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This book is dedicated to my daughters, my sister, my sisters in love, my mothers, my grandmothers, my aunts, my nieces, my cousins, my friends, and my daughters' friends.  We are lucky enough to have been born in more forgiving times.
Witchcraft, a term usually applied to harm brought upon others through the use of supernatural or occult powers. The person engaging in witchcraft is called a witch, while the act of causing harm may be termed cursing, hexing, bewitchment, or maleficium. A belief in malevolent witchcraft has been found across many societies throughout recorded history.  —--Encyclopedia Britannica 

 The Trials in Salem: Witch trials have occurred since the 15th Century; Salem's were not the first, but theirs were significant as the beginning of the end of killing "witches" in America. Betty Parris and Abigail Williams, ironically daughter and niece to Reverend Parris, town minister, sparked the accusations in Salem. It started with them succumbing to strange fits and blaming the enslaved Tituba for tempting them, who in turn was forced to confess to witchcraft under threat of being beaten to death. She then blamed the Devil to save herself.  Under the examinations and aggressively hypocritical conduct of Judge John Hathorne, dozens of villagers were accused, often on spectral, or invisible, evidence, and formal trials were held to rid Salem of the Devil. Bridget Bishop, a woman with a “bad” reputation, became the first executed, setting a deadly precedent for the months that followed. 

A note from the author:

This is a work of fiction combined with some historical accuracy. There is still no one solid answer as to why the girls in Salem started acting as though they were possessed, and the unknown still drives the appeal of the town. 

I have had the pleasure of visiting Salem twice in my life; the stories of the women who were lost and the women who today thrive in Salem, inspired me. 

The hangings and pressing of twenty villagers at the hands of their neighbors are factual, and I tried to respect their sacrifice. If I have made an historical error, it may or may not have been intentional, so please don’t witch hunt me.

I taught American Literature, and The Crucible, for over twenty years and am prone to embellishment, but if  you are drawn to Salem and its lingering mysteries, and haven’t come here to read the next great Hemingway novel, this is a story meant for you.


Introduction




“This was the field where superstition won her darkest triumph. . .the high place where our fathers set up their shame, to the mournful gaze of generations far remote. The dust of martyrs was beneath our feet.”




--Nathaniel Hawthorne, author of The Scarlet Letter





"Whatever you send out there, you get back times three."

--The Craft




Nothing is gonna go back to the way that it was. Not really. But it'll get better. In time."

 -- Stranger Things




"Tell a witch to go, and she'll plant her feet on the ground and stay exactly where she is." 

--Practical Magic




"Are people born wicked? Or do they have wickedness thrust upon them?"

--Glinda the Good, Wicked film


“I’ll tell you what’s walking Salem–vengeance is walking Salem.”

--John Proctor, The Crucible Act II


Preface

Brief synopsis of Arthur Miller’s play, The Crucible, an allegory for the Communist scare of  1950s  America:


"Salem, Massachusetts, 1692. A small group of girls ‘cry out’ against other people in the town, accusing them of witchcraft, in an attempt to cover up their own dabblings in the occult. Led by Abigail Williams, the girls’ accusations cause a court to be formed to investigate the alleged crimes. Caught up in the trials are John and Elizabeth Proctor, a farming couple whose marriage is hanging by a thread. John Proctor, following an illicit affair with Abigail, finds himself and his wife caught up in the proceedings when Abigail accuses Elizabeth of witchcraft, hoping to take her place at John’s side. Desperate to clear his wife’s name, John attempts to convince the court of her innocence, but instead finds himself in danger when Abigail turns on him. When faced with the choice between confessing to witchcraft and saving himself, or professing his innocence and destroying his good name, he chooses taking his honesty with him to the gallows."

Sharnbrookmill Theatre, UK








Prologue

Salem, 1693

They made Martha Corey climb the ladder herself.

She did not shiver although the boards were laced with frost, and her bare feet stung as she sought purchase. She would not appease them with any sign of fear, or guilt.

Even the children were in attendance. The entire town had come to see the witch returned to the Devil.

The judges’ eyes followed her ascent; no reprieve would come. The hangman approached.

Martha lifted her bound hands as far as she could. The pendant resting on her chest made room for the rope.

Forgive me, Giles. Be with me, Bridget.

The noose tightened.


Her consciousness wavered:

Her beloved Giles, suffocating. Her children orphaned.

The cries of the innocent.

And further still; faces she did not recognize. Future or past, it didn’t matter. 

The veil was thinning; she felt the dead pressing closer.

The hangman spoke. “Confess, and God may yet show mercy.”

Martha laughed from deep in her disgust, “How may I damn myself with lies?”

She lowered her gaze to the pendant.

If they kill my body, 

let my truth remain.

Let the veil stand strong, 

'til torn for righteous cause.



The hangman kicked the ladder.


    Chapter One: Salem, October 19, 2025

     Salem, Massachusetts from November through September is livable. Salem in October is a nightmare for locals and tourists alike.

     Hawthorne Hill, yes, named after Salemite Nathaniel Hawthorne, thanks to her English-teacher parents, had long since made peace with her masculine literary name. She’d learned by adulthood that kids can be cruel, and she knew her parents had meant well. They’d just wanted her to stand out.

     Now, she was just trying to walk her way through an onslaught of people. There were witches of every variety, buskers from every horror movie, and tourists, endless tourists. Hawthorne couldn’t help but think that Nathaniel himself had seen both the appeal and the darkness of Salem, and he’d been clever enough to capitalize on it.

     Hawthorne’s long dark hair waved in the harbor breeze as she strode to her shop. Luckily, she was tall enough to see over most of the people in the crowds’ heads, and although she didn’t technically work out, she rode her bike and walked enough to keep up with the pace she’d set to bypass the spectators. She partially tuned in to the daily sounds as she weaved between the two packed sides of Essex Street, basically the Main Street of Salem.


“Ride the trolley and learn about the witch trials!” barked  the locals trying to make their year’s income even before Halloween ended.




“Take a picture with Pennywise the Clown!” called the costumed buskers enticing visitors.



“Pay your respects to the Salem witches at the Witch Museum and Memorial!” beckoned the employees of Salem’s darker side of history.

     Three months earlier, Hawthorne had opened her own business, Healing Pause, a Reiki practice tucked between Everett's Create-a-Broom and Autumn's Vegan Café on Essex. She’d wanted to use the pun Healing Paws in honor of her cat, but she thought that might give the wrong idea about familiars or animal telepathy. Binx wasn’t the one putting in the healing work, anyway.


     Her parents,  Michael and Jennifer Hill, with unfairly normal names, were about to retire with pensions from teaching and had poured their savings into her dream. They’d endured her multiple practice sessions without truly understanding Reiki, bought her massage table and store’s accoutrements, and, most importantly, believed she could succeed.

    So far, success equaled almost nothing. On a good day, she had maybe one serious client.

    Her mind returned to her unfortunate opening day and its only client.


“Hey, Hawthorne! How’s about you lay hands on this?” sneered Isaiah Stone, a twenty-three-year-old man-child who was currently pointing at his crotch. He’d plopped himself onto her table and immediately started unbuttoning his shirt.


“In the name of all that is good and holy, keep your clothes on. Do you even know what a Reiki healer does?”


“Sure, you rub me until I feel healed and drive the demons out of my johnson.”



“No.” She cut him off. “Reiki is an exchange of universal energy. The healer channels it through their hands to move blocked energy from your aura and chakras, replacing it with clean, positive life force.”


“So... no rubbing?”

“Not unless you want me to rearrange your aura with my fists. Please get out.”

      Isaiah stumbled out of the store, buttoning his shirt. She had said a silent prayer that no one got the wrong idea about them. He had not changed much since elementary school, except to become more seedy.

    Hawthorne wanted to help people heal from their pains, both physical and emotional, but Isaiah's type of energy was not something she could heal.














Chapter Two: Max Errol

     The bell over the studio door jolted her from the unpleasant memory. A man stood there. He was tall, maybe six-two, with sandy-blond hair tousled by the coastal wind, and a gentle face.


“Your sign said Open,” he said. “But you look perplexed. Are you available for a session?”


“Sorry! Yes! I actually just had a cancellation”, she lied. “You’re welcome to come in.”

    Hawthorne reined in her eagerness to have a “real” client. She’d had men in the studio before in the past months, Isaiah-types who had unfortunately brought that energy, who thought Reiki was code for something else. Hopefully, this wasn’t one of those. She mentally crossed her fingers.


“Have you ever received Reiki before?” she asked as she led him toward the back room.

“No, ma’am. Well, not that I am aware of. My younger sister Marley recommended it. She said I was acting 'like a real douche lately,' and that you could clear up my... chakras?” He laughed awkwardly. “Honestly, I thought she was delusional, but I did some research, and I figured, why not?

I’m Max Errol." He offered his hand for a shake.  "My sister begged me to bring her here for the week; we’re visiting from Fort Worth.”

“What made a Texan choose Salem of all places?”


“Last year her AP English class read The Cruxackle ?”. . .



“The Crucible?” Hawthorne corrected.

“That’s the one! She became obsessed. I probably used SparkNotes to get through it myself in high school,” he admitted.

"Your secret's safe with me. I did the same with all things James Joyce."

     She guided him into the softly lit session room. Gentle flute music played over the Bluetooth speaker, and a space heater warmed the air against the autumn chill. Incense drifted lazily through the room, making smoke spirits near the salt lamps.

     Max, disappointingly, she admitted to herself, didn’t start undressing. She hoped he didn’t notice her pink cheeks as she explained the process and he lay down on the massage table.


“First, hold your hands together as though you are about to clap, but just hover there with an inch or so in between. Move them in and out towards each other. Do you feel that? That is your aura. You could throw it like a ball if you wanted to. Everything is made up of energy and as Einstein told us, it can neither be created nor destroyed. There is a scientific basis to Reiki, regardless of what people may think. 


    I’ll start by using a pendulum to identify energetic blockages,” she said. "If it doesn’t move at all as I hold it over the chakra, that one is blocked. If it goes crazy, that one needs to chill out and stop ‘leaking’. 


You might feel warmth from my hands, and that’s normal. I’ll channel energy to clear emotionally stagnant or overactive areas. Ideally, your chakras flow like spinning pinwheels in a gentle breeze, letting the life force move freely to and from you and keeping you open to the universe. 

Let me know if you get uncomfortable in any way.”

       Max made a sound of acknowledgment as she centered her breath and asked silently for protection in the form of white light surrounding them both.

    She began at the root or base chakra. The pendulum swayed gently, the sign of a healthy chakra. At the navel or sacral chakra, connected to will and power, the motion was strong and smooth. At the heart and solar plexus, though, it stopped.

    She laid her palm over his back, behind his heart. The energy there felt... deadened.

“What’s the verdict, Doc?” he asked.

“A, I’m not a doctor,” she said softly. “And B, your heart chakra’s blocked. I’m going to work on clearing it.”

   Her right hand tingled with heat as she drew the heavy energy outward, sending it away into the ether, and pressed her left hand down to refill the void with light. She focused only on the flow, not the source. Pain had roots she had no authority to examine.

“You okay?”

“Mmf shmmm oooo,” he said into his face pillow.

“I’m going to take that as a yes,” she smiled and felt encouraged.

   She finished with the throat, third-eye, and crown chakras, but only the throat showed resistance. A man who didn’t speak his truth, maybe, or who was shy? Again, none of her business. She smoothed the air above him, cleansing his aura of spiritual detritus.

“You might have vivid dreams tonight, and maybe some muscle cramps,” she told him, “and drink plenty of water to avoid dehydration.”

       Max sat up, dazed-looking. “I feel like Jell-O right now.”

    Her brown eyes met his; she noticed he had one blue eye and one green. 

     The effect on her libido was immediate, and she made herself look away. Between his drawl and his eyes, she was struggling to remain professional.

 “Watch it wiggle,” she joked back, blushing again at the corny old joke to hide her reaction to his eyes. 

“But seriously, removing old energy can do a number on the body.”

     He tapped his phone to pay, left a generous tip, and disappeared into the crowd in search of his sister who had been in line across the street waiting to have her tarot cards read. 

    She called Binx to her for a snuggle to return her mind to more innocent thoughts.

He will hear her call from a mile away.

He will whistle her favorite song.

He can ride a pony backwards.

He can flip pancakes in the air.

He’ll be marvelously kind.

His favorite shape will be a star.

He’ll have one green eye and one blue.

“Where did that come from? Cut that shit out,” Hawthorne scolded herself and killed the romantic fantasy before it could fester.

 "You're a professional. And he's a client. He just happens to be a hot client."

............................................

     Hawthorne checked the clock, five minutes to close. She turned to flip her Open sign to Closed when rapid knocking startled her.


    An older woman stood there, maybe in her sixties, wearing a witch’s costume.

“I’m so sorry,” Hawthorne raised her voice to be heard through the glass. “I was just closing. If you’re still in town tomorrow, I open at ten—”

    The woman lunged forward through the narrow gap in the door and clamped a hand around Hawthorne’s throat.


“You will see me now, Ms. Hill.” 
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