered from the first time. He hadn’t been sleeping, which was itself enough to wreak havoc on a human’s delicate system.

      When he was a vampire, night was when he was awake. Everything happened at night. For a human, night meant slowing down, resting, and then sleep. But James couldn’t sleep at night. During how many dark hours had he found himself awake, haunted by horrific visions from a time he was determined to forget? Sometimes, he saw leering grins and accusatory squints. Sometimes, he heard jeering voices and cackling laughter. He would lie awake staring at the ceiling as if it were a movie theater screen while tragedies from his past flickered like an old-time film. Sometimes, the scenes were painful and he covered his eyes with his hands. The shadows haunted him the most. Always the shadows. He could not escape them. Finally, when the visions became too much, he crawled out of bed and inspected the hidden corners, the closet, behind the door. Then he searched near the children until he was certain the apparitions were in his mind and not the house. The more he tried to ignore the shadows, the more haunted he felt.

      During the daylight hours, at Berkeley or at home, he managed to smile. He fooled everyone, even himself, into thinking he was fine, just fine. I’m a little tired, he’d say, or I haven’t completed my research on Poe and Gothic literature, he’d say. If he couldn’t admit his troubles to himself, he certainly couldn’t admit them to Sarah. She would want to hear them, comfort him, and help him any way she could. He knew that as certainly as he knew the sun would rise in the east. But she had been through so much already, and he didn’t want to add to her troubles. It was his job to protect her, after all. She deserved a peaceful, quiet life full of love and joy, and he would do everything in his power to see that she had that and more. 

      James could not stop shivering. He nodded when he recalled how cold was all he knew until one year ago. That one fateful night, at the height of the witch hunts in Salem, he had followed that long-faced man with the wicked grin who insisted he could help James rescue his wife from the prison. James, desperate to break his wife free, would have followed the man anywhere, even to an abandoned house in an isolated part of town where James would wake up dead. He was awake, but he was dead. Which is what makes a vampire, James thought.

      He had believed, in his naiveté, that returning to human would be the easiest thing in the world, far easier than learning how to live like a vampire. After he had been turned into the stuff of nightmares, he was left completely alone. Whoever turned him had vanished into the moonless night, leaving James to figure out how to live this preternatural lifestyle for himself. It was years of challenging lessons and James had hated every moment of it. He shuddered to think of it now.

      It was Miriam, the witch, who helped him learn how to live that unnatural way. Miriam was Olivia Phillips’  ancestor, and Olivia was one of James’ dearest friends. James had known Olivia’s family since the seventeenth century. He remembered the first time he saw Miriam and her sisters in Old Salem at the height of the madness. James closed his eyes, struggling to stay in the present moment. It was all too easy to slip back to colonial times in his mind. He had to force his thoughts to stay there, in his home near the California coast, with his wife and children near him. He laughed aloud when he thought of Olivia’s last visit to Berkeley when Olivia, ever motherly, ever patient, was determined to teach him to meditate, with no success.

      “I can’t quiet my mind, Olivia,” James said. “There’s more than 300 years of thoughts and memories in there.”

      “Meditation isn’t about quieting the mind, James,” Olivia answered, her gold hoop earrings jangling in the shake of her head. “You can’t stop your brain from thinking. That’s what brains are designed to do: think. The trick isn’t stopping your thoughts from occurring, but instead acknowledging them as they come, recognizing them for what they are, just thoughts, and letting them slip away without judgment. Thoughts aren’t good or bad. You’re the English professor. What’s that quote from Shakespeare about things not being good or bad?”

      “There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so. From Hamlet.”

      “Precisely! Thoughts just are, and we should learn to acknowledge those thoughts without attaching positive or negative emotions to them. Whenever I have a particularly unnerving thought, I imagine it floating away from me on a puffy white cloud across a clear blue sky.”

      Olivia stopped, leaning close to James, that detective seeking clues look etched deep into her steel gray eyes. When James said nothing, she sighed. “You need to learn to live in the moment, dear. The past is gone and the future is a dream.”

      They were sitting on a blanket on the sand near the shore watching the sun drop, a mist fanning the waves while birds flittered away in the dusk. For a moment, the Pacific Ocean reminded James of the Atlantic Ocean, and he felt Salem very strongly then.

      “I should live in the moment?” James asked. “Which moment would that be?”

      “This one. Now. The one where you and I are having this conversation. The one where your wife and children are waiting for you at home. You’re holding too much onto the past and it’s time to let go.”

      “When you’re my age, Olivia, there’s a lot of past to contend with.”

      “Today you are 31 years old, nearly 32, to be exact. And I do think you would get a lot out of meditating. You should speak to Sarah. Meditation has helped her deal with many of the troubles from her past. It’s not the easiest thing in the world to realize that you’re the reincarnation of a woman who died tragically during the Salem Witch Trials.”

      “I know,” James said. “I was there.” He thought a moment, watching the last flock of seagulls depart. “Sarah is better at letting go than I am. Actually, she’s better at everything than I am.”

      “Yes, dear, I’d say that’s true.”

      Olivia smiled in her warm, motherly way, and James allowed himself to be comforted, for that moment at least. Olivia wouldn’t let James return to the house without promising to take five minutes a day to sit quietly with his thoughts. James agreed, mainly so Olivia would drop the subject. He extended his hand to his friend and they walked back to his house.

      That night, nearly a month after that conversation, James decided to give meditation a try. How could some deep breathing hurt, after all? He closed his eyes, as Olivia had instructed him. Inhale. Exhale. So far, so good. Every time a thought popped into his mind he didn’t fight it. He tried to imagine that cloud. For a moment, he saw it. The clear blue sky. The cotton-like cloud. He pushed one thought toward the cloud, settled it as if putting his baby son in his crib, and sent it on its merry way. He sent away a second thought, and a third. Then it happened, as it always did. Darkness descended like a rancorous thunderstorm. There was nowhere to hide as the shadows crept toward him. He shivered, not from the night ocean wind, but from fear. He thought he’d be frozen in darkness forever.

      He opened his eyes, scanning his front yard. It was a clear night sky, not a cloud anywhere, and he breathed more easily. The only shadows he saw were those created by the street lamps. Elongated cars, lopsided houses, even his own form, long and distorted, stretched before him. These were not the nightmarish shadows disturbing his sleep. Instead of fear, he was angry. He had lost so much. His wife had lost so much. He had been consumed by so much grief over so many years.

      Where is that anger supposed to go, James wondered? Olivia said you should acknowledge your thoughts without attaching emotion to them. But what if that isn’t possible? What if the grief was too much? What if he were weighed down by outrage? What if his anger was righteous?

      James waited until his breathing settled before he went back inside. He found his way to the bedroom, crawled into bed beside his wife, snuggling closer to share her warmth, and, finally, he slept.
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      Sarah Wentworth cracked open the door to the room behind the kitchen that James used as an office. She knew what he meant to be doing. The “publish or perish” part of being a tenure-track professor had started to haunt his presentation to the review board since he hadn’t done much by way of research or publication since arriving at Berkeley. Every time they discussed it, the conversation was the same.

      “I’ve been a professor for more than 300 years, Sarah,” James would say. “I think I’m finally tired of it. The students are young and getting younger. And what is there for me to research that I haven’t written about a thousand times before?”

      Every time, Sarah suggested that James should take a sabbatical, or, even more drastic, perhaps it was time to leave being a professor behind. He was right, after all. He had been teaching at various universities around the world since the eighteenth century. Maybe it was time for him to find a new passion, she said. And every time James would shrug, saying, no, it will be all right. I think I’ve found a new angle from which to tackle Poe, or I have an angle of attack on another professor’s Marxist take on Dickinson. I’ll weather this burnout as I have in the past—by pushing through until I feel some new excitement for my work again.

      So Sarah knew what she would find on the other side
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