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  Death Omen


  NEW BEDFORD


  I turned left out of my business parking lot on Friday evening instead of right, heading toward the highway. I was making the three-hour trip to my friend Sarah’s house, where I planned to spend the weekend. Sarah was recently divorced and appreciated company whenever she could get it. Since my husband was away on a business trip, I had called Sarah and invited myself to her place. She was delighted to accept my spur-of-the-moment invitation.


  As I traveled down the dark, wet highway, I kept feeling chills, as though something bad were going to happen or someone were watching me. I kept looking in the rearview mirror and glancing into the back seat. No one was there. Don’t be ridiculous, I told myself, wishing fervently that I was home in my bed instead of driving on a dark, rainy highway. There was almost no traffic on the road, so I kept going, knowing that I would soon reach New Bedford.


  I turned off the highway and started traveling down the local roads that led to Sarah’s house. At exactly 9:52 p.m. according to the clock on my dashboard, I drew alongside the town cemetery. As I drove down the street, I saw a strange light glowing among the tombstones. Curious, I stopped the car to take a look, and I saw a figure moving—a glowing female figure, walking slowly, as if she carried a heavy weight. A ghost, I thought in alarm.


  As I sat frozen, my car idling, the ghost seemed to hear the sound of the engine, and she looked up. I gasped in fear. She had the twisted face of a demon, with glowing red eyes and short pointed teeth. I screamed as she leapt toward the car, her clawed hands reaching toward me. I slammed my foot down on the accelerator and the car leapt forward. For a few terrible moments, she ran among the tombstones, keeping pace with the car. Then she fell behind.


  In the rearview mirror, I saw the ghost grow taller and taller, until she was as large as a tree. Red light swirled around her like mist. She pointed after me, her mouth moving, though I could not make out her words. I jerked my attention back to the road, afraid what might happen if I let my car run off the street.


  I made it to Sarah’s house in record time and flung myself out of the car, pounding on her door frantically and looking behind me to see if the demon-faced woman had followed me. Sarah came running to the door and let me in. I ran past her into the safety of the house and fell with a gasp into a chair.


  “Jane, what’s wrong?” Sarah asked, shutting the door behind me and sinking down into the chair next to mine.


  I couldn’t speak for a few moments. There was a huge knot in my chest that grew so tight I gasped for breath whenever I pictured the face of the woman in the cemetery. Sarah was going to think I had lost my mind, but I had to tell someone what had happened or the knot in my chest would strangle me. After several false starts, I managed to choke out my story. Sarah gasped and asked, “The phantom? Was it walking in the cemetery when you saw it?”
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  DEATH OMEN


  I nodded, puzzled by her question.


  “It must have been the witch,” Sarah said, wringing her hands.


  “The witch?” I asked.


  “They say that the ghost of an accused witch haunts the cemetery,” Sarah said. “She’s considered a death omen. People see her when something terrible is about to happen to them or someone they know.”


  Ordinarily, I would have laughed at such a superstition, but the appearance of the phantom had shaken me.


  After a few minutes’ conversation and a cup of hot cocoa, I felt calm enough to retrieve my luggage from the car, though I foolishly begged Sarah to come with me, since the thought of facing the darkness alone made my hands shake. As it was, I froze on the doorstep, the red eyes and crazed face of the witch’s ghost looming in my mind until Sarah gave me an impatient push from behind. Then I hurried down the steps and unlocked the sedan. Moments later, we were back inside, laughing a little at my fear and haste. Sarah sat on the edge of the bed as I unpacked my few things, eagerly outlining the events she had planned for the weekend.


  It was nearly midnight when the front doorbell rang. Sarah and I stared at each other in surprise. Who could be coming to the door at this time of night? Before my eyes flashed once again the leering form of the phantom witch, said to appear just before a disaster. My hands started to shake so much that I dropped the hairbrush I was holding. Sarah swallowed and then shook her head. “You said it yourself,” she said, in a far-too-calm voice, “It was just superstitious nonsense.”


  Tossing her head bravely, she marched out of the room and down the stairs. I trailed behind her and stood on the bottom step as she opened the door to find the tall figure of a policeman. The look on his face was a mixture of pained duty and compassion; his words brief and to the point. Sarah’s parents had been involved in a car accident that evening and had both been killed instantly. The time of death? 9:52 p.m.
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  Which Way to Boston?


  NORTHAMPTON


  It had been a day of “Ds,” Peter mused to himself as he turned his car onto the twisty, tree-lined, isolated side road he used as a shortcut whenever he was late driving home. Dreary, dark, and drizzling were the first three that came to mind.


  “A dreary, dark, and drizzling dusk,” Peter said aloud, liking the way the words rolled off his tongue. He peered through the swishing windshield wipers that were swiping ineffectively at the raindrops dotting his windshield. The wipers seemed to be creating a nasty smudge on the passenger side of the car, he noticed with a wry smile. Of course. Didn’t they always?


  His headlights barely pierced the gloomy avenue as he drove through the dimming daylight. Suddenly, his engine started to knock—one, two, three times—and then stalled abruptly. A bright orange warning light flared on his dashboard, and Peter almost said another “D” word but hastily bit back the curse. His wife, Mandy, was trying to break him of his habitual swearing.


  “You’re as bad as the other Peter Rugg,” Mandy had told him the previous week, shaking her finger at him in mock anger as she referenced his historical namesake.


  The first Peter Rugg was a famous character in an old Boston folktale. According to the legend, Peter Rugg was an upright Boston colonist whose prim and proper manner was often overwhelmed by his terrible temper. Once aroused, Peter Rugg was famous for his ability to swear the paint off a wall and his fondness for kicking down doors, dashing about in circles, and yelling so loud that his wig flipped over. Even the bravest of men fled before his wrath. It was this terrible habit of swearing that finally got him into eternal trouble one stormy day long ago.


  One morning, the upright Boston man went to visit friends in Concord, taking his young daughter along with him for a special treat. He solemnly promised his anxious wife that they would return before nightfall, since she did not like to be alone in the house after dark. After finishing their visit, Peter Rugg and his daughter embarked upon their return journey in an open chaise with plenty of time to spare, but a sudden storm swept over the town now known as West Cambridge, forcing them take shelter in a local tavern owned by a friend.


  As daylight waned and the storm gave no sign of abating, Peter’s famous temper got the better of him. When his friend urged them to stay the night rather than brave the storm, Peter cried, “I gave m’wife m’word, and I’ll not break it!” When the friend pressed him on the matter, Peter let forth a string of curse words that made his friend’s face turn bright red. Peter stomped about in a circle, and his wig turned sideways as he danced from foot to foot in growing rage. Finally, he caught his daughter by the hand and marched out the door into the downpour, shouting, “Let the storm increase! I’ll see my home tonight despite this foul tempest, or may I never see home again!”
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  WHICH WAY TO BOSTON?


  With these words, Peter Rugg tossed his shivering, soaking-wet daughter into her seat, righted his soggy wig, leapt in beside the little girl, and whipped up his horses. A moment later, he was gone, bound for Boston. He never arrived.


  Mrs. Rugg waited in vain, that night and many more, for her Peter and her little girl to arrive. Searchers could trace him only as far as the friend’s tavern and no further. Finally, the two were given up for dead and mourned accordingly.


  But not long after the memorial services occurred, neighbors in that particular Boston block started hearing the sound of a chaise racing up the street on stormy nights. The noise of its passage rattled their doors, and some claimed to hear the crack of a whip and a voice that sounded like that of Peter Rugg, swearing fiercely as he searched in vain for the house from which his spirit was barred.


  Soon, reports of a fast-driving carriage containing the furious, soaking-wet Rugg and his little daughter started pouring in from all over the state, and then from as far away as Connecticut and New York. Folks meeting the odd pair said that Rugg always stopped to ask directions to Boston but was never able to follow them correctly, often heading in exactly the opposite direction from the one pointed out to him. His little daughter never said a word during these encounters. And for hours after such a visitation, a fierce storm would rage over the vicinity.


  One unfortunate toll collector manning the Charlestown Bridge frequently heard the chaise rushing past his toll-house at the height of each storm that broke over the area. One night he finally summoned up the courage to rush out into the thunder and lightning to confront the toll-breaker, standing at the center of the bridge and holding a three-legged stool before him like a sword. Horse, carriage, man, and girl came barreling toward him without stopping. At the very last moment, he leapt aside with a shout and flung the stool at the horse. He watched in amazement as the stool went right through the black creature and landed on the far side of the bridge. Then the careening carriage disappeared into the darkness on the other side.


  Long after his wife and all his friends were dead and forgotten, the spirit of Peter Rugg and his daughter traveled on, searching for a way back to their Boston home. Reports of this strange, traveling pair have continued to this day, keeping the tale alive in the minds of all those living roundabout Northampton. Or so went the story that the modern-day “Peter Rugg” learned as a child.


  Since that Peter also had a bad habit of swearing whenever he lost his temper, his wife Mandy had started fining him 25 cents every time he uttered one of the words on her “black list.”


  “I don’t want our son learning any colorful language at such a young and impressionable age,” she scolded her husband after their little boy had parroted a very colorful word one morning when Mandy put him down for a nap. Conceding her point, Peter had reluctantly adhered to the new ruling handed down by his suddenly fierce wife.


  “Dang,” he shouted now at his errant car, substituting a word that had not been blackballed by his wife. It didn’t have the power and pizzazz of his favorite swear words, but at least it helped express his feelings a bit. “Dang! Dang! Dang!” Peter repeated. He slammed the car into park, touched the hood release button, and then nipped out into the drizzle to stare gloomily down at his engine. He’d always meant to take an auto-repair and maintenance class in school but had never gotten around to it. Too caught up in sports and academics. And a doctoral degree in history wasn’t any help out here on a desolate side road with a broken-down car.


  “Double dang and blast!” Peter said, dropping the hood down again and climbing back into the car. The softly falling rain had already saturated his clothing, and he shivered as he tried in vain to restart the car. The engine ground a few times but wouldn’t turn over. Great. He pulled out his cell phone to call Mandy and realized with a groan that he was in a dead zone.


  Peter said a word that was definitely on his wife’s black list and shoved the phone back into his pocket. He used some more colorful language and had racked up a two-dollar fine by the time he heard the wild sound of a galloping horse and the rattling, clinking noise of a carriage coming down the road. He blinked at the unaccustomed sound. To his knowledge, none of his neighbors owned horses, nor did anyone else in this vicinity. And those folks who rode horses didn’t drive carriages anymore. These days, carriage driving was a specialty sport.


  Peter glanced out the back window, but it had fogged up when the car stalled. He rolled down the window next to the driver’s seat and peered out into the growing darkness. He saw the light of a carriage lantern shaking and bobbing toward him at an alarming pace in the rain-swept dusk, creating strange patterns on the trees at the bend in the road. A moment later, a black horse raced around the curve, pulling an open carriage in which sat a soaking-wet man in an old-fashioned wig, cloak, and hat, clutching the horse’s reigns in his large hands. Beside him sat a shivering little girl.


  Within moments, the carriage had drawn close to the stalled car. Peter gasped as his eyes met those of a wet, weary, anxiety-driven man who looked so exhausted that Peter thought he might topple over. “Which way to Boston?” the man called from the carriage, slowing the black horse for a moment to speak to him.


  Peter was struck by chills from head to toe as he simultaneously recognized both question and speaker. He opened his mouth and shut it again, like a startled codfish, but couldn’t summon up any words.


  The anxious man in the carriage let forth a blistering spate of curse words and then shouted: “Speak up, man! Which way to Boston? We must reach Boston by nightfall!”


  Mutely, unable to speak for sheer fear and astonishment, Peter pointed back the way the carriage had come. But the man in the carriage did not heed him. He slapped the reigns against the horse’s flank and urged it down the isolated road that led away from his stated destination. A moment later, carriage, horse, and ghosts had disappeared around the next bend in the road.


  Peter leaned back against his seat, gasping in shock. Had he . . . had he just seen the ghost of Peter Rugg? Above him, the sky was suddenly split by a fierce bolt of lightning, and static electricity prickled his skin. The thunderclap shook his car, and he had barely enough time to raise his window before the rain came pouring down upon him.


  Storm-bringer, Peter thought to himself, remembering his folklore. The first Peter Rugg was called the Storm-bringer, and right on schedule, here was the storm. He felt cold all over, and his body shook with the shock of his ghostly encounter.


  At that moment, the sharp shrill of a car horn made him jump. Heart thudding so hard against his chest that it hurt, he glanced out his window and recognized the large SUV owned by Rick, his next-door neighbor. Peter rolled down his window and Rick shouted, “Car trouble?”


  Peter replied in the affirmative and gratefully accepted a ride home. Grabbing his briefcase, he made a mad dash through the heavy rain, pausing only long enough to click the electronic control that locked his car before slamming breathlessly into the passenger seat of the SUV.


  Rick put the car in gear and started slowly off through the heavy rain toward home. “What’s wrong with your car?” he asked Peter.


  “The repair light came on and the engine won’t turn over,” Peter replied.


  “Good thing I came along, or you might have found yourself swearing to reach home before dawn and driving the roads of Massachusetts for eternity, just like the other Peter Rugg,” Rick joked.


  Peter gave a feeble chuckle, his arms prickling at the remembrance of the ghost he had seen.


  “Mandy made me give up swearing,” he said, changing the subject. “Wants to make sure I set a good example for the boy.”


  This confession made Rick laugh heartily, and the subject occupied them the rest of the way home.


  The only person Peter told about his ghostly encounter was his wide-eyed wife, and her only response to the story was to hold him close and whisper, “See? Aren’t you glad I made you give up swearing?”


  And in that moment, Peter Rugg certainly was.


  
    3

  


  The Missing Bride


  WESTBOROUGH


  The village was astir long before the first rays of the midsummer sunrise beamed through the treetops and flickered across the rippling waters of the lake. Giggling girls and beaming women were cooking up a great feast, and the nervous young chief Sassacus was pacing back and forth inside his home while his mother followed him around and fussed over his wedding clothes.


  In all the hustle and bustle, no one noticed the beautiful young bride, Iano, slipping out of the village and heading toward the glittering waters of the lake. She was both nervous and excited and wished to take a paddle in her canoe to calm her prewedding jitters. And no one noticed Wequoash, her rejected suitor, quietly following her in his own canoe.


  It was only when a few of Iano’s friends and family came to help her dress for her wedding that the bride was found to be missing. No one was unduly alarmed, for Iano loved to play hide-and-seek with her beloved chief, and everyone assumed she was waiting for him to hunt her down and swing her up in his arms as he always did when he found her.


  Chuckling to himself, Sassacus checked all the usual hiding places, to no avail. As the day wore on, he became alarmed. A serious search was made, and a canoe was found missing. Into the hubbub came Wequoash, a mighty panther slung across his shoulders that he had hunted down and killed as a present for the chief and his bride. Casting the cat aside, he joined the hunt, expressing every bit as much alarm as the chief himself. But Iano was nowhere to be found.


  For two long days the tribesmen searched and the women wept and kept watch. At the end of the second day, the body of Iano was taken from the lake by a weeping Sassacus. All the tribe gathered to mourn the passing of the fair maiden, and none wept louder or more convincingly than Wequoash. As for the chief, he stood ashen-faced and shaking at the graveside and collapsed a few days later, so stricken was his heart.


  Wequoash, the mighty hunter, stayed steadfastly by the side of his ailing chief. When Sassacus succumbed to his illness at week’s end, Wequoash stumbled forth from the sickbed, wailing mightily, and blamed himself for failing to save the life of his chief.


  After observing the death rights for their fallen leader, the tribe elected Wequoash to be the new chief, and he modestly accepted the honor. The time of mourning soon ended, and life went on as usual in the village. The pain of Sassacus and Iano’s sudden passing was put aside in the face of the daily activities of the tribe, and the pair were spoken of infrequently.


  In midsummer of the following year, Wequoash was standing idly on the shore of the lake when he saw a mighty flame spring up at its very center. He stared at it in astonishment, and fear raised the hair on his arms and sent shivers crawling across the back of his neck. At that moment, a canoe materialized beside the flame and came racing across the waters toward the stunned warrior. Before he could blink, it was bobbing in the shallow waters next to him.


  A cold breeze swept around Wequoash and seized his arms and legs, propelling him forward toward the canoe. As his feet splashed into the shallow waters, he fought the compulsion, struggling against the wind that forced him forward. But it was too strong, and it toppled him into the canoe in an instant. By the time he righted himself, he was skimming across the lake toward the flickering fire. The canoe stopped right in front of the flames, which grew stronger and taller until they towered above him, taking on the glowing aspect of Iano. Wequoash shrieked in terror and cowered in the bottom of the canoe. The flaming figure of the missing bride reached down toward him, and he blacked out. When he awoke, he found himself lying half-in and half-out of the water on the shore.


  Wequoash leapt to his feet with a yelp and ran toward the village. At the outskirts he paused, took a deep breath, and sauntered toward his wigwam as if nothing had happened. It was only when he stepped inside that he realized that it was exactly one year ago that Iano had drowned. He shuddered once from head to toe, and then pushed the incident out of his mind.


  Another year passed, and the village prospered under the leadership of Wequoash. Many of the eligible girls vied for his attention, but he chose none to be his bride. As midsummer approached again, Wequoash grew moody and silent. Something seemed to be weighing on his mind, but no one could discover what it was.


  On the anniversary of Iano’s death, Wequoash went hunting in the opposite direction of the lake, wanting no more visions or strange occurrences to haunt him. Yet this mighty hunter suddenly found himself lost in the woods he had known all of his life. He circled around and around, unable to find his way. When he burst forth at last from the underbrush, he was on the shores of the lake near his village. And in the center of the lake he saw the mighty, flaming figure of Iano.
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  THE MISSING BRIDE


  Wequoash was not surprised when a black canoe appeared out of nowhere and whooshed across the lake to bob before him. He was not surprised when a cold wind whipped around him and thrust him unceremoniously into the boat. He had lived through all of this before. When he reached the center of the lake, the massive, flaming figure of Iano bent over him and said: “Only one time more.”


  Wequoash stared up at the flaming figure, mesmerized, his head swimming. He was not aware of losing consciousness, but he must have, for his next waking memory was of lying on the shore with his feet in the water and his head pillowed on a rock. He sat up slowly, trembling in fear. With a heavy heart he made his way home.


  The next year did not go well for the village. Wequoash was too preoccupied to participate in the councils, and he rarely hunted or fished. He grew thin and weak and withdrew into himself, snapping at friends and family alike. No one could discover what ailed him. As midsummer drew closer, Wequoash retreated completely and refused to come out of his wigwam. Everyone in the village was alarmed and fearful, and no one knew what to do.


  Then, on midsummer day, Wequoash appeared suddenly in the doorway and called out loudly for his people to gather. Wondering, uneasy, the villagers came to him, and the chief held his hands up for silence.


  “Today is my death day,” he announced, and waited to continue until the startled murmurs died away. “Three years ago, I followed Iano when she paddled her canoe across the lake in the early morning of her wedding day. I was jealous and bitter at losing her to another, and so I tipped her canoe over and left her to drown. Then when Sassacus, your chief, fell ill, I poisoned him and let him die.”


  There were gasps of outrage from his people, but he waved them silent. “The time has come. Today I will pay
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