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			Chapter One

			I’m not crazy. At least, I don’t think I am. Some would even say I’m too level-headed and a bit boring. How could I be anything but after managing my hardware store for thirty years? Being an old Cape Codder going back generations, I pay my taxes, keep up with my mortgage, love my wife and kids, and vote Independent. A few weeks ago, I came across a book in the Chatham Library. I read it, and then it was gone, and my wife and kids think I’m bonkers. I was in the mystery section of the library at the end of October, stocking up on reading material for the winter. There’s very little happening on Cape Cod at that time of year unless you go down to the local pub and have a pint or two. I’ll be the first to admit that I’m vulnerable to such outings, but I much prefer sitting in my chair by the fire with a good book while sipping a tumbler of single malt.

			Among the books in the stacks with colorful bindings and flashy titles like The G-String Murders or The Skeleton Valley Mystery was a book that didn’t seem to belong. It had an old leather binding with no title. Out of curiosity, I took it off the shelf, brought it to a table, and leafed through the thick parchment pages. It was a journal of sorts, written in an old eighteenth-century script. Making my way through the arcane language and unfamiliar script was a task too much for me, so I put it back on the shelf and went to the other side of the stack. When I came back with an armful of Robert B. Parker novels, it was on the table again. Strange, I thought, so I went to the front desk to inquire about this curious book.

			The woman at the desk agreed to come back and take a look, stating, “Books that old are usually available only upon request, and only history scholars seem interested in them. If you want to view such material, you have to make an appointment. I’ll be happy to take custody of the wayward book that seems to have escaped from the restricted stacks.”

			However, when we got to the table, I could find no sign of the book. I checked the stack, and it wasn’t there. I panicked and looked up and down the stack with no result.

			“Are you sure you saw the book?” she said.

			“Yes, I can’t imagine where it’s gone. It was right here.” I tapped the table where the book had been.

			“Well, I’ve got to get back,” she said in a bit of a huff. “Just bring it to the desk if you come across it.”

			I was never so embarrassed, and I was sure she thought I was nuts. Ha, I thought, the one place I didn’t look was the floor. Down on my hands and knees, I scanned the floor and didn’t find anything but dust bunnies. When I surfaced and looked on the table, there it was, open to the first page. I’ve got you now, you little bastard, I thought. I grabbed the book and decided to take it to the desk, but as soon as I picked it up, the pages became brittle and started to fall apart. The last thing I needed was to damage a valuable book, so I slammed the book shut and decided to leave the damn thing on the table. Let somebody else deal with this demon book. Then I packed to go and glanced back at the book, and couldn’t believe my eyes. The damage had been repaired, and it was opened to the first page again!

			This seemed more than a little strange. I broke out in a sweat while the saliva started to dry in my mouth. But how dangerous could a book be? The eighteenth-century script danced before my eyes, and it was hard going at first. No author was credited with the writing. It simply started with these words: There have been many stories about the wreck of the Whydah and the love story between the pirate “Black Sam” Bellamy and Maria Hallett. This is the only true account of their love and how the Whydah came to be wrecked.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			The story of the Whydah is well known on the Cape. In the 1980s, the wreck was discovered by Barry Clifford and his salvage team, and now there are two museums, one on the Cape and one in Salem, Massachusetts, chock full of artifacts from the wreck. I was hooked and wanted to read more. At that moment, the lights dimmed, indicating closing time, so I went to scoop up the book, but it began to disintegrate again, so I dropped it on the table. I couldn’t believe I was about to talk to a book, but I did. “Okay, buster, I’ll be back. I assume you’ll be at your usual location,” I said, and I walked out.

			After leaving the library, I threw my armful of books in my car and headed across the street to the Irish pub. I liked the darkened room with its low ceiling. Irish memorabilia were packed in every corner, including travel posters and old mugs. It was a comfortable place to have a drink, and I figured I’d need at least three to collect myself and clear my mind so I could think rationally. Before I entered, I couldn’t help noticing a 1960s vintage Chevelle Super Sport (SS) parked in front. It was all black, sporting Cragar Mags with Goodyear Wide Tread G/T tires mounted on them. Being a gearhead and owning a classic MG-TD myself, I couldn’t resist taking a closer look. A peek under the rear end revealed there was a stainless-steel dual exhaust and traction bars to control the rear axle under hard acceleration. Inside were bucket seats and a Hurst shifter. In the back window, five “Over the Hundred Mile an Hour Club” decals from a drag strip that I didn’t recognize were displayed. I guessed the driver must be inside the pub, and I hoped I’d have a chance to talk with him.

			When I entered the pub, I was struck by the smell of the wood fireplace on the far side of the room. In addition to the usual decor were Halloween decorations. Witches and ghosts hung from the ceiling, and fake spiderwebs partly hid ghouls lurking in the corners. At the end of the bar sat a man dressed all in black with long black hair. It was hard to determine his age; he could have been between his late twenties to early forties. On the back of his jacket was the Chevrolet Bowtie logo. This had to be the guy with the Chevy SS, and I took the empty seat next to him. Riley, the owner and bartender, nodded and placed a tumbler of John Powers with ice on the side on the bar and said, “Your usual, I presume, Joe.” I introduced myself to the stranger, and after some small talk, I asked about the Chevy.

			“Yeah, that’s mine,” he said, stirring his drink that had a swizzle stick with skull and crossbones on top. “To save you the trouble, she’s got a 427 big block and six-pack carbs with progressive linkage. Passes anything but the gas station.” He then paused and changed the subject. “Look at this place. An Irish pub, and they show no respect for Samhain.”

			“Come again?”

			“It’s a sacred holiday. At least, it was until the Christians got to it. They ruined it.”

			“So, are you a druid or something?” I asked.

			He smiled, “No, I’m a lowly adjunct history professor at the community college, and I’m involved in the collection business as well. Pay sucks, but it keeps me in gas and whiskey. It’s just that I’m not a Christian or a Jew, for that matter. I like to harken back to the old religion. It speaks to me.”

			I ordered another Powers. “So, enlighten me. Can I buy you a round?”

			He nodded and continued, “Most people don’t appreciate that this is a special time of the year.”

			“Really? It’s coming up to Halloween, so it’s special for my kids.” 

			“Aye, it’s the Celtic new year, Samhain, and the time when the curtain between the living and the dead is the thinnest. If you’re lucky, you can communicate across the barrier. The old Celts believed that consuming booze helped make the connection. Of course, if you screw up, things can go badly for the dead and the living. But, you know, it’s a time when people can patch up relationships and resolve long overdue debts. That sort of thing. But during the time of Samhain, you only have a small window to make things right between the living and the dead. These fools run about in stupid costumes and rot their kids’ teeth with candy.” He snapped the swizzle stick in half. “If you have business with the dead, now’s the time to resolve it. Enough of this, I’ve got to get going.”

			“I didn’t catch your name.”

			“Bartholomew Ryder, but Bart will do.”

			I heard the SS fire up, and from my seat at the bar, it sounded great. I could tell from the choppy rhythm of the idle that the engine had at least a half-race camshaft.

			In the morning, I woke with quite a headache after drinking too much whiskey. My wife was not sympathetic. “What happened last night, Joe? Riley had to put you in a cab at closing time. Then you threw up all over the lawn. This isn’t like you.”

			I withheld any reference to the book this time because I was sure she’d think I had really lost my mind. However, I was now on a mission, and every day after work, I spent time in the library. In a cubicle between the stacks, the book appeared open to where I left off the previous visit. As I read, I translated it from the eighteenth-century English:

			Maria Hallett was a pretty lass, and as a child, she was thought of as a pixy by her older three sisters and four brothers. Always in motion, she loved to be outside. If there were chores to be done, Maria would be missing, running about on the dunes or playing in the marsh. Only her older sister, Liza, seemed to be able to corral Maria by staying one step ahead of her. “Maria’s no mystery to me because I know her haunts on the dunes and in the marsh. After all, I showed them to her,” she would say. When Liza caught up with her, Maria would readily comply and skip along beside her sister back to her chores, which she completed in a haphazard manner.

			By the time Liza was eighteen, the dynamics in the family had changed. Their mother had passed away from a fever, and she had married Ben Jordan, a local smith. Maria had also changed. She was no longer a little pixy but a willowy fifteen-year-old redhead with blue eyes, and the male population of eligible bachelors began to notice her. Ezekiel Pratt, her schoolmaster, was smitten.

			“Maria is like a wild filly, and to make her way through life, she’ll need a firm but loving hand. I can provide that for her as well as a comfortable home life. I know she would make a good wife and mother in a year or two,” said Mr. Pratt as he sat in Mr. Hallett’s parlor.

			“Well, she’s young, and I’d be the first to admit that she can be headstrong and a bit wild, but if you want to court her, you’re welcome to try,” said Mr. Hallett.

			“I’m sure once she’s married and settles down, she’ll see the advantages of our union, and a little tickle with the rod, I’m sure, will get her attention.”

			“If you think so, Mr. Pratt, but the rod hasn’t done much to change her in the past.”

			When Maria was informed of the potential match, she made her feelings known. “No! I don’t like Mr. Pratt. He hits us in school, and he doesn’t smell good. Besides, he’s old, and I am not ready. I’m determined not to get married until I’m much older, like Liza.”

			“Listen, Maria, you’ll be sixteen soon, and you won’t be married until you’re almost seventeen,” said Mr. Hallett. “Since your mother died, I’ve been at wits’ end marrying off your other sisters. At least Liza had sense enough to choose wisely and married a smith who makes a good living. Mr. Pratt has expressed his affection for you and can offer you a good life. Furthermore, he isn’t seeking a dowry. You know he’s richer than any schoolmaster has a right to be. When he comes courting, you will be civil to him, and maybe something will come of it.”

			Maria fiddled with the lace on her dress for a few moments and then said, “And if nothing comes of it, then what?”

			Mr. Hallett paused. “Don’t worry your young head, my dear, because something will come of it. There are no other options.”

			The day Mr. Pratt came courting, Mr. Hallett made sure that Maria dressed in her Sunday best, a light blue dress that matched her eyes and a light blue ribbon woven into her hair. As Mr. Pratt walked up to the front door, Maria made an excuse to fetch her needlework and bolted out the back door. She ran down the street to the forge and found Liza.

			“It’s market day, and I’m walking to Chatham Center to do the week’s shopping. Do you want to come along?” said Liza. Maria nodded. “My, you’re looking fine today with ribbons in your hair and a clean dress. Is there a reason for that?”

			Liza was the only person that Maria felt she could confide in, and said, “Papa gave permission for Mr. Pratt to court me. He’s old, and he stinks, so I ran out the back door.”

		

OEBPS/image/Image1474.jpg
e

WRLD CASTLE PUBLISES





OEBPS/image/Image1463.jpg
The Strange Story of

MARIA
HALLETT

RICHARD ZAPF





OEBPS/image/Image1454.jpg
HALLETT

e
RICHARD ZAPF





OEBPS/image/1.png
The Strange Story of

MARIA






